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EMPLOYMENT PATHWAYS FOR REFUGEES:
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AND THE IMPORTANCE OF GETTING THERE
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The humanitarian resettlement of refugees requires supporting their successful integration into their new country.
Quality employment that is secure, well-paying, and commensurate with training is critical to integration and is
recognized as vital to newcomers' health. Employment provides economic support, and strengthens language,
cultural knowledge, and the sense of belonging of refugees. Language abilities, a lack of recognition of foreign
credentials, and lower education levels can contribute to an increased likelihood of unemployment and under-
employment for newcomers; these challenges can be elevated for refugees. As Canada commits to the resettlement
of larger numbers of refugees it is imperative that opportunities for quality employment opportunities for.

The humanitarian resettlement of refugees means more than
just removing people from harm’s way; protecting refugees’
rights and well-being requires supporting their successful
integration into their new home. Integration refers to
various levels of inclusion into society (Hynie, Korn and
Tao 2016). At the most concrete level, it can be defined as
ensuring equitable access to socially valued outcomes, such
as safe and appropriate housing, education, and good health

(Smith, 2008; Strang & Ager, 2010). More broadly, it includes
being able to contribute and participate in the community and
society as a full member through civic engagement activities
like voting and volunteering, and establishing social connec-
tions with members of one’s own and other social or ethnic
groups. Finally, at the subjective level, it means achieving
feelings of security and belonging (Omidvar and Richmond
2003; Phillimore and Goodson 2008; Steel et al 2011).
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Employment plays a critical role in successful resettlement
and integration. Finding high quality employment is diffi-
cult for newcomers to Canada, regardless of their migra-
tion pathway (Latif 2015; Nakhaie and Kazemipur
2013; Schellenberg and Maheux 2007). Relative to other
Canadians, immigrants and refugees are less likely to find
employment, more likely to end up in precarious employment
(i.e., temporary or part-time work), and less likely to find work
that matches their skills and training. This is particularly
true for visible minority newcomers, who are more likely to
fill low-income jobs (Teelucksingh and Galabuzi 2005), are
less represented in the high-income sector, and are more
likely to be unemployed or underemployed (Galabuzi 2001,
2005; Nakhaie and Kazemipur 2013; Ng et al. 2005). These
barriers may be greater for refugees, who are more likely to be
unemployed or overqualified for the work that they do have,
relative to other newcomers (Chen, Smith and Mustard 2010;
Xue 2006).

REFUGEES AND EMPLOYMENT BARRIERS

Several factors that are known to affect employment may
affect refugees to a greater extent. Relative to immigrants,
refugees are less likely to speak English or French on arrival
to Canada, which is a significant barrier to finding employ-
ment (Grenier and Xue 2011; Grondin 2007; Schellenberg and
Maheux 2007; Yssaad 2013). Prior education, training and
other qualifications may not be recognized (Oreopoulos 2011).
Moreover, the training that they do have may not be appro-
priate for the Canadian context (Grenier and Xue 2011). But
refugees face additional hurdles; documentation from their
country of origin that demonstrates their qualifications may
not be available or accessible (Hynie 2014). Refugees can also
face greater acculturation challenges. For the approximately
40% of refugees who migrate to Canada from rural regions
or refugee camps (UNHCR 2012), adjusting to the new social
and physical environment requires a great deal of adaptation
(Hynie et al. 2016).

Education levels among refugees are also highly variable.
Education levels can be much lower than what is seen among
immigrants although comparable with the general Canadian
population. According to the 2006 Canadian Census, 60% of
recent immigrants had an undergraduate degree, compared
to 20% of Canadian born of similar age, and 10% to 20% of
adult refugees (Korn and Hynie 2015; Rietz, Curtis and Elrick
2014; Statistics Canada 2008). The nature of forced migration
means that refugee youth often experience frequent and/
or prolonged disruption of education, and education oppor-
tunities in refugee camps can be limited and/or difficult to
access. Refugee youth can therefore have low levels of edu-
cation for their age, and relative to non-refugee immigrants
(Shakya et al. 2010). Between 20% to 25% of Government
Assisted Refugees (GARs) who enter Canada may have no

formal education (Korn and Hynie 2015). The latter newcomers
are faced with learning a new language and adapting to a new
social environment without the benefit of literacy in their first
language.

