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The existence of a gender wage gap in the Canadian labour market is • 
undeniable. In 2003 the average earnings of women were 63 per cent of 
their male counterparts' (Statistics Canada 2006). Wage disadvantages 

· for the .foreign-born and visible-minority populations. also are well 
documented (Aydemir and Skuterud 2005; Boyd 1992; Basavarajappa 
and Halli 1997; Basavarajappa and Jones 1999; Hum and Simpson 1999; 
Li 2000, 2001; Palarneta 2004; Pendakur and Pen_dakur 1998, 2000, 2002; 
Reitz 2001; Smith and Jackson2002; Swindinsky and Swindinsky 2002). 
These inequalities fuel increasing interest in the/triply disadvantaged,' 
that is, visible-minority immigrant women, who suffer the brunt of the 

· negative cumulative effects of being female, a visible mir\ority, and for­
eign born, and who are consistently the lowest earners in the Canadian 

-labour market. 
Research on the earn1ngs of immigrant women in general and on 

the 'triply disadvantaged' varies considerably in methodology, in 
disciplinary origins, in data sources, in the groups studied; and in re­
search design. Although there exist highly informative studies of par- . 
ticular groups of visible-minority women in specific settings (Das 
Gupta 1996; Calliste.2000; Daenzer 1993; Ng et al. 1999; Stasiulus and 
Bakan 2005), most investigations on earning inequalities are con- · 
ducted by economists and sociologists who rely on census data or 
other Statistics Canada surveys, and who analyse such data with 
1nultivariate statistical techniques. The analysis of large data sets and 
the use of statistics are motivated by three considerations: first, data 
sets like the census of population are based on the principle of coi:n­
plete enumeration of the Canada population. As a result, such data 
offer information on large numbers of people, making it possible to 
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study the earnings of small groups. Second, once the data are released - . 

into the public domain, access is assured; consequently, research re-
sults can be produced quickly, obviating the need for a long time frame 
to field a survey or conduct interviews. Third, the policy arena is high­
ly influenced by studies that appear to have robust findings, and that 
can be generalized to all Canadians. These considerations have had .a 
twofold effect: first, quantitative studies. dominate in the field of earn­
i_ngs inequalities and, second, a large number of studies now exist on 
the earnings gap by gender, by visible-minority status, and immigrant 
status as well as on the earnings of those who i].re triply disadvantaged 
by all three dimensions. · 

This large body of census- and survey-based research itself is quite 
heterogeneous, varying in the time frame, specific focus, target groups 
u_nder investigation, statistical methods, and variables used in the sta­
tistical analysis. Nonetheless, from these studies several' core questions 
emerge with respect to the earnings of iITLmigrant women. First !)nd 
foremost, does a wage disadvantage exist for these women and, more 
specifically; is there evidence of a triple disadvantage Ln the earnLngs of 
visible-minority immigran.t women? Second, if yes, what are the mag­
nitudes of the disadvantages, and what are the fluctuations in size over 
time, particularly over successive immigrant . cohorts? Third, does 
gender, ethnicity, or nativity matter more in a.ccounting for the wage. 
differentials between foreign-born visible-mLnority women ?nd others 
in Canada? Fourth, and alternatively, does the combinati6n of these 
three statuses create an earnings penalty that is greater than that from 
just summing up the separate impacts (Boyd 1984; Epstein 1973)? Fifth, 
through what processes are wage disadvantages for the triply dis­
advantaged created? Here, the possibilities considered in studies range 
from overt discrimination· to those earnings disadvantages that result 
from variations in wage-productivity-related factors along gendered, 
ethnic, or native lines. Sixth and finally, given the growing concern over 
the economic consequences of being 'triply disadvantaged/ what is the 
impact of recent policy responses to employment-based inequalities? 

Answering these questions is the core objective of this chapter. We 
accomplish this task through a comprehensive review and summary of 
existing studies. Because so much of this literature assumes a familiar­
ity with the basic methods and logic of analysis used by these stuaies, 
we begin with a short orienting overview of the general apprmi.ch to 
such quantitative analyses. Then, we summarize the general findLngs 
regarding the wage . disadvantage, taking note of the tremendous 
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heterogeneity found in widely defined populations such as visible mirt­
orities, and asking whether the gap between the 'triply disadvantaged' 
and other comparative groups has widened or narrowed over the past 
several decades. Next, we discuss Some of the explanations of the fac­
tors and processes that contribute to this phenomenon, particularly 
considering the comple:>f dynamics between gender, ethnicity, and na­
tivity. In the last section, we briefly outline the existing policies and ask 
if they can remedy the earnings inequalities between visible minority, 
immigra_nt women, and other groups in the Canadian economy. 

Qua,nHtative §tudies of lEan,ings in Canada: 
OrlEverytihing Yom: §faHstks Prnfessrnr Wanted You to Know 

Earnings gaps assume that the earnings of individuals in a specified 
group 'S' are compared with the earnings of those in group 'P.' As noted 
elsewhere i_n this chapter, one of the first questions to ask when discuss­
ing the labour-market earnings of visible-minority immigrant women 
is 'With whom should they be compared?' If the interest is in the rela- · 

· tive earnings of all immigrant women, should fuese earnings be com­
pared to those of Canadian-born women, or to those offoreign-bont 
men or Canadian-born men? . 

The number ofpossible comparisons i:hcreases further when race and 
ethnicity are factored in:Table 1 indicates the appropriate,cornparison · 

· groups when the dimensions of difference are nativity, race or ethnicity, 
and gender. If the interest is Ln the relative eamLngs of immigrant visible­
minority women (A), should fuey be compared with· non-visible­
minority foreign-born women (B), Canadian-born· visible~minority 
women (C), or not-visible minority Canadian-born women (D)? Or 
should fuey be compared to those of men, and if so, to those of the 
highest-earning group in Canadian society, namely, Canadian men who 
are not visible minorities (Z)? As discussed it, later section~, answers 
vary across research studies, but usually (A) is compared with (D) and, 
to a lesser extent, with (Z). 

