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Executive Summary 

This report profiles the immigrant population residing in the Ottawa-Gatineau metropolitan 

area, with an emphasis on the labour market involvement and employment earnings of women 

and men who have settled recently in Canada. Information from the 2016 Canadian census 

highlights the complexity of the immigrant population and its economic activities. The Ottawa-

Gatineau metropolitan area is unusual in several ways – the division of the region between two 

provinces; an almost complete absence of manufacturing; high median employment earnings; 

and the federal government as the region’s largest industry. This report is a point-in-time 

snapshot of immigrants’ socio-economic and employment status in an urban economy 

dominated by services with unique employment challenges created by the federal government.  

The social and cultural diversity of immigrant population in the Ottawa-Gatineau region has 

grown; consequently, different characteristics of the immigrant population are considered 

including admission class, time since permanent residence attainment, language heritage, 

birthplace, educational attainment, and visible minority status). It is important to recognized 

from the outset that Ottawa-Gatineau’s immigrant population is highly educated. Over half of 

recent immigrants age 25-54 have a university-level degree (56.2%) compared to 39.1% of 

Canadian-born individuals in the same age group. In this study, the Canadian-born population 

constitutes a benchmark group. The analysis focuses on full-time and full-year workers 

between the ages of 25 and 54 and is largely restricted to individuals who attained permanent 

residence status between 2000 and the first five months of 2016. Very recent immigrants who 

have been permanent residents for five years or less are distinguished where possible. 

Important differences between residents in Ottawa and Gatineau are discussed. 

The report has two large sections. The first describes the demographic and social characteristics 

of the immigrant population living in Ottawa-Gatineau, with an emphasis on recent immigrants. 

The second section shifts to examine labour force integration and earnings among relatively 
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recent immigrants, as well as more well-established individuals who have lived in Canada for 

decades. 

In Ottawa’s labour market, there is considerable variation between groups of immigrants, as 

well as between women and men. The major findings are: 

• Labour force participation is strong for all admission classes, although it is lower among 

refugees and their rate of unemployment is higher. 

• The region’s largest industrial sector is public administration and employment in the 

federal government constitutes the vast majority of all jobs in the sector. Among 

Canadian-born individuals aged 25-54, 18.3% work in the federal civil service compared 

to 10.1% of recent immigrants and 3.5% of the newest arrivals (2011 to 2014). 

• Employment earnings emphasize differences in work status between immigrants with 

equivalent qualifications. The median employment earnings of those who arrived 

between 2011 to 2014 is only $50,263 compared to $65,673 for Canadian-born workers. 

Among economic immigrants who have held permanent residence since at least 2001, 

their median income is $64,845 – less than $1,000 behind that of their Canadian-born 

counterparts. The earnings of refugees are considerably lower and lag those of other 

groups even as length of residence in Canada increases.  

• Regardless of arrival class, an earnings gap exists between immigrant women and men. 

The same is true among Canadian-born workers. While for the most part, the earnings 

gap is in favor of Canadian-born individuals, as length of residence increases the 

earnings of men who arrived through the economic admission class begin to eclipse 

those of Canadian-born men. The same is not true for women. 

• Considerable variation in earnings exists between visible minority groups. Consistently, 

Chinese and South Asian immigrants have higher earnings than their Black and Arab 

counterparts. White immigrant men lead other ethno-racial groups in employment 

earnings. 
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Many relatively recent immigrants in Ottawa-Gatineau achieve considerable success in finding 

well-paid opportunities. There is inequality between groups and between women and men in 

terms of earning gaps even when equivalent educational attainments are controlled. The gaps 

point to inequality of opportunity, and raise the spectre of hiring and workplace discrimination.  