A good job that is full-time with a reasonable wage in the
area of one’s training or expertise, with opportunities for
advancement (Benach et al. 2014) is especially difficult to
obtain for refugees for the reasons described above. There are
also some surprising challenges that emerge due to the finan-
cial support resettled refugees receive in their first year. One
unique source of support that resettled GARs have access to
is immediate and essential services, which includes temporary
housing, as well as income support for up to one year. Refu-
gees are provided financial support under the Resettlement
Assistance Program (RAP), which is intended to provide
GARs time to acquire English/French language skills, and
meet their other immediate settlement needs. For Privately
Sponsored Refugees (PSRs), who represent the other large
group of resettled refugees, financial and settlement support
comes from sponsoring groups who are either charitable
organizations or groups of private citizens. A third pathway of
support referred to as the Blended Visa Office-Referred Refu-
gee (BVOR) combines private and government sponsorship.
BVOR refugees only comprise about 10% of resettled refugees.

Refugees themselves and those in the settlement sector working
with them report that the financial support received in the
first year is often not enough to meet basic needs (Hynie
2014), but GARs who do find work in the first year and earn
more than 50% of what is received through RAP will encounter
cuts in financial support. As a result, some refugees resort
to the informal employment sector, exposing themselves to
exploitation and hazardous working conditions (Hynie 2014).
Following the first year, economic hardship often forces refu-
gees to choose between employment and education, par-
ticularly youth who learn English /French more quickly than
their parents and thus are more easily employed. For these
youth, for whom education is often highly valued, the need
to contribute and support their family can result in repeated
withdrawal from the education system (Shakya et al 2010).
The consequences are lower long-term income and less pro-
fessional development. This is not only a loss for the youth
and their families, but also for Canada as whole, as we lose the
opportunity to benefit from their energy, talent and aspirations.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF UNEMPLOYMENT AND POOR QUALITY EMPLOYMENT

The ability to find productive work is recognized as a key ele-
ment of mental health and well-being by the World Health
Organization (WHO, 2014). Not surprisingly, unemployment
is associated with poverty and an inability to pay for one’s
basic needs (Kaida 2015; Picot and Hou 2003). There is also
substantial evidence that unemployment among immigrants



and refugees is associated with a range of other negative
social, physical and mental health outcomes (Reitmanova
and Gustafson 2008). Unemployment has generally been
associated with elevated levels of depression, stress and
anxiety, and increasing family problems including marital
conflict and a range of negative outcomes for their children,
including antisocial behavior and poor performance in school
(Campbell 2012; Corvalan, Driscoll and Harrison 1994).

It is not just employment that matters, however, but also the
quality of the employment. There are a number of negative
outcomes associated with poor quality employment (Benach
et al. 2014). Research finds negative health outcomes associated
with poor quality employment where it involves more physic-
ally demanding work. This includes high rates of injuries and
chronic health conditions. Those working in precarious jobs
are unable or afraid to seek medical help, to request changes in
their work environment to prevent injury, or to take a medical
leave when required. Those working in physically demanding
jobs for which they do not have formal training are also more
likely to sustain injury through a lack of knowledge of health
and safety measures (Chen, Smith and Mustard 2010; Smith
and Mustard 2009; Wilson et al. 2011).

Working in a job that is not commensurate with training and
education also has psychological consequences. Longitudinal
research with a large sample of refugees in the UK found
that over-qualification for employment was associated with
decreased mental health over time (Campbell 2012). The nega-
tive mental health effects associated with being overqualified
occur in part through newcomers’ dissatisfaction with their
work (Smith and Mustard 2009). This suggests that new-
comers with the highest expectations may face the greatest
disappointments and may partially explain the finding that
mental health outcomes are worse for refugees with the highest
pre-migration education and socio-economic class (Porter
and Haslam 2005).