With the comparison group selected, the ehallenge in most quantita­
tive studies of earnings differentials is not that they exist but rather 
how to explain them. A variety of statistical methods are used; usually, 
but not always, ordinary least squares (OLS) regression, commonly re­
ferred to as regression analysis and, increasLngly, quartile regression. 
All rely on a basic representation in which earnings are explained by a 
set of variables: 



IITLmigrant Women and Earnings Inequality in Canada 211 

Table 7. ·1 Different comparison groups for earnings 

---~-
Foreign-born Canadian-born 

Not visible Not visible 
Visible minority minority Visible minority minority 

_Women A 8 c· D 

Men w V 

" 
y z 

Earni_ngs = (variable 1, variable 2, variable 3, and so on) 
The variables ought to be determined by what one thinks are .the 

n:{ost important explanations. In actuality, if researchers have had no 
i_nput into information collected ir1 a particular set of data,they are lim­
ited to the variables in that data set, and thus are limited to a particular 
set of explanations. The Canadian census and many la.rge surveys cola 
lect good information on the socio-economic and family characteristics 
of respondents. However, they do not collect information that docu­
ments the process of hiring, job placement, promoting/or paying, any 

• of which can be discri_minatory. Thus, census data can tell us if earnings 
inequalities are an outcome of the characteristics of(A) compared to (D) 
or (X), in such areas as education, age, or size of community, or whether 

. inequalities persist after statistical techniques adjust for the differeJ;lt 
factors.· But census data (and many either surveys) cannot show wheth­
er employers are prejudicial and refuse to hire a, parfu::ular grmip of 
people or insist on paying Lhem less. The analyses can only tell us if dif­
ferentearnings persist after taking into account other factors known to 
influence earnings. Unequal outcomes may persist because of employer 
discrimination, but they also may reflect other factors not included in 
the analysis, such as working in a small firms where pay levels are low-
er rather than in large firms with higher pay rates. ' 

This constraint on how the earnings process is conceptualized is in­
corporated into quantitative analyses. In this chapt~r we are interested 

. i_n the earnings of immigrant visible-minority women. The simplest 
representation of this is: 

Earnings = (Z)+(Y)+(X)+(W)+(A)+(B)+(C)+(D) 
Now, assume that one thi_nks that different groups have different lev­

eis of education and that is the reason for-the earnings gaps between (Z) 
and (A) or (D) and (A). Researchers would add education into the rep­
resentation, coming up with: 
. Earnings= (Z)+(Y)+(X)+(W)+(A)+(B)+(C)+(D)+Education 

In this case, the values of Z,Y,X,W,A;B,C,D would change because the 
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results would be those that would exist if one adjusted for the effects of 
educational differences between the groups., 

In many studies reported here, earni_ngs have been adjusted for group 
differences in variables such as age, place of residence (thought to re­
flect local economies and, hence, job and earnings opportunities), lan­
guage skills, educc\tion, occupations, indust-ry of employment, weeks 
worked, and immigrant's length of time in Canada. In such studies, the 
overall strategy is. to focus on those differences in e<j_rnings that remain 
after adjustments. Agai_n, interpretations of results differ: some analysts 
interpret the remaining differ~nces as reflecti_ng discrimination, or at 
least signalli_ng the possible existence of discrimination, while others do 
not (see Gunderson 2006). · 

In addition, some studies examine the impact of variables known to 
affect earnings separately for various groups of inten;st. For example, if 
we wanted to know if visible-minority immigrant women (group A) 

. get the same pay increases for having university degrees as do non­
. visible Canadian-born women (group D), the representation would be: 

Earni_ngs of (A) CC: ED(,)' where ED(,) is whether or not (A) has bach-
elor's degree · · 

Earnings of (D) = ED(dJ' where ED(d) is whether or not (D) has bach­
elor's degree 

In this case, researchers would be i_nterested in whether or not the 
effect of ED(,) on e;,.tnings was less than the effect gf ED,ar Here too, 
some analysts interpret differences between ED(,) and ED(d) as barrier.s 

. i_n the utilization of education on the job, while others see them as indi­
cating discrimination. 

Kmmi.gi:ant Vfoi.ble-M:inrnrHy Women: Lower Earnings 
and by How Much? 

Most of the studies that form the backbone of this chapter use informa­
tion about the earnings of immigrant women in the mid-1980s through 
the mid-1990s. Before turning to these studies, we update the most 
basic of findings, asking, What are the current earnings of immigrant 
women? Using data from the 2001 Canadian census of population, 
figure 7.1 shows that, while gender differences exist, within eachmale 
and female population, Canadian-born and foreign-born non-visible 
groups are similar in earnings to Canadian-born and foreign-born 
visible-minority groups. Thus, the basis axis of difference appears to 
be visible-rn:inority rather than immigrant status. 

Howeve1~ these patterns reflect the age, the settlement patterns, and, 
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Figure 7. ·1 -Average wage, salary, and self-er;nployment earnings by nativity 
and gender, age 20-64, working one week or more in 2000, Canada 

50,000-, ----------------~--~--~ 

45,000 1 
- - - ··-- - -

40,000, 

35,000: 

30,000 

25,000 -

20,000: 

i5,ooo' 

- - ---- ..... --·-

25 516 27 642 
23 575 "' 0 .:,o"o 

' Oo9
@ ""a 

--
0 !:i_~• 23 ·ioO r,:Q: ::s , 
@:Je 0"' 
o a0 ,l'0 "' 

:1,,":0°':i00i 
@a ®o e 

@ "'"'"'(j),JJ (ll: 
. 

