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community foster place-making and contribute to refugees’ 
therapeutic landscapes.

A study participant stated, “I am always happy. I like to teach 
dancing to the young. I also enjoy going to Church. God is 
there for me. He is the only comfort I have. The Church is 
important, the first to help me to solve my problems.” One 
other person added, “I am a happy person and am grateful 
for my family and for being here. My house and family create 
happiness.” The strength of family relationships was critical to 
well-being and often included family members who remained 
in the refugees’ home countries, with whom they communi-
cated by telephone or computer.

Confronting Cold Weather

For many refugees the harsh Winnipeg winter was an 
unfamiliar hardship. Winter winds and heavy snow can be 
challenging, but some participants reported being able to face 
these by drawing on what they learned and adapted from 
experiences in their own country and in Canada. They stated, 
“I wear warm clothes and eat warm food; coffee, soup, hot 
chocolate and African heavy food. It helps to warm up the 
body”, “I told the kids to use blankets to lower bills and to wear 
sweaters”, and “We cope by turning [up] the heat.” A comfort-
able home is an important component for a therapeutic land-
scape, especially in the cold winter, when the outdoors can 
feel like a formidable place.

Improving Prospects in Winnipeg

Another strategy that African refugees used to improve their 
lives related to adult learning and finding work. Being able to 
communicate in English and becoming employed are critical 
in the process of place-making in settling into a new environ-
ment. “I go for training programs, go to meet people. We share 
information. We have to find a way to laugh here.” “You go for 
it. You can succeed and even enjoy it. I leave the stress of my 
job for a new workplace.” The resiliency and hopeful attitude 
during the process of settlement are evident in the voices of 
the refugee participants. 

The refugees’ strategies for place-making as they settled in 
Winnipeg are included under the themes; cultural, recrea-
tional and social activities, focusing on family life, confront-
ing the cold weather and improving economic prospects 
in Winnipeg. All the themes include features of place- 
making by refugees, parallel to those proposed by Sampson  
and Gifford (2010) who refer to types of places that offer: 
opportunity (meaning and purpose); restoration (reduction 
of fear and promotion of human dignity); sociality (relations 
with other people); and safety (fostering feelings of security) 
(p. 128). All of these contribute to well-being during refugees’ 
settlement processes. “The qualities of [these] four types of 

places that make up the therapeutic landscapes of settlement” 
(p. 129) help refugees in successful place-making in Winnipeg. 
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Policy and debates around immigration over the last two decades have focused on immigrants’ capacity to make 
meaningful contributions to the Canadian economy. This paper uses the Longitudinal Immigrant Data Base 
(IMDB) to analyze the economic outcomes of five cohorts of economic and family sponsored immigrants to  
Canada and Nova Scotia between 1990-1994 and 2010-2012. Analyses show that family sponsored immigrants 
achieve meaningful economic outcomes and at times even outperform economic principal applicants.

Policy and debates around immigration over the last two  
decades have focused on immigrants’ capacity to make 
meaningful contributions to the Canadian economy. This can 
be seen in the rapid increase in number of “economic” immi-
grants over other categories, it is seen through the introduc-
tion of “Canadian experience” category, and it can be seen 
in the launching of the “Express Entry” program. All of these 
policies emphasize the importance of immigrants’ ability to 
smoothly integrate into the labour market. 

Because of the economic focus of Canadian immigration 
policies, the levels of admission of non-economic immi-
grants, such as sponsored family, have declined consider-
ably (McLaren and Black, 2005; Triadafilopoulos, 2006). An 
assumption is that these immigrants are a drain on the econ-
omy (Gunter, 2011). Research on non-economic immigrants, 

however, has shown that they make numerous undocumented 
contributions to families and Canada, such as taking care of 
extended family, offering language and cultural ties to ethnic 
communities, and being front and center in diversifying the 
population (VanderPlaat, Ramos and Yoshida, 2012). This is 
not to mention that getting a job and generating income for a 
household is important for immigrants who come to Canada 
under any category, even if the criteria for selection specify 
other reasons for entering.

Economic focused immigration policy, however, might not 
work for regions with smaller immigrant populations, strug-
gling economies, and high rates of outmigration (Dobrowolsky 
and Ramos 2014) and the vast majority of immigrants come 
to Canada for non-economic reasons, such as lifestyle and 
family (Angus Reid 2013). Likewise retention rates for spon-
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sored family and other non-economic immigrants are higher 
than immigrants in other landing categories (Yoshida and 
Ramos 2013; Akbari, 2012). 