  



   

  

5  

  

    

Introduction 

In recent decades, the Ottawa-Gatineau metropolitan area has become an important hub for 

immigrant settlement in Canada. The reasons why immigrants are attracted to Ottawa-

Gatineau are numerous and complicated, but the metropolitan area enjoys a prosperous 

economy, a high standard of living, and housing that is more affordable relative to Canada’s 

largest cities like Toronto and Vancouver. Ottawa-Gatineau also has a large high-tech sector 

that during the 1990s attracted a large number of highly educated immigrants during a period 

of considerable expansion and prosperity. Relative to the rest of Canada, the metropolitan area 

also disproportionately experienced the post-2000 high-tech bubble burst. Evidence suggests 

that immigrants, and most especially men, working in this sector experienced the information 

technology downturn more acutely than other groups (Picot and Hou 2009). The metropolitan 

area, therefore, is a compelling case study for understanding the employment trajectories and 

income changes over time among highly educated individuals that immigration policy 

deliberately sought to attract to places where engineering and information technology were a 

growing portion of the economy. 

Ottawa-Gatineau is also notable for other qualities of its economy and labour force compared 

to other Canadian cities – there is almost no manufacturing activity. As such, the city is an 

extreme example of a post-industrial economy in which the vast majority of employment is in 

the service sector (Andrew, Ray and Chiasson 2011). One of the most important reasons to 

focus on Ottawa-Gatineau is its service-based economy; as such, it may highlight some of the 

challenges and opportunities that immigrants in other cities will face as employment in those 

places move away from goods production. Ottawa-Gatineau also leads many other large 

Canadian cities in median employment earnings, although it tends not to have as many 
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extremely wealthy households as found in other cities.1 In addition, the region’s largest 

employer is the federal government, which largely limits civil service employment opportunities 

to Canadian citizens. Consequently, most immigrants must find initial employment 

opportunities beyond the city’s largest employer – a circumstance that would be roughly 

equivalent to the exclusion of newcomers from employment in the largest industrial sector in 

any other large city.  

This report is a point-in-time snapshot of immigrants’ socio-economic and employment status 

in Ottawa-Gatineau. It presents an analysis of data from the 2016 census and as such captures 

a time before the arrival of large numbers of Syrian refugees, as well as the economic recession 

brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, the data do provide important 

insights about the successes had and challenges faced by a highly diverse immigrant 

community in an urban economy dominated by services. The fundamental structure of the 

Ottawa-Gatineau economy has not changed because of the COVID-19 pandemic, although 

some sectors have been more strongly affected than have others. Finally, the social, cultural 

and linguistic diversity of immigrant groups will remain largely unchanged after the pandemic 

has passed into history. In order to assess future challenges, it is important to appreciate how 

ethno-racial status and gender construct several versions of economic integration for 

immigrants living today in Ottawa-Gatineau in the present. 

Apart from the importance of service employment, Ottawa-Gatineau is a divided jurisdiction 

between Ontario and Québec. The division of the metropolitan area is consequential in a 

myriad of ways, and several are discussed and analyzed by Gilbert et al. (2014). The division of 

 
1 In terms of median household earnings (total), data from the 2016 census places Ottawa-Gatineau in sixth 
position behind Calgary, Edmonton, Oshawa, Regina and Saskatoon. The high incomes in the western cities reflect 
a period of significant economic expansion and prosperity in resource extraction industries. For example, in the 
four western cities incomes increased between 22.7% (Calgary) and 37% (Saskatoon) in the 2005 to 2015 time-
period. In Ottawa-Gatineau, incomes rose only by 4.3%. (Statistics Canada, 2016. Income Highlight Tables, 2016 
Census).  
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the Ottawa-Gatineau is legal and formal, but as Gilbert et al. (2014) reveal, people organize 

everyday activities and their perceptions of opportunities or challenges in one place or the 

other in ways that reveal that the border is more than just a jurisdictional framework. Three of 

the most important aspects of the division with respect to immigration and employment are: 

• Québec plays a more active role in immigrant recruitment and settlement services than 

does Ontario (Charette 2021);  

• Labour laws are different in the two provinces and these differences are especially 

important with respect to trades, apprenticeships and regulated professions. This is 

especially important with respect to the ease with which individuals can take advantage 

of employment opportunities on one jurisdiction or the other. Moreover, the process to 

attain certification in a particular trade or profession is not the same in both provinces 

Türegün 2017; Adams 2016; Germain 2013); and 

• In Québec, the Canadian-born children of immigrants enrolled in the public education 

system are required to attend French-language schools (Gilbert et al., 2014).  