Women 

OJ Can. born, not vis. rnin 

[;I Foreign born, not vis. rnin 

._ Men 

~ Can. boln, vis. min 

• Foreign born, vis. min 

Source: Statistics Canada. 2001 Census Public Use Microdata File. Tabulations pre­
pared especially for this chapter by the first author. 

to a lesser extent, the educational characteristics. that 1;xist between the 
eight groups represented in the chart. For example, of those aged 20-64 
who worked one or more weeks in 2000, close to half of the visible-- . 

minority immigrant population was living in Toronto rather than _in 
other communities, compared to fewer than one-third of the non­
visible-minority i.mmigrant population and about one in ten of the 
Canadia_n-born non-visible-minority population. As discussed· elsec 
where, these group differences in geographical loc.ition, particularly 
when one group, such as the foreign born, lives in a high-wage-rate 
area, can mask the sizeable differences in earnings that actually exist 
(Boyd 1992). Figure 7.1 shows the results of a hypothetical exercise in 
which· all groups must have the.same age, the same percentages living 
in Toronto or not, and the same educational distribution: These adjusted 
earni.ngs clearly show that immigrant women have lower earnings than 
their Canadian-born counterparts or as compared with men. Foreign­
born visible-minority women have the lowest earnings of all. (The level 
of earnings and the magnitude of differences between groups wiH 
change if the analysis also takes into account other factors such as num­
ber of weeks worked and if employment was full time or part time.) 
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Figure 72 Adjusted'' wage, salary, and self-employment earnings by nativity 
and gender, age 20-64, working one week or more in 2000, Canada 
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Previous studies also confirm the existence of the 'triply dis­
advantaged.' In studies that analyse earnings differentials along 
gender, nativity, and ethnicity lines, foreign-born women of visible­
minority status consistently have the lowest actual and adjusted 

- earnings out of all comparative groups (e.g., Boyd 1999; Li 2000; 
Pendakur and Pendakur 1998, 2002; Shamsuddin 1998). However, 
while there is general consensus that a wage disadvantage exists, 
there· are significant variations among visible-minority subgroups 
that make up the aggregate composite of the 'triply disadvantaged.' 
For example, one study found that, in adjusted earnings, there are 
alm9st no wage differentials between Chinese and non-visible­
minority women, while there_ is a· significant earnings disparity be­
tween black and_ non-visible-minority women (S1(Vidinsky and 
Swidinsky 2002). Another study found that Asian ethnicity is not 
consistently negative for earnings, given that the economic costs as­
sociated with foreign birth are not significantly larger for Asian 
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female immigrants than for their European counterparts (Lee 1999). 
Nevertheless, in spite of these ethnic-subgroup variations, immi­
grant visible-minority women as a whole fare poorly compared to 
their non-visible-minority counterparts: their earnings gap from 
Canadian-born non-visible-minority women is alrn.ost twice as large 
(Pendakur and Pend~kur 2000). 

Having established the existence of a wage disadvantage, most of the 
existing research seeks to determine its magnitude, albeit with contest­
ed findings (Boyd 1992; Basavarajappa aµd Jones 1999; Hum and 
Simpson 1999; Lee 1999; Li 2000, 2001; Pendakur and Pendakur 1998, 
2000, 2002; Shamsuddin 1998; Swidinsky and Swidinsky 2002; Wanner 
and Ambrose 2003). In one study, using the 1996 census, the earnings 
disparity between visible-minority imrriigrant women and Canadian- . 
born non~visible-minority men was estimated at 55 to 66 per cent, 
dependLng on the Census Metropolitan Area (Li 2000). This study com­
pared the earnings of immigrant visible-min.ority women with those of 
non-visible-minority meh, the ultin.1.ate reference group for ascertaining 
the degree to which the 'triply disadvantaged' are tr·uly disadvantaged 
by the combined negative effects of gender, nativity, and ethnicity. 
However, most studies are typically limited to analysing data along 
only two axes of comparison - nativity and ethnicity among women -
with varying results. For example, using the 1991 census, Pendakur 
and Pendakur (1998) found that the double negatite effect ofbeirrg for­
eign born and of a visible minority aci:ounted for ~pproxLrnately 9 per 
cent of lower earnings among women. In the same study, using ethni-

. city as the main independent variable, they also found no significant 
difference between the earnings of visible minorities and non-visible 
minorities, when the samples of the Canadiancborn and immigrant 
women were pooled (ibid.). By ccintrast; Shamsuddir1 (1998), who fo­
cused on the effects of nativity, found that foreign-born women, regard­
less of ethnicity, generally had 11 to 19 per cent lower earnings owing to 
their immigration status. 

To further complicate the matter, the effect of visible-minority status 
varies substantially according to nativity. Using the 1991 census, 
Basavarajappa and Jones (1999) found that immigrant non-visible­
minority women had an earnings advantage of approximately 8 per cent 
over their visible-minority connterparts, while Canadian-born non­
visible minorities actually had an earnings disadvantage of approxi0 

mately 10 per cent over their visible-minority counterparts. Even in 
these results, there is significant heterogeneity by detailed ethnicity, as 
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illustrated irt a study conducted by Pendakur and Pendakur (1998). 
Alnong Canadian-born women, only those of Greek and Aboriginal 
origins faced an earnings penalty in comparison to thos.e of British ori­
gin, while the other non-visible-minority and visible-minority ethnic 
subgroups did not suffer a clear earnings disadvantage. Among immi­
grant women, none of,the non-visible-minority eth..,ic subgroups faced 
an earnings penalty, while among the visible minorities; those of black, 
Vie'mamese, and West Asian origins did. 

Another trend that confounds the magnitude of the.earnings dis­
advantage of immigrant visible- minority women is the gendered inter­
action effect of nativity and ethnicity. Some studies have found that 
although immigrant visible-minority women remain the lowest earn­
ers as a whole, the earnings penalty associated with bei__ng foreign­
born and a visible minority is much higher for men than women (Boyd 
1992; Basavarajappa and Jones 1999; Hum and Simpson 1999; 
Swidinsky and Swidinsky 2002). As Swidinsky and Swidinsky point 
out, bs:sed on data from the 1996 census, labour-market disadvanta­
ges associated with visible-minority sfatus are largely confined toim­
migrant men, especially among those who were older at the time of 
immigration. Moreover, as. Basavarajappa and Jones (1999) deter­
mined, using the 1991 census, in spite of the significant earnings pen- · 
alties faced by both visible-minority immigrant men and women, 
compared to their non-visible,mi__nority counterparts, there was a 
wide gender disparity in the size of this penalty: for women it was 
8 per cent, while for men it was 30 per cent. Other studies indicate that 
nativity is more significant for explai__ning the low earnings of in:uni­
grant visible-minority women, while ethnicity is more associated with 
the lower earnings of visible- minority rrien, regardless of immigra­
tion status, compared to their respective non-visible-minority counter­
parts (Boyd 1992; Hum and Simpson 1999; Pendakur and Pendakur i 
1998). Boyd (1992) observes that one e1'1'lanation for these diverse · 1 

findings by gender may be found in the compressed wages of women 
relative to men. Women are not as commonly found in the high­
earnings range as are men. Thus, inequalities within the female popu-
lation may be smaller than within the male population.. . 

