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Abstract

This paper investigates the experiences and the barriers faced by internationally trained immigrants (ITIs) in achieving their economic and labour market integration goals in Canada and more specifically in Northern Ontario. In-depth face-to-face interviews were conducted with a total of 74 ITIs who had immigrated to one of the five major communities in Northern Ontario within the past 10 years and had been living in a Northern Ontario community for a minimum of six months. We found a perception on the part of survey participants that greater credential devaluation occurred in Northern Ontario as compared to larger centres. Also, participants felt that they were better able to integrate when they prepared for employment from their home country or attended a Canadian educational institutions. The findings have policy relevance at the federal, provincial, and community level and may be extended to other Canadian cities. 
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Introduction

On Monday September 12, 2011, Sudbury CBC radio’s award winning program ‘Morning North’ reported “Our Roots-Our Future: Fewer and fewer immigrants are choosing to come to Sudbury. In fact, Statistics Canada numbers show that this city is one of the least popular destinations for immigrants in the country. But there was a time when immigrants came to Sudbury in large waves. They came to escape war and poverty. They came to work in the mines. They came without much to lose. They came with everything they had. What was once a tide has turned into a trickle.”(CBC Radio, 2011). According to Statistics Canada, during 1999 to 2006, Toronto was the top city of choice for immigrants coming to Canada while Sudbury was the last. Between July 2008-2009, 92,000 immigrants came to Toronto while only 109 to Sudbury, a fraction of the number that it should have attracted.  Table 1 shows the recent immigrant population profile of Ontario and the five major northern Ontario communities of Sudbury, Thunder Bay, Sault St. Marie, North Bay, and Timmins.

Much focus is being placed on the role immigration plays in the Ontario labour landscape.  It has been estimated that net migration to the province of Ontario will account for 68 percent of all population growth in the next 25 years (Ministry of Finance, 2011). Labour force dynamics in the province of Ontario and especially in the north is affected by baby boom exits, significant changes in the production levels of Ontario’s main industries, emigration to economically booming provinces, trade relationships with the US, and more general global economic forces.  

Northern Ontario is poised to grow and attract skilled workers. Upcoming projects in Sudbury alone include: a $2 billion environmental project in Copper Cliff starting in 2015; a Clean AER project requiring 8 millions person-hours of labour with 1,300 workers on-site during peak construction; a new ferrochrome processing facility near Capreol creating 300 to 400 jobs in 2016 or 2017 (Sudbury Star, October 12th, 2012). These and other projects will require a substantial increase in skilled labour proportionate to a small population that may not be currently available in the North.

Future workforce growth is expected to come from immigrating professionals to Canada (Reitz, 2005, p. 413), yet Northern Ontario has experienced ongoing out-migration of skilled workers. The 2012 Canadian Federal Budget, “Jobs, Growth, and Long-Term Prosperity” (Ministry of Finance, 2012) and the 2012 Ontario Budget, “Strong Action for Ontario” (Ministry of Finance, 2012) both refer to the North’s natural resources and its ability to create jobs and attract skilled immigrants valued by Canadian employers. The five major cities in Northern Ontario are now collaborating under ‘One North’ to develop an economic development and immigration attraction strategy recognizing that they must act now.



Table 1- Immigrant Status, Period of Immigration and Visible Minority profile of the total population in Ontario and five Northern Ontario Communities: Sudbury, Thunder Bay, Sault Ste. Marie, North Bay and Timmins (Statistics Canada-2006 Census data)

	
	Ontario
	Sudbury
	
Thunder Bay
	
Sault Ste. Marie
	
North Bay
	
Timmins

	Total population
	12,028,895  
	155,995  
	
107,290
	
73,890
	
53,235
	
42,455

	Non-immigrants
	8,512,020  
	145,155  
	
95,370
	
65,620
	
49,870
	
40,645

	Immigrants
	3,398,725  
	10,450  
	
11,620
	
8,050
	
3,210
	
1,765

	Before 1991 
	1,884,440  
	8,895  
	
9,900
	
7,575
	
2,485
	
1,540

	1991 to 2000 
	933,545  
	890  
	
1,060
	
295
	
450
	
155

	2001 to 2006 
	580,740  
	660  
	
660
	
180
	
270
	
75

	Non-permanent residents
	118,150  
	385  
	
300
	
225
	
160
	
40

	Total population
	12,028,895  
	155,995  
	
107,290
	
73,890
	
53,235
	
42,455

	Not Visible Minority
	4,544,875
	152,715
	104,115
	72,950
	52,090
	41,940

	Visible Minorities:
	2,745,200
	3,280
	3,475
	940
	1,145
	510

	Chinese
	576,975
	620
	880
	295
	255
	125

	South Asian
	794,170
	575
	380
	95
	235
	10

	Black
	473,765
	1,095
	435
	230
	350
	140

	Filipino
	203,215
	150
	250
	85
	55
	115

	Latin American
	147,140
	180
	165
	90
	30
	40

	Southeast Asian
	110,045
	145
	375
	10
	35
	45

	Arab
	111,405
	115
	50
	30
	10
	15

	West Asian
	96,620
	55
	30
	0
	0
	10

	Korean
	69,540
	70
	30
	20
	30
	10

	Japanese
	28,080
	65
	375
	10
	20
	0

	Visible  Minority n.i.e
	56,845
	55
	20
	35
	15
	0

	Multiple Visible Minority
	77,400
	145
	185
	55
	100
	10

	http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2006/dp-pd/prof/92-591/details/



Canadian research on immigrant integration is vast and varied addressing virtually every aspect from education to employment and integration. This paper seeks to complement existing work on social and economic barriers to integration in smaller and more remote communities drawing on the work of other authors (Entzinger and Biezeveld 2003; Li 2003; Lo et al., 2000 Ornstein 1996; Orme 2007; Owen and Lo 2008; Picot and Sweetman 2012; Reitz 2001, 2007; Truelove 2000; Walters, Pythian, and Anisef 2006; Walton-Roberts 2011). 