For all of these reasons we examine how economic and 
non-economic category immigrants fare in terms of eco-
nomic outcomes. More specifically, what are their rates of 
employment and what are their average earnings? 

Examining landing categories and economic contributions

To examine economic outcomes we use data from the Longi-

tudinal Immigration Database (IMDB) 2012. It is a database 
that links landing records of immigrants with the T1 tax files. 
The IMDB contains information for all immigrants who 
landed in Canada from 1980 to 2012 and who filed at least one 
tax return since 1982 (Statistics Canada, 2015.) We focus spe-
cifically on immigrants who landed in 1990 onward in order to 
examine recent immigrants. 

In order to capture trends over time, immigrants are divided 
into five cohorts including those who landed between: 1990-
1994, 1995-1999, 2000-2004, 2005-2009, and 2010-2012. The 
last cohort consists of a three-year period because the version 
of the IMDB at the time of analysis only included the immi-
grants who landed up to 2012.

Cohort 1: 1990-1994

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010

Cohort 2: 1995-1999 Cohort 3: 2000-2004 Cohort 4: 2005-2009 Cohort 5: 2010-2012

We also examine four pathways for immigration. Two are eco-
nomic pathways, including principal applicants and spouses 
or partners of those applicants. The other two are sponsored 

family, including spouses or partners and parents or grand-
parents.

EconDA
Economic Class

principal applicants

EconS/P
Economic Class

spouses or partners

FamP/GP
Sponsored Family

parents or grandparents

FamS/P
Sponsored Family

spouses or partners

In analyzing immigrants’ economic outcomes we look at 
employment and earnings. We compare trends in Nova Scotia 
versus the country as a whole in order to examine how trends 
look in a region with a sluggish economy and high rates of 
out-migration, where immigration is most needed, and to see 
if economic oriented immigration policies work in such prov-
inces. We also conducted additional analysis looking at trends 
for cohorts over time and other outcomes (Yoshida et al. 2015), 
which is available upon request to the first author.

Economic well-being of immigrants 

We begin by first looking at employment. Figure 1 shows the 
proportion of immigrants who had a job one year after land-
ing for each landing category by cohort for Canada and Nova 

Scotia. The national trend is captured with doted lines and the 
provincial trend is illustrated with solid lines. 

When the figure is examined we see there is little difference 
in the rates of employment across immigration categories 
for the 1990-1994 cohort. As one might expect, nationally, 
economic principal applicants had the highest proportion of 
those who worked in the first year after arrival, with 67 per-
cent reporting employment income on a tax return. This was, 
however, only 2 percentage points higher than family spon-
sored spouses and partners. In the 1990-1994 cohort, 55 per-
cent of economic category spouses and partners worked and 
this was almost the same as the 54 percent of family spon-
sored parents and grandparents. 

In subsequent cohorts, nationally, the rate of working one 
year after arrival increased gradually for economic principal 

applicants to 73 percent for the 2010-2012 cohort. This offers 
some evidence that changes in immigration policy may have 
helped on this front. The proportion of those working one 
year after arrival among family sponsored spouses and part-
ners remained about the same at 67 percent. This was higher 
than those who came as economic category spouses and part-
ners. The proportion of family sponsored parents and grand-
parents working during their first year of arrival declined 
across cohorts, falling to 36 percent for the 2010-2012 cohort. 

Figure 1: Percent employed after 1 year by immigration category and cohort

1990-94 1995-99 2000-04 2005-09 2010-12
o%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

C:Fam: S/P 
NS:Fam: S/P

C:Fam: P/GP
NS:Fam: P/GP

C:Econ: PA
NS:Econ: PA

C:Econ: S/P
NS:Econ: S/P

When immigrants to Nova Scotia are examined, we see 
interesting contrasts. For the 1990-1994 cohort, like Canada 
as a whole, there are not many differences across immigrant 
categories. This, however, changes across landing cohorts, 
with economic principal applicants gaining more employ-
ment than immigrants in other streams and by the 2010-
2012 cohort. Immigrants in Nova Scotia generally fare better 
in terms of employment during their first year after arrival 
compared to those across Canada, save for family sponsored  
parents and grandparents.