1 

Thes.e complicated and often contested findings have resulted in 
two main camps of thought: those who have found the earnings dis­
advantage to be minimal or inconsistent given the heterogeneous, even 
contradictory, results across gender and specific ethnic groups (Hum 
and Simpson 1999; Pendakur and Pendakur 1998, 2000, 2002; Swidinsky · 
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and Swidinksy 2002), and those who have found a substantial and ~ 
stable degree of earnings disparity (Boyd 1992; Li 2000, 2001; Smith 
and Jackson 2002) between immigrant visible-minority_ women and 
other groups. · 

VaTiai:ions in 1Ea:rn:ings ln.eq1ia.liHes over .Tim? 

Another point of contention regarding the statistics on gender wage . 
inequality is the amount of fluctuation in this earnings disparity over 
time. Most studies (e.g., Aydemir and Skuterud 2005; Reitz 2001; 
Schellenberg 2004) show that there has been a widening of the earnings 
gap between foreign-born, particularly recent arrivals, and native-born 

. individuals (both men and women) over successive immigrant cohorts 
since the 1960s. In one study; using baseline estimates that control for 
'unemployment .rates, labour-market experience, and years of school-· 
ing, the full-time, full-year entry earn:irigs for immigrant women who 
arrived between 1995 and 1999 were, on average, 22 per cent lower than 
for those who arrived thirty years earlier (Aydemir and Skuterud 2005). 
Some studies show that this overall _decline in relative entry earnings 
for recent immigrants has had a greater effect on women than men 
(Reitz 2001; Schellenberg 2004). • A possible reason for this widening 
earnings gap is that recent immigrants, particularly women, are more 
likely to be trapped in low-wage jobs (Schellenberg 2004). 

A few studies also show a widening earnings gap between visible 
minorities and their non-visible counterparts, at least among the 
Canadian-born, since the 1970s (e.g., Pendakur and Pendakur 2000, 
2002). However, while visible-minority men have always suffered a 
disadvantage, visible-minority women once had a.significant earnings 
advantage over their non-visible counterparts, and this has only deteri­
orated over the pasttwo decades (Pendakur and Pendakur 2002). 

NeveFtheless, other studies provide a more mixed and even opti­
mistic picture regarding the relative entry earnings of recent immi­
grants in comparison to their predecessors (e.g., Pendakilr and 
Pendakur 1998; Smith and Jackson 2002). As one study suggests, there 
is no evidence of a significant entry earnings decline for more recent 
female immigrant cohorts except for some Southern European groups. 
However, there has been a significant decrease in the entry earnings 
of recent male immigrant cohorts since the 1980s (Pendakur and 
Pendakur 1998). Another study suggests that although the earnings 
gap between recent immigrants and other Canadians persists, it has 
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narrowed over time; notably, the period of economic recovery during 
the mid-to-late 1990s substantially levelled off employment and in­
come opportunities for all groups, inch1ding immigrant cohorts: in 
other words, 'the rising tide did lift all boats' (Smith and Jackson 20'01, 
1). This was particula.rly true for recent immigrant women who, in 
spite of their enduring ec;onomic disadvantages, managed to secure 
rnore weeks of work and higher wages a:t a rate that outpaced other . 
comparative groups (Smith and Jackson 2002). l'vloreover, there seems 
to be a convergence in the earnings ofnative-born and foreign-born 
women over the entire career span (Pendakur and Pendakur 1998; 
Wanner and Ambrose 2003). When the earnings of successive female 
immigrant cohorts are tracked as they age, it seems that they 'catch 
up' with their native0born counterparts, thereby achieving some de­
gree of earnings parity. , 

In sum, several unresolved issues that exist.in research on the earn­
ir1gs disparity between immi.grant women, particularly those of visible­
minority status, and other groups include its existence, magnitude, 
and fluctuation over time. There is general consensus that immigrant 
visible-minority women do earn substantially less than other com­
parative groups, thus validating their label as the 'triply disadvan­
taged.' However, there is disagreement over the magnitude of this 
disadvantage, which varies according to the gr~~ps singled out for 
study, and its fluctuations over time, although more studies suggest 
that it has widened for more recent immigrant cohorts. 

Expfailiing the Lower Eaimi.ngs of hnm:igirant 
Vi.sible-Minm:iily Vlfomen 

In explaining the earnings disparity of i~igrant · ,:;isible-minority 
women, one of the first questions asked is whether gender, nativity; or 
ethnicity matters more in creating this d1sadvantage. Given the perva­
sively gendered nature of the Canadian labour market, gender is as­
sumed to matter 'most' in the existi..ng research, arid most studies separ­
ate men arid womeri, with very few cross-comparisons. Within these 
parameters, the literature contests the significance of nativity versus 
ethnicity as the primary basis for this wage disadva:.n_tage. 

There is a general consensus that nativity matters more than ethni­
city, at least for immigrant visible-minority women (e.g., Boyd 1992; 

• . I 

Lee 1999; Hrun and Simpson 1999; Pendakur and Pendakur 1998, 2000; 
v\larner and Ambrose 2003). Studies agree that immigration status has a 
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greater effect than visible-minority status on the wage disadvantage of 
foreign-born visible-minority women . Some even suggest that visible-. 
minority status is an insignificant factor i11 the lower earnings of immi­
grant women (Hum arid Simpson 1999; Wariner and Ambrose 2003). 
However, in some cases, ethnicity - namely, visible-minority status -
does seem to matter. One study argues that while labour-market dis­
crimination against non-visible minorities is culturally contingent ( e.g., 

· access to employment and earnings opportunities are li_mited by their 
remaining i_n etl:mic enclaves or using solely non-English/non-French 
languages), discrimination_ against visible-minority iTILmigrants tends 
not to be culturally contingent, thereby suggesting that discrimination 
is based on ski_n colour alone (Reitz and Sklar 1997). 