Factors affecting the arrival of immigrants 

Job prospects, family reunification, standard of living, and escaping political or economic conditions are just a few of the reasons for immigration to Canada that have been examined (Alfred 2002; Clark, Hatton & Williamson 2002; Portsmouth 2002; Walters 1995). Researchers demonstrate why newcomers arrive in Ontario (Omidvar and Richmond 2003; Troper 2000) and in particular, choose the City of Toronto (Lo, Wang et al. 2007; Reitz 2001). The literature available on the specific reasons why newcomers chose to immigrate to Northern Ontario is quite sparse yet the Association of Municipalities of Ontario (AMO) has urged Northern and rural communities in Ontario to promote themselves so immigrants will choose them in greater numbers in the future:

  “Northern and rural communities offer a quality of life and sense of community that is unique and unfortunately often unknown to newcomers. Many newcomers to Canada list “peace” and “low crime rates” as reasons for moving to Canada. Now is an ideal time for these communities to promote alternatives to city living” (AMO, 2008, p.12).

Although AMO provided a case study on the efforts expanded by the city of North Bay to attract immigration to Northern Ontario (AMO, 2008) it does not conclusively determine reasons for immigrants arriving in Northern Ontario. Without information on the factors that attract (or detract) immigrants to Northern Ontario, any effort to increase immigration may be difficult.  A notable gap exists in the literature on the specific reasons why newcomers choose to immigrate to regions such as Northern Ontario so that clearer policy options can be considered to make Northern Ontario more attractive to newcomers.  

Settlement and Integration

We know that newly arrived immigrants have a higher likelihood of settling in Montreal, Toronto and Vancouver (MTV) citing the attraction and support available from an already established immigrant communities (Truelove 2000), but the literature also suggests that these patterns are changing (ElDakiky and Shields 2009).  Several researchers have begun to outline settlement barriers in Southern Ontario (Orme 2007; Picot and Sweetman 2012; Truelove 2000) but these have not explored any differences that may exist in settlement barriers to immigrants arriving in Northern Ontario. A report by Chris Southcott (2007) found that Northern Ontario tends to attract few immigrants,  most were students and/or contract workers rather than immigrants. 


Among the more prevalent barriers to settlement is access to settlement services (Lo et al. 2007; Truelove 2000) with better clusters of services available in MTV. As immigration shifts to cities outside of these three major hubs, the services will have to relocate accordingly (Picot and Sweetman, 2012). Transportation access issues is recognized as another barrier and Truelove (2000) pointed out that many newly arrived immigrant women do not have driver’s licenses or access to cars and therefore, larger cities tend to be better equipped to offer a breath of services in transportation.  In Northern Ontario, the transit systems are not as multi-modal or convenient potentially creating a bigger barrier for immigrants.

Some researchers argue that the choice of settlement area has very little to do with services offered and more to do with family and kin residing in a given area (Picot and Sweetman 2012).  While it relates back to the reasons for arrival in Canada, this point is important when discussing settlement barriers because it is shown that even a small established community of immigrants can act as a draw for further settlement, which has the potential ability to refocus services to new areas (Picot and Sweetman 2012).  Moreover, the services to aid in settlement and promote integration among newly arrived immigrants are significantly strained in bigger cities where immigration numbers tend to be higher.  If the settlement patterns can be dispersed, and service delivery maintained in smaller communities, then the services available have the potential to be more substantive in the event of alleviated strain.  

The opportunity for employment in one’s field has proven to be a significant barrier to integration and choice of location. In a longitudinal survey of immigrants to Canada (LSIC-2003), respondents cited lack of Canadian work experience (26%), lack of recognition of foreign credentials (21%), and language barriers (15%) as the most serious labour market integration challenges. One possible solution, the Local Integration Partnerships (LIP) initiative, undertaken by various communities in Ontario to attract and integrate newcomers was discussed by Burr (2011). Also, a 2010 study of the new immigrants community profile in Timmins by its LIP reported that most immigrants had moved to Timmins, from Toronto, for employment. Of the 70% who were employed, 30% were in the mining sector. Critical services identified were language (70%), housing (60%) and job search (60%).

Immigrants will also choose a location based on employment potential or to pursue education. In a study prepared for the North Bay Newcomer Network by Ann Welsh (2007) reasons for moving to North Bay were 48% to study at a local college or university and 31% for Employment. Respondents identified that many barriers still exist for immigrants trying to find employment and 84% had to change their field of work. 