It is also important to recognize that Ottawa (ON) is also almost three times the size of 

Gatineau (QC) and the economic focal point of the region. The vast majority of federal 

government employment is located in Ottawa, the downtown core with an array of offices and 

services is largely concentrated in Ottawa, and the region’s growing high-technology sector is 

primarily found in Kanata, which is located in Ottawa’s western suburbs. The current 

configuration of Ottawa and Gatineau is a consequence of municipal amalgamations during the 

early 2000s, although the Québec portion of the region includes a number of independent 

municipalities beyond Gatineau. The City of Ottawa is almost contiguous with the geographic 

extent of the Ontario portion of the metropolitan area. Layering on to the municipal division is 

a linguistic divide – the vast majority of Francophones reside in the Québec portion of the 

region and Anglophones largely live in Ottawa (Ray and Gilbert 2020). The newcomer 

population is also overwhelmingly concentrated in Ottawa – approximately 86% of all 
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immigrants reside in Ottawa (compared to 72% of the Canadian-born population). An ever-

growing proportion of new immigrants, however, opt to live in Gatineau – among immigrants 

who have held permanent residence status for less than five years, 20.4% lived in Gatineau in 

2016 compared to 15.2% who arrived ten years earlier.   

With respect to employment and socio-economic status overall, this study emphasizes that 

there is not just one ‘immigration’ experience in Ottawa-Gatineau. When considering 

immigrants and their socio-economic position in this region, it is important to recognize from 

the outset that immigration class, time since permanent residence attainment2, age, gender, 

education and visible minority status (among other factors) influence outcomes. Consequently, 

this analysis presents data about socio-economic status in a disaggregated manner in order to 

capture some of the important variation that exists within the immigrant population. A large 

body of research draws attention to the very different occupational and income outcomes in 

the labour market for women and men (Pelletier, Patterson and Moyser 2019; Conference 

Board of Canada 2013; Block and Galabuzi 2011; Cool 2010; McCall 2001). The reasons for 

gender inequality are complex (Eswaran 2014) and most especially so in immigrant 

communities in which gender roles and norms vary considerably (Frank and Hou 2015). 

Consequently, the analysis highlights gender differences with respect to key aspects of human 

capital, labour market characteristics and employment income. Where differences are not 

substantively different between women and men, such as with respect to age, the analysis 

focuses on the immigrant population in total.  

 

 

 
2 Due to changes in immigration regulations since the early 2000s, an increasing number of immigrants live in 
Canada for a period of time before attaining permanent residence status. International students are a prime 
example. Therefore, the report refers to when immigrants attained permanent residence status instead of time of 
arrival in Canada.  
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Methodological Notes 

Data from the 2016 Census of Canada are the primary source for this analysis. A series of cross-

tabulations of social, economic and demographic variables organized at the scale of the 

Ottawa-Gatineau Census Metropolitan Area (CMA) and the Québec and Ontario provincial 

components of the metropolitan area are at the core the analysis constitute the core of the 

analysis.3 The analysis focuses on individuals aged 25 to 54. The data also adopt a long 

residence period to identify “recent immigrants,” individuals who attained permanent 

residence status after 1999. Such a long residence period has been selected to maintain a 

sufficient number of respondents in particular categories to facilitate a meaningful analysis. 