Most studies do not entirely dismiss the effect of ethnicity, conceding, 
rather, the notion of a dynamic interplay between gender, nativity, and 
ethnicity. (e.g., Boyd 1992, 1999; Li 2000, 200J). Many argue that the 
'triple disadvantage' is not an outcome of the additive effects of these 
variables, but the consequence of the unique interaction between these 
variables, from which their individual impact cannot be separated or 
reduced. As a result, the compounding effects of these variables lead to 
a chain reaction that ultimately leads to an earnings disparity. To illus­
trate, one study that examines the relationship between language profi­
ciency and earnings argues that ii:iJ:migrant visible-r,ninori.ty wom~n are 
more likely to have lower levels of language proficiency in English _and 
French (i.e., Canada's official languages) as opposed to visible-minority 
women and immigrant women separately; thµs, they are also more 
likely to experience lower levels of labour-force participation and earn­
ings (Boyd 1992). However, another study, which also illustrates the 
complex interactions of gender,.racial origins, aJJ.d nativity on earnings, 
cautions that at low level of earnings the additional negative effects of 
racial origin are less apparent (Li 2000). 

There are several interesting findings regardin.g the complex ways in 
which fuese variables interact. For one, gender has a two-way effect: 
being female can either buffer against or exacerbate the wage disadvan­
tage as related to visible~minority or immigrant status. In cases when 
being female is a buffer, studies have found that visible-minority status 
penalizes men more than women, compared to their non-visible" 
minority counterparts, in terms .of income and labour-market oppor­
tunities (Palameta 2004; Pendakur and Pendakur 2000; Swindinsky and 
Swi_ndinsky 2002). Sometimes, this degree of income disadvantage by 
visible-minority status can differ by a margin of more than 20 per cent 
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for n,en than ,vomen (Basavarajappa and Jones 1999). Howeve1~ other 
research finds that being female exacerbates the negative effects of im­
mig:rantstatus on wages, so that the disadvantages associated with for­
eign birth are higher for won,en than for men (Hum andSimpson 1999): 
Some studies also suggest that nativity conditions the interaction of 
gender, visible-minority, and in:nnigration status. In particular, being 
Canadian-born see:rr'is to absorb the wage disadvantages· associated 
with being female and a visible minority. Basavarajappa and Jones 
(1999) point out that among wmnen, visible-minority· status ~ctually 
produces an ir1come advantage of approximately 10 per cent for the 
native-born, while it confers a disadvai.1.tage of over 8 per cent for the 
immigrant. · 

Given the complex and dynamic interplay of gende1~ nativity, and 
visible-minority membership, what are the processes that produce 
earnings disadvantages? A few studies have suggested direct dis­
crimination in terms of racism, sexis1n, and birthplace discrimination 
(Boyd 1992; Pendakur and Pendakur 1998; Shamsuddin 1998). As ha.s . 
been noted above, one study argues that limited labour and income op­
portunities for visible-minority immigrants, including women, are not 
culturally contingent-that is, related to cultural barriers such as lack of 
language proficiency or living in i:Ln ethnic enclave - implying that dis­
crimination is based on skm colour alone (Reitz and Sklar 1997). 

However, most of the literature. points to less pervasive processes, 
given the heterogeneity of wage levels across comparative groups by 
nativity, race/ ethnicity; and gender. Some analysts insist that various 
forrns of discrimination in the Canadian labour market persist, albeit 
in less explicit terms, such as, -for example, the devaluation of foreign 
work experience. One sh1dy found that among more recent inuni­
grants, the income disadvantage of visible minorities over their non­
visible counterparts was largely due to the unfair assessi11ent of their 
prior work experience abroad (Basavarajappa and Jones 1999). Another 
found that immigrant women, more than their male counterparts, suf­
fered from the declining returns to foreign work experience (Aydemir 
and Skuterud 2005). 

An. even more frequently documented form of systemic discrimina­
tion is the under-recognition of foreign educational credentials. 
Professional and technical degrees gained abroad are deemed unequal 
to those gained in Canada; this results in an immediate 'loss of human 
capital on entry for i1nmigrants. And these adverse effects are aggrand­
ized, based on gender and racial origins. As Li (2001) argues, the joint 
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negative effects of i_mmigrantstatus and possession of a foreign educa­
tional degree are most severe for visible-minority women and least se­
vere for white men (also see Boyd 1994). In fact, most studies agree 
that place of schooling is a more significant predictor of the earnings 
gap faced by immigrant visible-minority women than it is for their 
male counterparts. One study found that while education in the United 
States or the United Kingdom do~s not necessarily benefit immigrant 
women, as it does men (men receive about a 13 per cent bonus with a 
degree from either country), those who receive degrees from non­
Western parts of Europe, Asia, and Africa suffer an earnii,gs penalty of 
6 to 8 per cent, compared to those educated in Ca:_n_ada, versus a 1 to 
6 per cent penalty for their male counterparts (Pendakur and Pendakur 
2000). There is further evidence that place of schooling, rather than im­
migration status alone, significantly accounts for immigrant earnings 
differentials among women, While there is a gradual convergence in 
occupational attainment and earnings between native-born and immi­
grant visible-minority women, there c01itinues to be a lack of career 
mobility for those in the latter group who are edu~cated abroad (Boyd 
and Kaida 2005; Wanner and Ambrose 2003). 

· In fact, the low and declinin-g value of foreign education seems to 
have accelerated for women over the past two decades, and the overall 
decline in relative earnings for immigrant worn.en with-foreign degrees, 
compared to those with Canadian degrees, is larger than for their male 
counterparts (Reitz 2001). A possible :reason for the greater difficulty 
faced by immigrant women in having their foreign degrees recognized. 
is that many primary immigration applicants (most often men) are like­
ly to have jobs prearranged upon entry into Canada·and thus, concomi-. 
tantly, have their foreign credentials recognized. If women arrive as 
sponsored dependents (more often the case), they are n,ot screened on 
the basis of educational qualifications, and thus are less likely to have 

. their credentials properly recognized after arrival (Pendakur · and 
Pendakur 1998, 2000). 