University researchers have also reported barriers in economic integration barriers in education, employment, and underemployment (Entzinger and Biezeveld 2003; Li 2003; Fong 2008; Orme 2007; Picot and Sweetman 2012; Reitz 2001; Reitz 2007; Shields 2009; Walton-Roberts 2011).  The available literature suggests that recent immigrants to Canada are having are an increasingly difficult time finding jobs that suit their educational and employment profiles (Alboim, Finnie and Meng 2005; Owen and Lo 2008; Preston et al. 2007). The issue of education as a barrier to integration has been thoroughly studied in a variety of different ways that includes formal education and skills training, as well as educational institutions acting as a tool to attract and integrate immigrants (Reitz 2001; Walton-Robert 2011).  Four of the five major centres in northern Ontario have universities, and all five have colleges. The ability of these institutions to provide flexible and varied programs toward credentialing is a key component of resolving integration challenges related to education.

Many researchers have established a strong link between education, employment and earning power (Owen and Lo 2008; Reitz 2001; Walters, Pythian and Anisef 2006; Weiner 2008).  Employment levels and earning power of immigrant workers compared to native-born counterparts with similar levels of experience and education is not equal (Lo et al. 2008; Owen and Lo 2008; Reitz 2001). With an increased emphasis being place on the new ‘knowledge economy’ (Abbott and Beach 2011; Ministry of Finance 2011; Reitz 2001; Walton-Roberts 2011), it will become imperative to redress inequities and hasten the process of skills evaluation to meet changing economic requirements.  The devaluation of credentials leads to persistent underemployment or unemployment; and subsequently, to low levels of workforce integration of non-native born workers (Alboim, Finnie and Meng 2005; Reitz 2001) and can be associated with systemic discrimination.  

Reitz (2007) and Walton-Roberts (2011) suggest that post-secondary education and its institutions play an important role in breaking down discriminatory behaviour, and fostering immigrant attraction, settlement, and integration.  Walton-Roberts (2011) study in Kitchener-Waterloo show success in communities that are able to offer what newly arrived immigrants seek: job opportunities, smaller, closer-knit communities, higher education, and a welcoming population.  

Underemployment is defined as “Inadequately employed, especially employed at a low-paying job that requires less skill or training than one possesses” (Farlex 2012). Underemployment differs from unemployment in the sense that the individual may still be employed or participating in the labour force.  Much of the literature is split between these two prevalent barriers to economic integration (Lo et al. 2001; Orme 2007; Reitz 2001; Truelove 2000; Walters, Pythian, and Anisef 2006. The Canadian government already prioritizes employable traits when selecting immigrants for entry into Canada (Abbott and Beach 2011; Alboim and McIsaac 2007; Picot and Sweetman 2012; Omidvar and Richmond 2003) by using a “point system” (See Exhibit 1). Education, proficiency in one of the national languages, experience, age, arranged employment, and adaptability are the factors that determine whether or not a candidate will be selected as a “skilled worker” for entry into Canada (Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 2010). Interestingly, Canada’s immigration policy rewards highly educated immigrants for their advanced studies offering a maximum of 25 points out of 100 for post-secondary education. These points, which are awarded without prejudice in relation to geographical origin, is in stark contrast to employment criteria, which often discount foreign education and require Canadian-context training. 

This discrepancy between admission and employment criteria results in frustrations and unrealistic expectations amongst newly admitted foreigners which further aggravates their situation (Somerville, 2010, p. 346). Taken at face value, it is clear that the federal government has attempted to design policies with the intention of minimizing barriers of workforce integration for skilled immigrants.  However, the literature is able to clearly demonstrate gaps in the policy design and the consequences of not addressing these deficiencies (Owen and Lo 2008; Picot and Sweetman 2012; Walters and Pythian 2006).  

Exhibit 1- Canada’s Immigration Point System for Skilled Workers 

Education 					Maximum 25 points 
Proficiency in English and/or French 	Maximum 24 points 
Experience 				Maximum 21 points 
Age 					Maximum 10 points 
Arranged employment in Canada 	Maximum 10 points 
Adaptability 				Maximum 10 points 
Total 					Maximum 100 points 
Pass mark 					Minimum   67 points 
Assess your qualifications using our skilled worker self-assessment test:
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/immigrate/skilled/apply-factors.asp














Underemployment among immigrants has many root causes. The literature informs that the top three reasons are a) devaluation of immigrant skills and related education  (Lo et al. 2001; Reitz 2001), b) racist or discriminatory attitudes in the workplace (Fong 2009), and c) job shortages that affect the population of both immigrant and native-born as a whole (Ministry of Finance 2012; Picot and Sweetman 2012).  The emphasis placed on Canadian credentials is identified as a factor in the ability of immigrants with foreign gained credentials to compete in the workforce (Abbott and Beach 2011; Alboim, Finnie, and Meng 2005; Owen and Lo 2008; Reitz 2005; Weiner 2008). In addition, those adopting a structural approach to the problem argue that government immigrant selection policies are the root cause of the failure of many immigrants to attain full economic integration (Alboim & McIsaac, 2007; Lo et al., 2001; Orme, 2007).

The research of many of the authors examining selection processes as a barrier is applicable to Northern Ontario, even though none specifically focus on this area of the province, due to the fact that regardless of where an immigrant settles in Ontario, they would have to go through the same structural processes to be selected as a candidate for immigration.  If this is the root cause of unemployment and underemployment, as some researchers hypothesize (Alboim and McIsaac 2007; Lo et al. 2001; Walters, Pythian and Anisef 2006), then the findings would remain salient to the research topic. 