When possible and feasible, very recent immigrants (i.e., individuals who have been permanent 

residents for five years or less) are discussed. There is some variation in the permanent 

residence periods identified, largely because of variation in the specification of categories in 

the original tabulations. Finally, it is important to bear in mind that income reports earnings for 

2015 and only for people who work full time and full year. The analysis does not report 

earnings for individuals working part-time or only part of the year to maintain consistency in 

comparisons between groups. There is no reason to anticipate that the proportion of 

individuals working less than full-time will be consistent between across all immigrant and 

gender groups. In order for individuals who work full time and full year to report 2015 earnings, 

it is crucial that they live in Canada for at least one year. Consequently, for earnings analyses, 

the most recent year of permanent residence attainment is 2014.  

All tables are available in Appendix A and most provide information for the CMA and the 

Québec and Ontario sectors of the metropolitan region. For the most part, the report focuses 

 
3 For detailed description of the 2016 census data tables, see: https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-
recensement/2016/dp-pd/dt-td/More-eng.cfm 
Statistics Canada predetermines the variables and categories for each variable, which can limit the ability to use 
identical categories for every characteristic examined. 

https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/dt-td/More-eng.cfm
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/dt-td/More-eng.cfm
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on metropolitan trends but the reader has the possibility to examine the unique circumstances 

of each portion of the region. For some characteristics, the differences between women and 

men are also not dramatically different. In these instances, the report does not distinguish each 

gender but the data are available in the appendix.4  

There is tremendous variation in employment status by age as older people with more 

experience in the labour market generally have higher incomes and better occupational status. 

Moreover, young individuals (aged 15 to 24 and younger) often move in and out of the labour 

market, alternating full-time work and study or combining part-time work with their studies. 

Consequently, to the extent afforded by the data, this analysis focuses on individuals aged 25 

to 54 in order to control for some of the variation in labour market attachment. In addition, a 

sizable proportion of new immigrants, and especially visible minorities residing in Ottawa-

Gatineau, are young adults (i.e., 25-54). Older adults (55 and over) are not included in the 

analysis because their incomes are relatively high and they are overwhelmingly white and from 

European origins. Given their age and ethno-racial background, older adults tend to be doubly 

advantaged in the labour market relative to younger adult groups in which visible minorities 

make up a much larger share of the group. Due to the relative good fortune of the older adult 

groups, their inclusion would mask some of the challenges faced by younger visible minority 

immigrants who are more likely to face discrimination in the labour market (Pendakur and 

Pendakur 2011). 

Finally, where appropriate and meaningful, the Canadian-born population is used as a 

comparison group. A preoccupation of research about immigrant integration in a new society is 

the relative position of newcomers, be they recently settled or long established, to the native-

born population with respect to labour market participation, industry of employment, 

occupations and earnings. The report begins by describing the demographic and social 

 
4 The tables are in the order that sequence by which each characteristic is discussed. 
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characteristics of the immigrant population and then shifts to consider the characteristics of 

labour force integration among immigrants living in Ottawa-Gatineau. To understand the 

labour market status of newcomers in part relies on an appreciation of the variation in their 

demographic and social characteristics. 

Key Social and Demographic Characteristics of the Immigrant Population  

In 2016, out of the total Ottawa-Gatineau population of slightly more than 1.3 million people, 

approximately 255,800 were permanent residents5 and another 17,200 were non-permanent 

or temporary residents. Immigrants constitute 19.7% of the metropolitan population overall, 

and 22.6% and 11.0% of the population in the Ontario and Québec portions of the region 

respectively.6  Non-permanent residents constitute less than 2% of Ottawa’s population and 

less than 1% of Gatineau residents. Underlying these numerical counts is significant diversity in 

immigrants’ socio-economic and employment characteristics. 

Permanent Residence Attainment and Age 

A sizable portion of Ottawa-Gatineau’s foreign-born population is comprised of recent arrivals – 

approximately 36% of immigrants have held permanent residence in Canada for less than 15 

years and 10.5% for less than five years (Figure 1 and Table 1).  

 
5 In this report, the terms “immigrants” and “newcomers” refer to foreign-born individuals who hold permanent 
residence status in Canada. A relatively small number of individuals are non-permanent residents admitted to 
Canada under the auspices of a number of different temporary residence programs; consequently, permanent 
residents are not considered in this study.  
 