BELONGING AND EMPLOYMENT

While a lack of employment and a lack of high quality
employment clearly has negative effects on refugee well-being,
participation in employment is an important pathway to inte-
gration. Employment plays a role in several different aspects
of integration including building friendships with Canadians
outside of one’s co-ethnic group, strengthened language skills
and cultural knowledge, and improved economic circum-
stances (Beiser and Wickrama 2004; Gupta and Sullivan 2013;
Regitmanova and Gustafson 2008; Wilson-Forsberg 2015).
Employment may also play a critical role in developing a
sense of belonging to Canada.

As part of an impact evaluation of Client Support Services
for GARs in Ontario who had arrived within the past six

years, we asked focus group participants the question “what
malkes you feel like you are at home?” (Korn and Hynie 2015).
As one participant put it: “First, of course, the job.” Indeed,
for men, this was a universal first response to this question.
For women, the presence of family members was equally
important, and employment was more likely to be framed
in terms of meeting personal goals and material needs. The
men also spoke of material needs and poverty, but they also
clearly linked employment with their ability to participate in
and contribute to society. In the words of one member of a
focus group:

“When you pay the tax you become more relax. Yeah.
You feel you are man to give to your town. Not just
give me, give me, give me. No. You give back to com-
munity.”

Likewise, in the words of another focus group member:

“Because you know, when you have job and... give to
Canada, you feel this is your home”

CONCLUSIONS

Employment supports multiple aspects of the integration
process. However, the nature of the employment matters;
good quality jobs are critical. As we commit to the resettle-
ment of larger numbers of refugees in Canada, we must revisit
how we are supporting their ambition to be full contributing
members of Canadian society, and reflect on how we can best
foster a context where refugees, and all newcomers, can find
satisfying and meaningful employment, to the benefit of us all.

33—



REFERENCES

BEISER M and K A S WILCKRAMA. 2004. “Trauma, Time and Mental Health:
A Study of Temporal Reintegration and Depressive Disorder Among South-
east Asian Refugees.” Psychological Medicine 34: 899-910.

BENACH, ], A VIVES, M AMABLE, C VANREOLEN, G TARAFA and
C MUNATNER. 2014. “Precarious Employment: Understanding an Emerging
Social Determinants of Health” Annual Review of Public Health 35: 229-53.

CAMPBELL, MARK. 2012. “Social Determinants of Mental Health in New
Refugees in the UK: Cross-Sectional and Longitudinal Analyses.” The Lan-
cet 380: S27.

CHEN, CYNTHIA, PETER SMITH and CAMERON MUSTARD. 2010. “The
Prevalence of Over-qualification and its Association with Health Status
among Occupationally Active New Immigrants to Canada” Ethnicity &
Health 15(6): 601-19.

CORVALAN, CARLOS F, TIMOTHY R DRISCOLL and JAMES E HARRISON.
1994. “Role of Migrant Factors in Work-Related Fatalities in Australia”
Scandinavian Journal of Work and Environment 20(5): 364-70.

GALABUZI, GRACE-EDWARD. 2001. “Canada’s Creeping Economic Apart-
heid: The Economic Segregation and Social Marginalisation of Racialized
Groups.” Toronto: CS] Foundation For Research And Education.

———.2005. Canada’s Economic Apartheid: The Social Exclusion of Racial-
ized Groups in the New Century. Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ Press.

GRENIER, GILLES, and LI XUE. 2011. “Canadian Immigrants’ Access to a
First Job in Their Intended Occupation.” Journal of International Migration
and Integration 12 (3): 275-303. d0i:10.1007/512134-010-0159-Z.

GRONDIN, CHANTAL. 2007. “Knowledge of Official Languages among New
Immigrants: How Important Is It in the Labor Market”” Statistics Canada
Catalogue No. 89-624-XIE. http:/www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/89-624-x/89-
624-x2007000-eng.pdf.

GUPTA, JYOTHI and CATHERINE SULLIVAN. 2013. “The Central Role of
Occupation in the Doing, Being and Belonging of Immigrant Women.” The
Journal of Occupational Science 20(1): 23-35.