Some of the research suggests that immigration policy should be shaped to attract immigrants with skills that complement “gaps” in the labour market. This was the experience in Alberta during the petroleum boom in the early 2000s (Alboim and McIsaac 2007; Orme 2007; Picot and Sweetman 2012).  Other researchers argue that recognizing the gaps that exist in the labour market is not helpful if immigration policies are not dynamic enough to respond, or a lag time exists in policy responses (Orme 2007; Picot and Sweetman 2012).  If policies that assess which skills are required to bolster the economy are not as fluid as the gaps themselves, there is still the threat of unemployment and underemployment for immigrants that may not arrive in time to find employment in an area where there skills were once greatly needed.  

The sparse literature on Northern Ontario makes it difficult to conclusively determine potential policy options or next steps.  Further study on issues surrounding the settlement of newly arrived immigrants in Northern Ontario is needed to remedy this gap.  

Methodology

This study focused on immigrants in the five main communities in Northern Ontario: Sudbury, Thunder Bay, North Bay, Sault Ste. Marie, and Timmins. It used ethnographic techniques to profile immigrants settled in Northern Ontario, specifically exploring the following areas about this population:

1. Their reasons for settling in Northern Ontario and their particular community;
2. Their initial experiences while arriving to Canada and Northern Ontario as well as their on-going experiences;
3. Their job and economic outlook;
4. Their social integration process within their adopted community and any possible problems encountered;
5. The challenges they have overcome and the perceived challenges that are still ahead; and
6. The likelihood of them remaining in Northern Ontario and what they believe could be done in the future to retain other immigrants in their community.

All the participants were immigrants currently residing in Northern Ontario. For the purpose of this study an immigrant is defined as someone born outside of Canada. Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey defines very recent immigrants as landed immigrants for less than 5 years, recent immigrants as landed immigrants for between 5 to 10 years and established immigrants as landed immigrants for over 10 years. Three categories of immigrants were defined as: Newcomer: less than 2 years in Canada; Intermediate: 2 to 9 years in Canada; Long term: 10 and more years in Canada. To recruit participants for the study, we targeted multicultural, newcomer, and settlement organisations as well as other agencies that frequently deal with immigrants in each of the five communities including PNN, a pan-northern Ontario bridging for internationally trained professionals.

Data were collected through in-person face-to-face in-depth one hour interviews with various participants in each of the five communities. The interviews took place on the premises of the multicultural/settlement organisation in the participant’s community in a private office/board room. All interviews were audio recorded with the consent of the participants and then transcribed.  

Results

This study of the experiences of 74 respondents includes 56 percent male and 44 percent female immigrants. Almost half of the respondents (47 percent) were between 30 and 39 years old; 43 percent arrived in Canada alone while 57 percent arrived with their family. Over 75 percent spoke at least one of the two official languages of Canada, English and French.  6 percent had a secondary degree while 94 percent had a postsecondary degree. The majority of the respondents were independent professionals (60 percent); 44 percent were employed in a different occupation than their country of origin; 34% were unemployed and 19% had the same occupation as in their country of origin. Finally, employment services were accessed by 38 percent; followed by multicultural association services accessed by 35 percent; education accessed by 31 percent and settlement services accessed by 22 percent.

Arrival in Canada: Reasons, initial expectations and ongoing experiences

The reasons given by the respondents for coming to Canada are similar to those studied in other works (Alfred 2002; Clark, Hatton & Williamson 2002; Portsmouth 2002) and  can be grouped into 5 categories: work opportunities (19%), education or skills-training (18%), to join family or friends (35%), quality of life (5%) and other (15%). Respondents who chose Canada specifically to pursue work opportunities often experienced greater success in finding employment, and were more prepared for a lengthy job-search process. For example, a young woman who immigrated to Canada in 2005 with her family from Chile after her father was offered a job in the area came expecting to find barriers to employment and was able to manage the transition and find a job after 9 months. 

“Well, I knew it wasn’t going to be easy. So I knew I had to take up odd jobs here and there before I could get something in my field and I actually did. I took odd jobs here until I got something after about 9 months after I landed. So the transition is not really easy.” [Respondent # 59] 

However, job-seeking immigrants typically face requirements for Canadian credentials that pose an immediate barrier to economic participation. A young woman from Bangladesh, with a degree in computer science and experience working as a system administrator in Saudi Arabia explained that despite having the education and experience, she was unable to find employment in her field without a Canadian education and Canadian experience.  The woman was currently finishing up her Canadian education and had high hopes for improved employment opportunities after graduation.

“Since like I can see that mostly here they expect mostly Canadian experience, so as you know for immigrants it’s really hard because you can’t bring Canadian experience from somewhere else. You have to give the chance so that we can have the Canadian experience and I don’t know why they have to get really stubborn on that, that it has to be Canadian experience.” 
[Respondent # 44]

The immigrants who chose Canada for education or skills-training had their expectations met or exceeded with respect to academic opportunity, quality, and value.  Immigrants choosing Canada for education or training were also relatively prepared for the challenges of integrating into a new society.  A young Sudanese man who immigrated to Canada in 2010 with a masters’ degree in civil engineering reported that he conducted in-depth research on the Canadian job market, and job requirements prior to immigrating to Northern Ontario. The research led him to outline a plan to overcome his lack of Canadian credentials.