6 To ease the reading of this report, from this point onwards, “Gatineau” refers to the Québec portion of the 
metropolitan area. A number of municipalities comprise the Québec portion of the metropolitan area, but 
Gatineau is where the largest share of the total population lives (83%). The municipality of Gatineau is also where 
the vast majority (93.8%) of immigrants reside in the Québec sector of the CMA.  
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Under existing immigration policy, independent adult applicants benefit in the selection 

process if they are relatively young. Consequently, immigrants who obtained permanent 

residence in Canada recently are also likely to be young adults (Table 2). In Ottawa-Gatineau, 

young adults (25 to 44 years old) constitute a sizable proportion of the total immigrant 

population – 30.7% (Figure 2). Only 25.5% of the Canadian-born population is in this young 

adult category. Immigrants to Canada are overwhelmingly adults when they arrive, which 

means that the Canadian-born population is comprised of a larger proportion of children and 

smaller proportion of adults over the age of 65. In short, the foreign-born population has an 

older age profile than the Canadian-born largely because selection policies favour the working-

age and few children arrive as immigrants.  

Figure 1: Period of Permanent Residence Attainment, Immigrants (25-
54), Ottawa-Gatineau Census Metropolitan Area, 2016 



   

  

13  

  

    

 

Figure 2: Age Groups of the Immigrant Population, Ottawa-Gatineau 2016 

Canadian immigration policy’s bias toward young adults is especially evident when recent new 

arrivals are considered. Immigrants who have been permanent residents for less than 15 years 

have a different age profile than all immigrants and the Canadian-born population (Figure 3). 

Among recent immigrants, 44.6% are 25 to 44 years old and they constitute an important pool 

of workers, many of whom are in the early stages of career building. Few recent immigrants are 

under 15 years old and a very small proportion are 65 years of age or older. In many ways, 

distinguished by their youth, recent immigrants in Ottawa-Gatineau are an important pool of 

newly trained talent. 

 

Figure 3: Age Structure of Recent Immigrants (2001-14), Ottawa-Gatineau Metropolitan Area, 
2016 
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Immigrants by Admission Category 

One of the many ways in which diversity is manifest among the foreign-born population in 

Ottawa-Gatineau is in terms of the programs by which individuals gain entry to Canada. 

Although immigration is a shared responsibility under the Constitution between the federal 

government and provinces, the federal government sets the broad parameters for obtaining 

permanent resident status. There are three principal avenues by which applicants may attain 

permanent residence: the “economic” stream, whereby an application is evaluated largely on 

the basis of the human capital characteristics of the principal applicant; the “sponsorship” 

stream in which an applicant is sponsored by a close family member who is a permanent 

resident or citizen; and the “refugee” stream in which individuals who are recognized as 

refugees are selected for permanent residence in Canada. The refugee stream includes 

individuals who are recognized as bona fide refugees by an international organization (e.g., the 

United Nations), as well as individuals who make a successful asylum claim in Canada.  

With regard to immigrants living in Ottawa-Gatineau and who attained permanent residence 

after 1979, by far the largest share were in the economic class (46.2%) (Figure 4a and Table 3)7. 

These individuals include principal applicants, as well as an applicant’s immediate family. The 

next largest share are individuals sponsored by family members (28.7%), followed by refugees 

(24%). Considering only the most recent arrivals (2011-2016), the proportions are remarkably 

consistent relative to the foreign-born population overall (Figure 4b). Compared to the country 

as a whole, the proportion of economic migrants living in Ottawa-Gatineau is lower, while the 

proportion of refugees is higher. In 2016, among recent immigrants living anywhere in Canada, 

60.3% arrived via the economic stream and only 11.6% were refugees. To some extent, the 

 
7 At the time of the 2016 census, Statistics Canada was only able to identify the admission class of individuals who 
arrived in Canada after 1979. 
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higher number of refugees in Ottawa-Gatineau reflects the fact that many large urban areas 

have social services intended to help refugees settle successfully. 