HyYNIE, MICHAELA. 2014. “Impact evaluation of Client Support Services.”
Unpublished Report for YMICA and Citizenship and Immigration Canada.

HYNIE, MICHAELA, ASHLEY KORN and DAN TAO (2016). “Social Context
and Social Integration for Government Assisted Refugees in Ontario, Can-
ada” In M. Poteet & S. Nourpanah (Eds.), After the flight: The dynamics of
refugee settlement and integration. (pp 183-227) Newcastle upon Tyne, UK:
Cambridge Scholars.

Karpa, LisA. 2015. “Ethnic Variations in Immigrant Poverty Exist and
Female Employment: The Missing Link” Demography 52:485-511.

KORN, ASHLEY and MICHAELA HYNIE. 2015. “The Role of Gender and
Employment in Refugees’ Sense of Belonging in Ontario”. Paper presented
at the annual meeting of the Canadian Association of Forced Migration
Studies, Toronto, Canada, May 13-15.

LaTiF, EHSAN. 2015. “The Relationship between Immigration and
Unemployment: Panel Data Evidence from Canada” Economic Modelling
50: 162-167. doi:10.1016/j.econmod.2015.06.013. http:/www.sciencedirect.
com/science/article/pii/S0264999315001601.

NAKHAIE, M. REZA, and ABDOLMOHAMMAD KAZEMIPUR. 2013. “Social
Capital, Employment and Occupational Status of the New Immigrants in
Canada.” Journal of International Migration and Integration 14 (3): 419—437.

doi:10.1007/512134-012-0248-2.

NG, EDWARD, RUSSELL WILKINS, FRANGOIS GENDRON, and JEAN-MARIE
BERTHELOT. 2005. “Dynamics of Immigrants’ Health in Canada: Evidence
from the National Population Health Survey” Ottawa: Statistics Canada
Catalogue No. 82-618. http: /www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/82-618-m/2005002/
pdf/4193621-eng.pdf.

OMIDVAR, RATNA., and TED RICHMOND. 2003. “Perspectives on Social
Inclusion: Immigrant Settlement and Social Inclusion in Canada”” Laid-
law Foundation. http://library.bsl.org.au/jspui/bitstream/1/626/1/Immi-
grant_Settlement_and_Social_Inclusion_in_Canada.pdf.

OREOPOULOS, PHILIP. 2011. “Why Do Skilled Immigrants Struggle in the
Labor Market? A Field Experiment with Thirteen Thousand Resumes”
American Economic Journal: Economic Policy 3: 148-171. https:/www.
povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files /publications/833 Skilled Immi-
grants Canada AE].pdf.

PHILLIMORE, JENNY, and LISA GOODSON. 2008. “Making a Place in the
Global City: The Relevance of Indicators of Integration. Journal of Refugee
Studies 21(3): 305-25.

P1cOT, GARNETT and FENG HoU. 2003. “The Rise in Low-Income Rates
among Immigrants in Canada. Statistics Canada. Available at http://cite-
seerx.ist psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.202.218 4&rep=rep1&type
=pdf

PORTER, MATTHEW and NICK HASLAM. 2005. “Predisplacement and
Postdisplacement Factors Assocaited with Mental Health of Refguees and
Internally Displaced Persons.” JAMA 294(5): 602-12.

REITMANOVA, SYLVIA and DIANA L. GUSTAFSON. 2009. “Mental Health
Needs of Visible Minority Immigrants in a Small Urban Center: Recom-
mendations for Policy Makers and Service Providers.” Journal of Immigrant
Minorty Health 11:46-56.

REITZ, JEFFERY G, JOSH CURTIS and JENNIFER ELRICK. 2014. “Immigrant
Skill Utlization: Trends and Policy Issues.” International Migration and
Integration 15: 1-26.

SCHELLENBERG, HELENE, and GRANT MAHEUX. 2007. “Immigrants’
Perspectives on Their First Four Years in Canada: Highlights from Three
Waves of the Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Canada” Canadian
Social Trends. Statistics Canada Catalogue No. 11-008. http: /www.statcan.
gc.ca/pub/11-008-x/2007000/9627-eng.htm.