“To be honest with you, I did my homework before I came to Canada. I knew that it is not easy to get a job here in Canada with foreign qualification or foreign experience, even if those qualifications were from the United States, because I am a US Masters Graduate as well and I am a certified Project Manager.” [Respondent # 67]

He goes on to explain how he prepared a plan to obtain Canadian education and professional certification that would facilitate his integration into the workforce in his field of study:

“...but what people have told me is that it’s not easy to get a job in Canada before you get Canadian qualification and license as an Engineer because my background is in Civil Engineering. So I was really prepared for that and I decided before I landed to go to school and I joined ...University .....Engineering before I even landed as an immigrant.....I have attended job fairs in the university and basically it’s all about Canadian education and Canadian license as an engineer in addition to the experience but yeah I am really prepared for that. I know exactly how much time it takes to get a job and it’s not easy to get a job if you are not licensed as an engineer so I am kind of aware before even I landed actually.” [Respondent # 67]
 
These findings correspond with the finding from Truelove (2000) on the value employers place on Canadian credentials and skills as well as demonstrating that immigrants who come to Canada for education purposes may have an easier time integrating.

Other categories of immigrants, or those who came to Canada to join family or friends, or to take part in its quality of life, or for other reasons, generally felt greater challenges in their economic and social integration. Expectations prior to arrival were often overly optimistic, and based on word-of-mouth referrals from friends, family, and other immigrants. These individuals tended to underestimate the requirement for Canadian credentials and lacked preparedness for social networking, such as language training and cultural awareness. For example, a young woman from India who immigrated to Canada in 2004 described her expectations as follows:

“...[my initial expectations were] like money is growing on trees in Canada and you think ‘oh my god’ we are just going there and grabbing it but when I come to Canada it was kind of a shock for me like no, it’s not. You have to work really hard to get what you want but if you have potential then you can grab it.” [Respondent # 2]

Barriers to Economic Integration: Employment and underemployment

Many of the survey participants expressed disappointment in their underemployment and lack of employment opportunities upon their arrival in Northern Ontario. The level of disappointment was often related to inability to obtain work in the participant’s field of study. As two survey participants describe:

“I was a civil engineering Technologist back home and after I come here,… I did some office administration course... actually I sent a lot of resumes but I didn’t get any reply. I don’t know if maybe I thought that …maybe the employers…since there are much less immigrant people so they don’t have idea about …so that’s why maybe they didn’t call for me so then I though ok, I will just do some office administration work like that type of course then maybe, I can apply some engineering firms so because for the engineering work, they need some recognition through the institute or somewhere right? so I thought they couldn’t recognize my skills and my college diploma so then I did this course, and I thought this is going to help me to get into the field like to go the company related to engineering so then I can start from that. And  when we were in Toronto, actually, my husband and I both participated in the professional development program that was for three months and I think around 25-30 people were there and they give some volunteer opportunities to 5 people among them so my husband got a chance and another 4 engineers got a chance  and yeah he got a chance to the Toronto Transit commission and that time, I didn’t get a chance to do the volunteering so then  after 2 years, we moved to the Kitchener area and by that time, I go to a language training program, LINC and my husband and I sat for the exam and I think we got the level 6 that time. And they said we have the last level in level 6 so if we want to go beyond that, we had to go to the ESL so by the time we moved to Kitchener, I didn’t get chance to continue it and so after I came here, I did nothing. [Respondent # 4]

“And for the newcomer at that time, I just come here, life is very hard. No job, I had to work like labour. It’s not what we expected because we came here like educated people and then we have to work for labour job.” [Respondent # 5]

Survey findings identified that less than 20% of the survey participants were employed in the same occupation as their home country. The mean period since immigration in Canada was 2.9 years.

Barriers to Economic Integration: Education and employment
 
All of the survey participants had completed high school and 94% had achieved post-secondary level education. Of the survey participants with post-secondary education, 29% obtained their post-secondary education in Canada and 54% had international post-secondary degrees. Some survey respondents discussed their inability to translate international education to the work opportunities in Canada:

“Actually I worked with a Franchise company, ‘Café on the go’ which is at the Subway centre. It’s like a coffee and donut shop so I worked there for almost one and half years. Actually it is owned to a Sri Lankan woman so I knew her from one of my friend and she said that I am new and by the time she need another person and she hired me so and I actually it is just I came to Canada after one month So I am totally new to Canada and the system and the food, everything and it was a very busy area too; for one week and I think after that, I adjusted so I worked there for one and half years and in Kitchener I worked with (inaudible) for 6 months and at that time I was pregnant for my second one and I had some problem with my health so then my doctor advised to stay at home because of the difficulty and I stopped that job but at that time, I worked with Tim Hortons too and I stopped both jobs. Uhm honestly for me, to get into a job is a very big challenge. …I don’t know whether because I am a lady in engineering field, I don’t know if that is the problem or to enter into the engineering field and I don’t have a degree so I am in middle so I have a diploma and so I don’t know where maybe they can’t put me in some position. I don’t know whether these two are barriers for me to get into the field.”[Respondent # 21]

Of the more than 60 percent survey participants who chose Canada for reasons other than education, training, or employment opportunities, most recognized they did not have realistic expectations of the barriers they would face, and were often disappointed with their experiences in Northern Ontario. For example, a young man from New Zealand moved to Canada in 2006 to be with his future wife, but had not done any research on the job market in Northern Ontario prior to immigration. He was a teacher in New Zealand, but despite having a bachelor’s degree in Sports & Recreation and teaching experience in an English-speaking country, he has given up on finding employment as a teacher. When asked if he would consider pursuing employment in his field, he replied:

“No not anymore! I made decision early on because when I arrived, I saw there... was no way that it was gonna happen...there was no way that I could come to Canada and expect to stay here and try to support or provide an income to support a family [working part-time hours].... I moved away from that very early on. I looked it and said I need a full time job, I don’t care if it’s minimum wage, it’s more guaranteed income. So I made a move away, now five years later is only reinforced the fact that I made the right decision because there were declining enrolment; the school board is laying off teachers; they’re not hiring; there’s no full time vacancies being offered for people...and the market is so saturated. What chance do I have ...?” [Respondent # 17]

A young Kenyan woman moved to Northern Ontario in 2003 with her husband who has a doctorate in Engineering. They chose to immigrate to Canada as a last-minute decision, primarily due to the ease of entry for skilled immigrants. The woman described choosing Canada as “stumbling on to [Canada]”, and later the couple found much difficulty in finding employment despite being highly qualified:

“I really didn’t think it will take us a while before we got jobs within our field of expertise but that is not the reality. Because when we came here, there was so many roadblocks even for my husband who had a PhD in engineering from a developed country. Because the first thing they asked him was, are you a registered engineer? Because in Germany once you graduate you are an engineer. You are not less of an engineer because you have not done the professional exams and all that. It is kind of it is automatic. You graduate, you going into that field, you getting a job in that field is that you move on.” [Respondent # 15]

The Canadian system for accrediting professionals is often cited as a barrier for skilled professionals wishing to transition from their home country to Canada (Grant and Nadin 2007; Guo 2007; Ogilvie et al. 2007). The individuals are forced to choose between upgrading their professional standing or accepting a position outside of their area of expertise in order to pay household expenses. Neither scenario maximizes the economic participation of skilled immigrants.  A third option is to move to regions that appear to offer greater opportunity: 

“Well my decision to migrate to Canada, I got the skilled worker permanent residence and I lived in the US for 10 years and I had problems with immigration, I couldn’t settle quite well so when this opportunity came, I had to grab it. I had a few friends who had lived here for 6 years and one of them is the one who helped me to settle down. There are only 3 firms and I worked part time for one, the other one full time but now I can see even the position they offered me is Architectural Technician. I am not a Technician. I have a degree in Architecture and a Masters in Construction Management and even now to go do a job as a Technician is something I feel is not right so I have to really look for another place, go to Toronto or try to go to any other place at least to market myself better.” [Respondent # 51]

To analyze whether education is proving to be a barrier to workforce integration, a comparison was done between immigrants with Canadian post-secondary education and immigrants with non-Canadian post-secondary education. The result indicates that immigrants with Canadian post-secondary educations have lower unemployment rates, and higher employment rates in occupations different from their home-country occupations.  This finding corroborates with findings in the literature related to the need for recognizing the credentials of immigrants coming to Canada (Ogilvie et al. 2007).
Results from this study support Truelove’s (2000) findings that immigrants who immigrate to Canada in order to attend educational institutions have an easier time integrating economically and socially. This is particularly relevant to the Northern Ontario immigrant experience in communities with higher education institutions.  

Barriers to Economic Integration: Canadian Experience

Perhaps the greatest reported challenge for immigrants is the minimum requirement for Canadian experience.  Canadian experience was perceived as a “Catch-22” for immigrant applicants, they were unable to get a Canadian job that would provide Canadian experience without already having Canadian experience.  For this reason, immigrants who secured some form of immediate employment seemed to have the most positive experience and few complaints were registered by those immigrants in this category. 

Immigrants who can afford to volunteer to gain experience have had some success overcoming this obstacle, but many cite the need for a job immediately to cover the cost of living.  A young man from the Democratic Republic of Congo articulates this point with his experiences:

 “ ...to work here in Canada, they will ask you for Canadian experience which is another issue because when you come in a country, you don’t have an experience, you have to start to build it. If you don’t have Canadian experience, they won’t hire you. Means what? You have to go for a basic work to have at least Canadian experience. If not that, you do volunteer work just to get your Canadian experience because they won’t hire you if you don’t have it right?”
[Respondent # 35]

A young Iranian female, who has been living in Northern Ontario for three years and in Canada for ten years, had experience as a project manager in her home country yet obtained Canadian education to complement her international education and experience. However, she still remains unemployed and cites Canadian experience as her main obstacle to gaining employment in her field:

“The main challenge is Canadian experience... I think right now I am over qualified because I have good experience, I have good education, I have a Master degree, I have a Diploma from Canadian university and college so I’m wondering that what’s wrong with me that I couldn’t find work but I think that maybe it’s because of competition; and I can’t do anything with that.” [Respondent # 47]

She also sees challenges breaking into social circles in Northern Ontario as distinctly different from Southern Ontario (Toronto).  She attended a minimal amount of English language training courses while in Toronto, and has accepted that she cannot speak the language perfectly.  With all of the cultural, social, and economic challenges she faced in Northern Ontario, she and her husband are planning to move back to Toronto.

Barriers to Social Integration: Social networks

The survey participants often described Northern Ontario communities as unwelcoming to newcomers and resistant to change.  These social barriers included networking, which is a key source of employment opportunities in Northern Ontario. Breaking in to the social circle is the first step towards social integration, and it appears that social integration is a very important step towards economic participation.  A young male from St. Lucia, describes his experience in Northern Ontario as trying to join a new family.