 

Figure 4a: Admission Category of Immigrants since 1980, 
Ottawa-Gatineau 2016 
 

 

Figure 4b: Admission Category of Recent Immigrants (2011-14), 
Ottawa-Gatineau 2016 
 

Since 1980, the proportion of immigrants in each of the admission categories has changed 

(Figure 5). Most notably, the proportion of economic class immigrants rose by approximately 

10% after 2001, although more recently the proportion has declined slightly (48%) from a high 

of 51.8% in 2001 to 2005. The refugee stream has also seen important changes – the 
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proportion of immigrants entering under this program declined from a high of 29% in the 1980s 

to stabilize at approximately 21% in recent decades. In contrast to the other two major 

categories, the proportion of immigrants achieving permanent residence through family 

reunification has remained quite stable since 1980 (approximately 30%).  

 

Figure 5: Immigrants by Admission Category, 1980 to 2016, Ottawa-Gatineau CMA 

 

Immigrants by Visible Minority Status and Place of Birth 

To capture the social complexity of Ottawa-Gatineau’s immigrant population is challenging as 

individuals have participated in many types of migration and collectively represent an array of 

linguistic, cultural, religious and ethnic identities. The foreign-born category includes individuals 

who have been in Canada for decades and who arrived during a period when immigration 

policy largely excluded non-Europeans, as well as young recent arrivals from all parts of the 

world. Highly indicative of the changing qualities of immigration to Ottawa is the growing 

absolute and relative size of the visible minority population (Figure 6 and Table 4). Only 21.6% 

of the entire Ottawa- Gatineau population self-identifies as a visible minority, as does less than 
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10% of the Canadian-born. However, among immigrants the proportion is much higher: 65.8% 

all immigrants and 80.6% of recent arrivals (2001-2016) are visible minorities. Importantly, the 

proportional representation of visible minorities in Ottawa (25%) is more than double that of 

Gatineau (11.6%), and represents an important social difference between the two parts of the 

metropolitan area (Table 4). The largest visible minority groups among recent newcomers are 

Black, Arab, South Asian and Chinese, although the proportions in Ottawa and Gatineau are 

quite different. For example, Blacks comprise 48.1% of recent immigrants in Ottawa but only 

26.4% in Gatineau (Table 4). 

 

Figure 6: Visible Minority Population by Period of Immigration, Ottawa-Gatineau CMA, 2016 

Ottawa-Gatineau’s foreign-born population has settled in the region from many different parts 

of the world. Until the early 1990s, newcomers were overwhelmingly from European countries 

of origin but in recent decades, the origin countries of migrants have diversified markedly (Ray 

and Gilbert 2020). Considering newcomers who have been in Canada for 15 years or less, the 

vast majority were born in Asia and Africa (Figure 7 and Table 5).  Asia is a vast geographic area 

of tremendous ethnic and cultural diversity; however, the majority of recent immigrants from 

Asia living in Ottawa-Gatineau originated in four countries: China, India, the Philippines and 

Lebanon. Over the last 20 years, the number of African immigrants has also grown steadily, 
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with the majority originating in Eastern and Northern regions of the continent. Notably, in 

Gatineau the majority of African immigrants originate in Northern and Central Africa, while the 

numerical representation of immigrants from Eastern and Southern Africa is lower than in 

Ottawa. 