Apart from discrimination, some argue that wage disadvantages for 
marginalized groups stem from their less 'competitive' stai,ding in 
productivity-related determinants in terms of human capital, work activ­
ity;· occupational distribution, and other personal socio-demographic 
factors (Boyd 1992; Basavarajappa and Jones 1999; Pendakur and 
Pendakur 2000; Smith and Jackson 2002; Swidinsky and Swidinsky 2002). 
With respect to human capital, several studies have focussed on language 
proficiency in English or French as perhaps the most important variable 
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for economic weil-being (Aydemir and Skuterud 2005; Boyd 1992; Lee 
1999). For example, Boyd (1992) found that wage and employment lev­
els substantially decline as language skills decrease; this, in turn, is often 
associated with foreigT1 birth or visible-minority status. More import­
antly, she identifies the sequence in which the labour-market disadvan­
tages of low language proficiency accumulate: for example, immigrant 
visible-mi:r10rity women who have low levels of language proficiency 
are also more likely to hav<c the lowest levels of education, which, in 
turn, contributes to .the lowest rates of labour-force participation and the 
highest percentages in low0skilled occupations, and therefore results i_n 
the lowest earnings. In terms of work-activity variables, it appears that 
the earnings penalty experienced by :immigrant women, particularly 
visible mi_norities1 is significantly accounted for by their fewer weeks 
worked and mostly part~tirne status (Basavarajappa and Jones 1999; 
Pendakur and Pendakur 2000; Swidinsky and Swidi:nsky 2002), 
Lnteresti_ngly, although controlling for work-activity variables substan­
tially narrows the earni_ngs gap between visible mi_norities. and their 
non-visible counterparts, at least among immigrant women, the gap 
persists among immigrant men (Swidinsky and Swidinsky 2002). A 
study conducted by Pendakur and Pendakur (2000) that considered oc­
cupational distribution had similar findings: here, the ear;ni_ngs dis­
advantage of Canadian-born visible-minority · and itnrrugrant non­
visible-minority women disappeared once occupation arid industry 
were controlled. However, their male counterparts still faced a substan­
tial earnings penalty even alter adjusting for occupational distribution .. · 
Finally, socio-demographic factors, including place of residence, age, 
marital status, and family size, also contribute to variations in levels of 
earnings. Yet as many studies concede, even after these factors are taken 
into account, a st.rang pattern of visible-minority and immigrant wage 
disadvantage remains, particularly among women (e.g., Boyd 1992). · 

A few studies suggest that the impact of entry labour-market con­
ditions (e.g., high unemployment rates during periods of economic 
recessions) affects the earnings of recent entrants, including recent im­
migrant cohorts. By controlling for these conditions, which influence 
wage levels across nativity groups, one study found that c{cte-half of the 
earnings gap between recent immigrant cohorts of women and other 

. female workers (including the native-born and earlier iITLmigrants) was 
accounted for (Aydemir and Skuterud 2005). 

In sum, existing research on immigrant women's earni_ngs offers 
myriad explanations for why they earn consistently less than other· 
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mographic groups irt the Cartadian labour market. Commonly, three 
riables are considered: nativity, ethnicity, and gender. Althou<Yh sorne 

' 0 

1dies have prioritized the effects of nativity over ethniciry, most of the 
crature points to the more salient interplay between all three variables. 
tis suggests that the earnings disadvantages associated with being 
lely female1 a visible minority,· or an immigrant do not merely ac-
1mulate. In otner words, the 'triply disadvantaged' phenomenon be­
,mes entangled in the unique interactioh between the three variables, 
1d individual effects can neither be reduced nor separated. Moreover, 
,me studies have posited ways in which these varfables interact in an 
1determtnate and contextual manner. More specifically; a given vari­
Jle (such as gender) may buffer against the prevailing wage disadvan­
tge in some circumstances while exacerbating it in others. 
Other explanations of the low earnings of irmnigrant visible-minority 

romen focus on the processes arising from this interaction between' 
ariables. VVhile very few studies posit direct discrirnination - whether 
acism, sexism, or birthplace discrimination - as the main process, 
rmch of the research points to less pervasive processes, including sys- . 
emic discrimination in the form of devaluation of foreign work ex­
Jerience, a_nd under-recognition of foreign educational credentials)n 
tddition to discrimination, some research attributes the wage dis-
1dvat1tage to the lower standing of immigrant wornen, particularly 
1isible-minority women, in such productivity-related criteria as hu­
:nan capital (specifically, language prc9jiciency), work activity levels, 
:iccupational distribution, and other personal socio-demographic fac­
tors. Finally, a few studies have noted. '.rhe impact of poorer labour­
m<'!rket entry conditions on the lower earnings of all recent entrants, 
native-born and immigrant alike. 

Minding the Gap: Canada's PoHcy Leven, 

Given these findings of earnings inequalities that operate to the dis­
advantage of immigrant · women, and visible-minority immigrant 
women in particular, whafcan be done to remove them? In the remain­
der of this chapter we answer this question by considering the existing 
policy responses at the goverILment l1=vel. 

Before we consider specific policy remedies, it should be noted that 
as a formalized set of procedures that seek to, achieve specified goals, 
policies on economic inequalities often build on two key concepts: 
equality and equity. Equality exists when outcomes are the same; equity 
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exists when there is fairness in producing outcomes. These distinctions 
are in1portant when discussing earnings i__nequalities and related poli­
cies. Equality and equity are not the same, even.though the term_s may 
be erroneously ii.1.terchanged. To invoke an extreme example, if all 
Canadian workers in paid employment hacl exactly the same wages, 
salaries and self-employment income, earnings equality would exist; 
but the outcome would be i11equitable since - under economic theory 
- some might be less productive than others who would work excep­
tionally hard. And some might not have the skills commensurate with 
-the wage rate paid, while others would be over-skilled. In_ another ex­
treme example, if inequalities existed in the earnings of workers, they 
rnight be 'fair.' For example, economic theory generally sees wages as 
linked to productivity. If a group of workers lack language skills or 
have lower levels of education that dampen productivity; then lower 
wages will result. 