“Because you have such a small group of people who knows everybody and when you have such a group they don’t like change and they don’t like seeing new faces moving in. And it is basically like one big family, you are trying to move into a family. I always stick to that thing, it is who you know and who knows you and you have to have somebody to help you get in.” 
[Respondent # 16]
 
A young Chinese man, who has been living in Northern Ontario for 3 years, describes a job market dominated by personal referrals:

“when you try to find a job, people tend to hire someone they know so it’s not easy, especially difficult for the newcomers to get a job.” [Respondent # 19]
 
He goes on to compare his experiences in Northern Ontario to Toronto:

“Toronto is a big city, busy and the people don’t have much close connection with each other and I think that’s the difference” [Respondent # 19]
 
Immigrants who had success breaking into the social circles in Northern Ontario often had a champion; either a friend, colleague, or family member. A young Caucasian, English-speaking female from New-Zealand moved to Northern Ontario with her husband, and found employment as a contract Geologist.  Despite coming from a similar culture, and having full-time employment, she found it took a long time to make friends in the community:

“It’s been difficult socially here ... I have been here for 3 years and I’ve finally just started to make friends outside of family.” [Respondent # 61]

Her husband also faced barriers to social and economic integration:

“I was my wife’s shadow. Wherever she went, I went and I went through a period of ... about the first two and half years I was here, I went into a serious bout of depression…..So when you’re looking at integrating, the process of integration for me was complete when I can go out and I can make my own friends …. I’ve met them and we are now friends, or acquaintances or whatever, where I’d live and I feel comfortable going to this person’s house  to hang out and have a beer. So two and half years.., there was a combination of factors of not working in my field so everything that I’ve worked for to get educated and qualified I could no longer do. I didn’t know anyone so having to start again at the age of 30 just isn’t that appealing to try and establish relationships and build the rapport it’s just that it was hard so two and a half years it took for me to feel comfortable in the community to finally say that this is home [Respondent # 62]

The problem seemed to be present in all of the surveyed communities.  A young man from Ethiopia describes his challenges finding work in Northern Ontario without having entered the personal networks of friends here:

“...especially [I thought] searching a job will be easy but I found it very difficult. It is very difficult than I thought before because here, you can’t get a job unless you have some connection with people that you know so it’s so hard to find a job here especially” [Respondent # 72]

Immigrants cite challenges entering social networks along with finding employment.  This young woman from China perceives language barriers are preventing her from entering social networks and also from qualifying for job opportunities.

“..when I came here it is quiet. Quiet and it is not much, social relationship. It is hard to find different people to build my network...I don’t want to stay here. But another thing is because the school sends email to every student... The requirement is about all or most of them or good position is you need to speak English or French. For me, I can only speak Chinese and English, yeah! (Laughs) English not so well, yeah so that’s why I think maybe the job opportunity is less for me here.” [Respondent # 32]

The lack of diversity in Northern Ontario communities was also noted:

“When I came five years ago I would say that it was hard to live in such a homogenous society where it’s just, its white faces, it’s white white white!  There’s a lack of colour for lack of a better words, there was a lack of language. You know when you live in these southern Ontario or big cities and you just walk around and each person that you walk past is speaking a different language or looks different and no one even blinks or stops and it’s like give you a look, right? Here, I’ve seen a muslim woman walk through the food court at the mall and the entire food court, 200-300 people moved their heads together in unison as she walks past and they just give it the whole from right to left and she knows that she’s being watched, she’s being looked at and stared at and people are whispering and people are talking and little children are pointing at her but that it’s just I don’t undertand it. But when you live in such a closed off community because it’s geographically isolated and it has been so resistant to change  there’s a lack of diversity. Five years later where we’re now we’re not overflowing  with diversity but comparatively speaking where were five years ago as a city to where we’re now its night and day.” [Respondent # 63]

 Barriers to Economic Integration: Language  

Many survey participants discussed difficulties due to a deficiency in language, particularly during the job application process. Effort in understanding job requirements, difficulty communicating during the interview process, and difficulty socializing on the job have been cited as challenges for new immigrants whose principal language is not one of Canada’s official languages. These results are not surprising considering that 25% of the participating group did not list English or French as one of their principal languages and 31% did not list English as a principal language (Table 1). 

While language as a barrier was not teased out in the literature review as a subtopic, the idea that the immigration system, and specifically the immigrant selection criteria as a whole was examined.  In order to guarantee immigrants full participation and integration into the workforce, the selection criteria must ensure candidates are able to speak one of the official languages to find a job; the results of this survey clearly demonstrate an issue with immigration policy as a whole. In addition to a language barrier, there seems to be a lack of confidence with respect to language and communication that is proving to be a barrier to employment. One recent Chinese immigrant describes his perception of his employability based on his limited proficiency with the English language:

“There are lots of people native English speaker who apply for these kind of professional position in university and I cannot compete with them.” [Respondent # ]

It is evident that language skills are required by employers and some new immigrants are citing language as a barrier to employment. A young Swahili-speaking man from Kenya, immigrated to Northern Ontario with a college diploma in accounting and foreign work experience as an accountant.  He applied for several jobs without receiving an interview, and was encouraged to place a follow up phone call to employers.  During the conversation with employers, the applicant found it challenging to communicate due to a strong language barrier:

“Work, you see I’ve have done so many applications, and I got realise none of them is even getting short-listed, so I used to wonder what kind of qualification are even required to get a job? so until I was advised you need to make so many follow ups, you make follow ups, particularly you make a phone call, you mess up with everything sometimes it doesn’t even sound like you are talking English... Particularly when you make a call, you try do a follow -up, and you make a call, maybe the employer will feel like you are not up to the standard in terms of talking; language, so you lose the job.” [Respondent # 3]