 

Figure 7: Region of Birth of Recent Immigrants (2001-16), Ottawa-Gatineau, 2016 

 

Linguistic Characteristics of the Immigrant Population 

In addition to their increasing ethno-racial and cultural diversity, the linguistic backgrounds of 

immigrants living in Ottawa-Gatineau is also changing. Newcomers to Ottawa-Gatineau live in a 

context in which Canada’s two official languages shape opportunities in ways not commonly 

seen in other Canadian cities (Ray and Gilbert 2020). Mother tongue is used here to represent 

the shifting qualities of linguistic identity, in part because it is a measure of both identity and 

knowledge of the first language that an individual learned and still understands.8 Examining 

immigrants by period of arrival, there is a clear decrease in the number of English-speaking 

individuals over time, and a strong increase in the proportion of newcomers whose mother 

tongue is neither English nor French (Figure 8 and Tables 6a-c). While the proportion of English-

 
8 Linguistic identity and ability are measured in a number of different ways in Canada and each indicator has 
advantages and limitations (Statistics Canada 2017) 

Eastern Asia: 10.4% 

Southern Asia: 10.1% 

Eastern Africa: 8.1% 

Northern Africa: 6.5% 



   

  

19  

  

    

speaking newcomers has declined over time, there has been a small increase in the number of 

individuals whose mother tongue is French (now approximately 10%). The proportion of recent 

immigrants living in Gatineau whose mother tongue is French is more than double that in 

Ottawa, which in part reflects the Québec government’s efforts to attract French-speaking 

immigrants to the province (Béchard 2018; Conseil Supérieur de la langue française 2013) and 

the greater ease with which individuals can use French in many aspects of daily life in Gatineau 

(Gilbert et al. 2014). There has been a strong increase across the CMA and in its two provincial 

sectors in the proportion of individuals whose mother tongue is a non-official language.  

 

Figure 8: Mother tongue of Immigrant and Canadian-born Groups Aged 25-54 by Period of 
Immigration, Ottawa-Gatineau CMA, 2016 
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Educational Characteristics of the Immigrants 

Ottawa-Gatineau’s immigrants also bring considerable educational capital to the region. In 

terms of highest level of educational attainment, the recent immigrant population (2001-14) in 

the prime labour force years (25-54) is more highly educated than both the immigrant 

population overall and the Canadian-born population (Figure 9). Over half of recent immigrants 

in this age category have a university-level degree (56.2%) compared to 39.1% of Canadian-

born individuals. The educational profile of women and men is almost identical, with a slightly 

smaller proportion of women who attained permanent residence after 2000 having a university 

degree relative to men (Table 7a-c). The most striking differences in educational attainment are 

relative to individuals born in Canada. A considerably higher proportion of Canadian-born 

individuals have a college, CEGEP or apprentice-level education than immigrants overall. The 

relatively large proportion of the total immigrant population that has no educational diploma 

or degree is also striking (14.2%), especially when compared to the Canadian-born population. 

However, changes in selection criteria under provisions of the Immigration and Refugee 

Protection Act (2001), which gives greater weight to educational attainment and other human 

capital characteristics in applicant selection than was true under earlier immigration acts, has 

effectively shifted the educational attainment characteristics of recent immigrants. Among 

immigrants who achieved permanent status between 2001 and 2014, the proportion of 

working age adults over the age of 25 with no high school level certificate or diploma is quite 

low (less than 8.5%) and those with a university degree is substantially greater (Table 7a). 
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Figure 9: Highest educational attainment of recent (2001 - 2014) Immigrants and Canadian-
born, Ottawa-Gatineau 2016 

Looking beyond educational attainment to post-secondary fields of study, important 

differences between immigrants and the Canadian-born population and between women and 

men are evident (Figure 10 and Tables 8a-c).  A far greater proportion of the foreign-born 

population received training in STEM fields (i.e., Science, Technology, Engineering and 

Mathematics): 25.3% compared to 14.3% of the Canadian-born (see Picot and Hou 2018 for a 

detailed discussion comparing immigrant and Canadian-born education in STEM disciplines).9   

 
9 In all groups, the largest proportion of individuals with some post-secondary training studied in Business, 
Humanities and Arts, Social and Behavioural Sciences, Legal Professions, Health Care, Education, and Trades, 
services, natural resources and conservation (i.e., BHASE (non-STEM)). 
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Figure 10: Field of Study of Immigrant and Canadian-born Individuals (25-54) holding Post-
Secondary Certificate, Diploma or Degree by Gender, Ottawa-Gatineau CMA, 2016 