However, not all earnings differentials are equitable. Earnings i:.()_­
equalities often result from inequities somewhere in the system, and 
discri__mination - discriminating among workers with the same set of 
skills and treating some differently - is a major form of inequity. 
Research about the earnings of i__mmigrant women thus focuses on both 
issues: equality and equity. Ai our overview suggests, it is evident'that 
earnings inequalities exist; why t.his is so includes explanations that 
emphasize the impact 0£ economic downturns and note that foreign­
born women differ in earnings-generating characteristics such as lan­
guage proficiency. Other explanations emphasize unfair evaluations of 
the worth of immigrant women's labour. As discussed early in this 
chapter, census data s.nd many large surveys do not observe - and 
therefore cannot document - the actual process of discrii.nination. But 
when studies show different and unfair assessments of prior work ex­
perience abroad, different and unequal earnings returns to educational 
credentials, and unequal outcomes that simply cannot be explained by 
other factors, then suspicions grow that unfair barriers exist. 

Barriers to fair treatment exist outside. the labour market, and these 
can impact on the earnings of immigrant women. For example, in the 
1970s the Canadian federally fo.nded language training programs priv­
ileged the training of male heads of household. The difficulty faced by 
imrnigrant women in obtaining federally funded language training in­
creased the likelihood that they would lacklanguage skills necessary 
for better-paying jobs. This policy was cha._nged in the 1980s to include 
women, although it still is far from comprehensive (Boyd 1990, 1999; 
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lvlan 2004); howevei~ the example from the 1970s indicates that a com­
prehensive attack on earni_ng inequalities also needs to consider those 
barriers that exist outside the employ1nent arena, but which nonethe­
less affect the earnings of imrHigrant women. 

TI1-at said, the major policy levers that currently exist to diminish 
earnings inequalities in Canada l'ocus on barriers within the labour · 
market. One targets direct discrimi_nation, the other two policies target 
systemic discrimination. The Canadian Human Rights Act (1978) addresses 
direct discrirni_nation, where unfair rreatrnent of one worker compared to 
another exists and where. such rreatment is prejudicial to individuals. 
Examples include payi_ng someone less than another or inequitable 
promotion or hirin.g practices. This legislation uses a complaint-based 
approach, which presupposes that employees can identify the propaga­
tor of discrirnination, and it focuses on making amends for the past ii1-
that it benefits only those filing complai_nts (Agocs 2002; Weiner 2002). 
Although it hypothetically can help improve the earnings of immigrant 
women, including visible-minority immigrant women, its extensive · 
use as a tool for remedying earnings i_nequalities is likely to be under­
mined by the complaint-based approach, coupled with lengLhy wait 
fones before cases are heard. 

Systernic discrimination refers to 'those. patterns of organizational 
behaviour that are part of the social and adrninistrative structure and 
cultural and decision-making processes of the workplace, and that cre­
ate or perpetuate relative disadvantage for members of some groups 
and privilege for member of other groups' (Agocs 2002, 257-8). In stud­
ies of earni_ngs, the persistence of ii1-equality in opportunities fm~ and 
returns to, employment by gender, ·nativity, and race/ethnicity after 
productivity-related characteristics have been taken i_nto account is fre­
quently attributed to 'systemic discrimination.' 

Canada's legislative redress to systemic discrimination m the labour 
market takes the forms of employment-equity and pay-equity pro­
grams. Employment- and pay-equity programs are systemic remedies 
to systemic discri_mi_nation; they involve proactive processes whereby 
employers are charged with responsibility for determini_ng whether 
there is discrimination in their employment system, and if there is, they 
are charged with the responsibility for devisi_ng andimplementing a 
remedy for it (Weiner 2002). Weiner points out,that because discrimina­
tion is built into employment systems, it is difficult for employees to 
suspect, let alone determine, that employment systems are workir1g in 
s~1ch a way as to put them in a position of relative disadv,mtage. Hence, 
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a proactive (as opposed to a complaint-based) approach is appropriate 
for redressing systemic discrimination. 

Both programs recognize that earnings inequalities can be produ_ced 
by unfairly segregating workers into different jobs with different job 
titles and then having higher wages for one set of jobs than for another. 
Pay-equity programs.seek to remove this source of earnings inequality 
by defining equality in terms of job content: 'equal pay for work of 
equal value' indicates that jobs of equal value to the organization should 
be paid equivalently, regardless of whether the duties and responsibil­
ities of the jobs are totally different (Weiner 2002). Employment~equity 
programs seek equality of employment opportunities by gender, race, 
and disability. Ln order to ensure this objective, employers that are part 
of this program are required to undertakethe following tasks: to ascer­
tain representation based on workplace surveys and correct under­
representation; to identify and eliminate barriers to employment for 
members of designated groups; to ensure reasonable accommodation; 
to consult and collaborate with employees and their representatives; 
and to prepare an employment-equity plan, including both qualitative 
and quantitative objectives (Bakan and Kobayashi 2000). Although 
pay-equity and employment-equity programs differ, both work well 
together. As Gunderson (2002) notes with respect to basic male-female 
earnings differentials, with only employment-equity programs, women 
might be paid discriminatory wages; with only pay-equiry programs, 
women might not be hired. at all (also see Fortin 2002, Fortin and 
Huberman 2002). 