Overall, Figure 1 shows that differences across cohorts 
emerge between economic principal applicants and other 
immigrants. The figure also shows that the majority of immi-
grants who come under family streams work in the first year 
after arrival. Particularly noteworthy is the fact that family 
sponsored spouses and partners perform better in terms 
of employment in the first year than spouses and partners  
coming under the economic stream.

Earnings

Whether an immigrant works or not is a basic metric of eco-
nomic integration and does not account for whether or not 
they work in a “good” job, i.e. one that pays well. To capture 
this we also examine average earnings of immigrants across 
immigration categories and landing cohorts. 

Figure 2 plots average earnings of immigrants by immigration 
category and cohort for Canada and Nova Scotia one year 

after arrival. The figure shows that economic principal appli-
cants have the highest earnings compared to other categories 
of immigrants. For Canada as a whole, the 1990-1994 cohort 
on average earned $12,800 to $16,200 more than immigrants 
in other categories. Over time later cohorts of economic prin-
cipal applicants earn even more than other immigrants. The 
2010-2012 cohort earned between $14,000 and $21,100 more 
than immigrants in other categories. Their higher earnings 
should come as no surprise given they are recruited based on 
higher levels of human capital.

When we look at other immigration categories at the national 
level, we find that family sponsored spouses and partners 
have about the same level of earnings as spouses and part-
ners coming under the economic category. They earn $300 
more than economic spouses and partners in the 1990-1994 
cohort, but had the same average earnings in the 2010-2012 
cohort. With respect to sponsored parents and grandparents,  
they had the lowest average earnings compared to other  
categories of immigrants.
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Figure 2: Average earning after 1 year by immigration category and cohort
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When we look at Nova Scotia, we see that immigrant earn-
ings are higher compared to Canada, save for economic 
spouses and partners as well as family sponsored parents 
and grandparents. We also find that over time, the amount of 
average earnings increases for later cohorts. For example, the 
1990-1994 cohort of economic principal applicants to Nova  
Scotia earned $4,000 more than those nationally. This earning 
advantage increased to $8,000 among the 2010-2012 cohort. 
For sponsored spouses and partners, those in Nova Scotia 
had $800 higher earnings than the national average of this 
category in 1990-1994. When we look at the 2010-2012 they 
earned $4,000 more. 

In contrast, economic spouses and partners in Nova Scotia 
earned less than the Canadian average for immigrants in this 
category. They also earned less than family sponsored spouses 
and partners. It appears that they not only have lower rates of 
employment, but also less return on their work when they do 
gain paid employment. Sponsored parents and grandparents 
also earned less than the Canadian average for immigrants in 
this category and their earnings decreased over cohorts.

Conclusion

Analysis of economic outcomes of immigrants shows that 
nationally economic principal applicants have the highest 
rate of holding jobs compared to other categories of immi-
grants. Interestingly, family sponsored spouses and partners 
have higher rates of labour market participation than spouses 

and partners coming under the economic stream. Here there 
appears to be a gap in the economic outcomes of economic 
stream spouses and partners. 

In Nova Scotia family sponsored spouses and partners had 
higher rates of employment than economic principal appli-
cants, until the 2010-2012 cohort. We also find that rates of 
employment for economic principal applicants are lower 
than the national trend, but over time this improves and even 
exceeds the rate for Canada as a whole. These findings sug-
gest that provincial changes to immigration and integration 
policy have had a positive effect in helping immigrants find 
jobs over time.

With respect to earnings, economic principal applicants 
have higher earnings than immigrants from other immigra-
tion categories. Again we find that family sponsored spouses 
and partners earn more than spouses and partners coming 
under the economic stream. When Nova Scotia is examined 
we find that both economic principal applicants and family 
sponsored spouses and partners earn more on average than 
immigrants of the same categories nationally. 

Overall, our analysis shows that policy makers should not 
underestimate sponsored family immigrants. They clearly 
gain employment and substantial earnings and in the cases of 
spouses and partners those coming under family streams do 
better than those coming with economic principal applicants. 
Our analysis also shows that family sponsored immigrants 
fare well, and at times better, than economic immigrants in 
a region that has low immigration, economic struggles, and 

high out-migration. It is time for policy makers to think out-
side of the econocentric box that has yielded most immigra-
tion policy decision of the last decade.
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