SHAKYA, YOGENDRA, SEPALI GURUGE, MICHAELA HYNIE, ARZO AKBARI,
MOHAMMED MALIK, SHEILA HTOO, S. AZzZA M. KHOGALI, RABIYA MUR-
TAZA and SARAH ALLEY. 2010. “Aspirations for Higher Education among
Newcomer Refugee Youth in Toronto: Expectations, Challenges, and Strat-
egies”” Refuge 27; 65-78.

SMITH, PETER and CAMERON MUSTARD. 2009. “Comparing the Risk of
‘Work-Related Injuries Between Immigrants to Canada and Canadian-Born
Labour Market Participants.” Occupational Environmental Medicine 66:
361-7.

SMITH, R. SCOTT. 2008. “The Case of a City where 1 in 6 Residents is a
Refugee: Ecological Factors and Host Community Adaptation in Success-
ful Resettlement” American Journal of Community Psychology 42: 328-42.

STATISTICS CANADA. 2008. “Earnings and Incomes of Canadians Over
the Past Quarter Century, 2006 Census.” Ottawa: Statistics Canada Cata-
logue No. 97-563-X. http: /www12.statcan.ca/census-recensement,/2006/



as-sa/97-563/pdf/97-563-XIE2006001.pdf.

STEEL, ZACHARY, SHAKEY MOMARTIN, DERRICK SILOVE, MARIANIO
COELLO, JORGE AROCHE, and KUoO WEI TAY. 2011. “Two Year Psychosocial
and Mental Health Outcomes for Refugees Subjected to Restrictive or Sup-
portive Immigration Policies”” Social Science & Medicine 72: 1140-56.

STRANG, ALISON and ALASTAIR AGER. 2010. “Refugee Integration: Emer-
ging Trends and Remaining Agendas” Journal of Refugee Studies 23(4):
589-607.

TEELUCKSINGH, CHERYL, and GRACE-EDWARD GALABUZL 2005. “Work-
ing Precariously: The Impact of Race and Immigrant’s Status on Employ-
ment Opportunities and Outcomes in Canada” The Canadian Race
Relations Foundation.

UNHCR. 2012. “The State of the World's Refugees: In Search of Solidarity.”
The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner on Refugees. http:/
www.unhcr.org/sfcscecag.pdf

WHO. 2014. “Mental Health: A State of Well-Being”” Available at: http://
www.who.int/features/factfiles/mental_health/en/

WILSON, RUTH M, PATRICIA LANDOLT, YOGENDRA B. SHAKYA,
GRACE-EDWARD GALABUZI, Z. ZAHOORUNISSA, DARREN PHAM, FELIX
CABRERA, SHERINE M.A.A. DAHY, and MARIE-PIER JOLY. 2011. “Working
Rough, Living Poor: Employment and Income Insecurities Faced by Racial-
ized Groups in the Black Creek Area and their Impacts on Health.” Toronto:
Access Alliance Multicultural Health and Community Services. Retrieved
from http: //accessalliance.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Access-Alli-
ance_Working-Rough-Living-Poor-Final-Report-June-2011.pdf

WILSON-FORSBERG, STACEY. 2015. ““We Don't Integrate; We Adapt:' Latin
American Immigrants Interpret Their Canadian Employment Experiences
in Southwestern Ontario.” International Migration & Integration 16: 469-
89.

XUE LI 2006. “The Labour Market Progression of the LSIC Immigrants - A
Perspective from the Second Wave of the Longitudinal Survey of Immi-
grants to Canada (LSIC) Two Years after Landing.” Ottawa: Citizenship and
Immigration Canada. http:/www.cic.gc.ca/english/pdf/research-stats/
Isic.pdf.

YsSAAD, LAHOUARIA. 2013. “The Canadian Immigrant Labour Market:
2008-2011" Ottawa: Statistics Canada Catalogue No. 71-606-X. http:/
www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/71-606-x,/71-606-x2012006-eng pdf.

35—