Iri recent years, the federal goverILment and a number of provinces 
. have legislated pay-equity and employment-equity· programs (Agocs,

1 

2002; Bakan and Kobayashi 2000; Leck 2002; Pay Equiry Task Force 2004; · 
Weiner 2002). Much has been written about the overall effectiveness of 
existing legislation and the need for improvements i.n new legislation 
(Agocs 2002; Jain and Lawler 2004; Leck 2002; Pay Equity Task Force 
2004). However, from the perspective of immigrant women in general, 
and visible-minority inunigrant women in particular, neither policy lever 
is explicitly proactive towards them. In wording and in practice, pay­
equity legislation focuses ori male-female i.nequalities in general; it does 
not recognize that race or irmnigrnnt status also may be mechanisms of 
job segregaiion and thus sources of unequal earnings. Similarly, the fed­
eral employment-equity legislation passed in 1986, and again in 1995, 
targets four groups as disadvantaged i:rt terms of access to opportunities 
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for regular and full-time employment, reasonable compensation, and 
representation at upper levels of the occupational hierarchy: women, 
members of visible :minorities, aboriginal peoples, and persons with dis­
abilities (Agocs 2002). Lrnmigrant women are included in employment-

) equity initiatives as women and, separately, as visible minorities. 
However, under the, terms of the legislation, firms can comply with 
employrnent-equi1y requirements by hi.ring.white women and visible­
minority men and by ignoring the foreign-born altogether. 

A task force for pay equity was established in 2001 by the federal 
governrnent to review the legislation and ensure that employers take 
more effectual steps towards achieving equality. Although the report 

- -

of the task force was submitted i:n. 2004, the revised legislation has yet · 
to be passed by parliament ancI implernented. In all, the inequities 
and inequalities faced by immigrant and visible-minority wornen do 
not appear to provoke an outcry from the public for amehorative 
action; rather employment equity and pay equity are criticized as be­
ing misguided and a form of 'reverse discrimination' against white 
males. 

This latter position is demonstrated in a recent analysis (Herny and 
Tator 2005) of a series of Globe and Mail editorials in which the liberal 
principles of ii,dividualism, equal opportunity, fairness, and merit were 
used to argue for the dis,mantling of employment equity in Ontario i_n 
1999. The editorials noted that Canadian society provides all citizens 
with individual rights to pursue their dreams ai1d equal opportunity to 
get a_head based on merit; thus, programs such as Employment Equity 
are unfair to most white Canadians and a threat to liberal democracy, for 
they' challenged the fundamental tenets of liberalism such as individuii.l 
rights and equal opportunity' (ibid., 166). Furthe1~ these editorials 
argued, the playing field is even and employers adopt a neutral attitude 
in hiring e~ployees; they did acknowledge that sometimes discrimi:rrn­
tion might occur, but such instances were rare and not systemic. 

· Such editorials, and the beliefs both underlying and promulgated by 
them, convey powerful messages that can affect policy development 
and implementation. Neglecting evidence of continuing inequalities in 
the hiri_ng and wages of visible minorities, they focus attention ori the 
dangers of implementing group rights that underni.ine the values of a 

• liberal democratic society (Henry and Tator 2005). As well, such' editor­
ials implicitly and in racially coded langu'age aggravate perceptions 
of the unfair advantage that visible minorities gain through systemic . 
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policies in employment rather than understanding the matter as one of 
equity .and equality for all Canadians. Consequently, programs such as 
Employment Equity and Pay Equity, are in constant tension with the 
prevailing ideologies of the population and its ruling elites. A right­
wing conservative gov<::rnn1ent might favour the status quo that privil­
eges some but disadvantages visible-minority iimnigrant women, and 
their agendas make it less likely that they willintroduce and implement 
progressive programs for these women. Similarly even a liberal gov­
errLment, in the absence of strong public pressure, may be reluctant to 
make it a priority to initiate and support systemic remedies in the names 
of equity and equality. 

Condusfon 

Many studies undertaken on earnings dµring the past twenty years 
reac._h similar conclusions: immigrant women earn less on average than 
do Canadian-born women and men. Furthe1~ visible-minority women 
are most at risk of having low earnii1gs. Given that earnings gaps exist 
between in1migrant women and other groups, the pivotal questions be­
come: how large are the gaps, do they exist over time; does the size of 
the gap vary by ethnicity or race, is one or the other more important for 
understanding earnings inequalities, or are there unique consequences. 
of being foreign born, female, and a visible 1T1Lnority? Finally, and as, if 
not more, irrrportant, what explains these earnings gaps? 

No simple answers emerge. Our survey of the literature fatds sub­
stantiation for the existence of a 'triply disadvantaged' population of 
immigrant women, who by virtue of their gender, visible-mfoority 
membership, and immigrant status experience earnings penalties 
greater those of other groups. Further, while debate is ongoing, a rn,im­
ber of studies suggest that the earnings gap has widened rather than 
narrowed over time for those who are recent arrivals in Canada. 
However, less consensus exists over the actual magnitude of the dis­
advantage, and whether race/ ethnicity or being foreign-born is the 
more important underlying dimension accounti_ng for the gap. Studies 
also offer a variety of explanations for the eari;tings gap between im­
migrant women, particularly those of colom~ and others in the Canadian 
labour force. Studies note that a portion of the gap reflects differences 
between immigrant women and other groups in productivity-related 
characteristics such as educational levels and language proficiency; 
others call attention i:o the impact of economic cycles in.deepening the 
magnitude of earnings inequalities. · 
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However, many studies, including those that offer alternative explan­
ations, grapple with the findings that differences in earnings remain; 
even after possible explanations associated with productivity or with a 
worsening economy have been factored into statistical analyses. These 
findings of persisting earnings inequalities to the detriment of immi­

. grant women, and visible-minority immigrant women in particular, 
suggest that systemic discrimi:rrntion may be at wmk. Lndicators include 
the 1mder-evaluation of the educational credentials of immigrant women 
and the lack of recognition for their work experience outside Canada. 

Coinciding with these findings is the fact that current policy initia-
. -

tives at the federal and provi_ncial levels are not likely to substantially 
diminish the earnings gaps existi_ng between immigrant women and 
others or to improve the earnings of visible-mir10rity immigrant women. 
Employment-equiry and pay-equiry legislation and related programs 
are targeted at groups other than i_mmigrant women. Lndiyidual immi­
grant women may find marginal improvement in their earnings from 
these programs under the assumption that 'a rising tide lifts all boats.' - . 

But if earning inequalities that reflect i_nequities are to decline for im-
migrant women, additional levers of intervention will be needed. 
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