The applicant is now in the process of obtaining Canadian education, and working on his language skills to be more job-ready. Overall, skilled immigrants have found that in a competitive job market, communication skills can be a deciding factor for employees, when all else is equal:

“I will like really to probably take some options or courses just to improve more my English. I think that is going to help me because the type of business that I’m doing, you can see that between two people that you can pick with the same amount of knowledge and everything but one that has better communicating, I think the person is gonna select that person instead of the other, you know. So I haven’t been able to put this formally, but I think that it’s time for me to do something more on a professional way; just look for some alternatives that I can improve my pronunciation and everything in the English language.” [Respondent # 22]

On the other hand an accent can also be an issue, even if it is an Australian accent:

“We both speak English as a first language so I had no real issues with language, it was just my accent! My biggest barrier to that was it was easy enough to get a job interview because my resume doesn’t speak so it doesn’t have an accent and if I have that ability to hide my work experience and my education, tuck that away in the back of my resume and an employer hopefully will see that I’ve got the skills and the experience to do the job so that they give an interview as soon as I sit down for that interview though and I start speaking they say  “Oh, you’re not from here”. [Respondent # 63]

A positive theme appeared in the surveys related to language barriers; most immigrants who had language barriers to employment were able to overcome their barriers with the help of language training centres, universities, and other language resources.  The language barrier was manageable, and once a minimum standard for employment was achieved, the individuals were able to continue to develop their English and French language skills in a professional setting, on the job. A Japanese woman recounts arriving in Northern Ontario in 2007 with no prior English language training and using a settlement agency to find English-as-a-Second-Language (“ESL”) classes to facilitate her social and economic integration:

“I think I am having good experiences. The first time I came here, I didn’t understand at all and I couldn’t speak and I went to ESL class and I learned English for about a year and after that I got the job at the retail and I could practice more there” [Respondent #24 ]

The successes of immigrants who seek language training can be seen in other conversations with immigrants facing language barriers. These findings correspond to the findings identified in the literature review placing an emphasis on settlement services as an aid to integration (Lo et al. 2000). Some authors (Hiebert 2009; Lo et al. 2000; Omidvar and Richmond 2003) examining issues such as social integration, propose that the only real solution is an increase in availability and the assurance of access to employment and settlement services for newcomers. Participants in our study clearly indicated that they had an easier time integrating once these services were obtained:

“Employment opportunites is the biggest thing. Once you have employment opportunities for newcomers, everything else falls into place there after that. They are able to socialize and make these social connections. They are then able to go out to look at recreational activity. They are then able to focus on all these other things but the first  priority has to be employment. If there are no employment opportunities, they are going to leave and if there is only employment opportunities for only one of the family, there is still a greater likelihood of them leaving. It’s been talked about to death here in this community that I have heard for the past 5 years but there is no movement forward on that and ok, you can talk about it, you can pay lip service, but where is the action? And until the city looks at it and understands that, and moves forward in an impactful way, it’s still going to be, you’re gonna attract them and they are still going to leave. So until they address that, nothing is going to change.” [Respondent # 70]


Discussion and Recommendations

Northern Ontario faces particular challenges based on geography and population as compared to southern Ontario with the large territory of the north coupled with a small population density and long distances between communities complicate providing access to certain services to the general public and especially to immigrants. In this respect, immigrants might not always be able to access the services that would help them to integrate and flourish in their northern community.

This study revealed several key themes about immigrant experiences in Northern Ontario that may differ from larger urban centres. Most newcomers in our sample had difficulty entering employment and social networks in Northern Ontario without someone to facilitate the introduction. Newcomers reported feeling less supported and more alone in northern Ontario communities, a feeling they alleged was less prevalent in larger centres. Respondents felt that northern Ontario placed a larger emphasis on Canadian credentials and experience as compared to Southern Ontario.  Survey respondents verbalized the discrepancy with social and economic integration between Northern Ontario and Toronto, and some survey respondents reported their intent to relocate to Toronto due to the degree of foreign earned credential devaluation in Northern Ontario. On a positive note, those immigrants who arranged employment or education prior to arriving in Northern Ontario had the greatest success in social and economic integration and were most pleased with their decision to locate in Northern Ontario.

In relation to the literature review, most of the findings of the Northern Ontario sample were similar to the findings of comparative works. As examples, immigrants who come to Northern Ontario for Canadian education tend to be better prepared to manage the integration process. Language was often cited as a barrier but one that immigrants could manage through language training courses offered at resource centres in the five Northern Ontario cities.   Canadian experience and education were significant barriers to entry into the workforce, causing immigrants to take ad-hoc low-paying jobs and volunteer positions. These are typical challenges defined in literature and in various cities and regions. A number of possible solutions can be devised at all levels of government and through various community interactions for a holistic approach to solving the challenge of improving social and economic integration for newcomers. Although this survey does not provide an idealistic picture of the northern Ontario experience, it may explain some of the decline in immigration over time and is a call to action to all stakeholders.

Labour migration is not only a Canadian issue but also relevant for other countries across the world that are struggling with a decreasing population base and labour shortages to sustain their economics. Consequently, as people move from one country to another to build a better life for themselves and their families many social, economic and political policy challenges will have to be addressed in order to integrate immigrants with different identities, education, language, skills and work experience. Discourse on identity, diversity, equality and inclusion will play a key role in achieving successful outcomes and experiences for everyone involved.     
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