Women are considerably less likely than men to have been educated in one of the STEM fields 

(Table 8a-c). Among recent immigrants, only 15.1% of women have a STEM degree or diploma 

compared to 35.2% of men. Nevertheless, a larger proportion of recent immigrant women than 

Canadian-born women (8.4%) has STEM educational credentials. Clearly, immigrant women, 

whether long established or recent, lead their Canadian-born counterparts in STEM training.  

The “BHASE” group of disciplines is considerably more heterogeneous than the STEM group, 

with specializations spanning from the humanities and social sciences to health and legal 

professions. Approximately half of Canadian-born men and 70% of Canadian-born women were 

trained in one of these fields; in contrast, the proportions of immigrant men and women are 

lower. Given the heterogeneity of this group of disciplines, it is more meaningful to compare 

training in specific fields within the BHASE group (Table 8a-c). To illustrate, consider the four 

leading fields of specialization among women and men in this group. A higher proportion of 

recent immigrants aged 25-54 than their Canadian-born counterparts specialize in business and 

administration and health care, whereas a higher proportion of Canadian-born individuals 
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specialized in trades, services and natural resources and conservation, and the social and 

behavioural sciences. The most striking difference between the foreign-born and the Canadian-

born groups is in the trades, services, natural resources and conservation category where the 

proportion of Canadian-born individuals is almost double that of recent immigrants aged 25-54. 

It is also notable that double the proportion of recent immigrant men (5.9%) than Canadian-

born men (2.5%) is trained in health care and recent immigrant women (10.5%) also lead their 

Canadian-born counterparts (7.4%) in terms of health care training.  

The foreign-born population living in Ottawa-Gatineau is complex, heterogeneous and difficult 

to characterize succinctly. Importantly, it is a population that has grown substantially over the 

last several decades and has become more diverse in terms of ethno-racial background and 

human capital characteristics. The next section moves away from a broad overview of the 

demographic, social and cultural characteristics of immigrants to examine their involvement in 

the local labour market. More specifically, immigrant labour market participation, 

unemployment rates, industries and occupations of employment, and income are the focus of 

attention for individuals aged 25 to 54.  

 

Employment Status, Industry, Occupations and Earnings  

Labour Market Involvement 

Labour force participation rates are strong for all classes of immigrants, with individuals in the 

economic class leading those in other classes (Figure 11 and Table 9). This is not surprising 

given that economic immigrants are selected based on human capital characteristics, including 

prior work experience. The unemployment rate of this group is also low relative to immigrants 
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from other admission categories.10 The “principal applicants” in the class also have slightly 

better labour force participation and unemployment rates relative to “secondary applicants”, 

whose admission to Canada is largely determined by the human characteristics of the principal 

applicant. In contrast, refugees have much lower rates of labour force activity. The labour force 

participation rate of refugees is 67.1% compared to 86.2% for economic immigrants, and their 

unemployment rate is substantially higher (14.6%) relative to the other groups. The reasons for 

refugees’ lower rate of labour force participation are numerous, but the trauma of forced 

displacement, language proficiency, lack of credentials, lack of Canadian experience, absence of 

social ties with people who are not co-ethnics, and time out of the labour market seem to have 

an important affect (Bevelander and Pendakur 2012). For all admission classes, the 

employment rate11 is lower than the labour force participation rate but it is notable that the 

employment rate for refugees is the lowest relative to all other groups (57.4%). This suggests 

that a substantial portion of refugee adults between 25 to 54 years of age do not participate in 

the labour force at all and points to the particularly daunting settlement challenges faced by 

refugees in Canadian cities. It is true that, the most recent arrivals in all groups (2001 to 2016), 

have the lowest rates of labour force participation and highest rates of unemployment (Table 

9), but this set of circumstances is magnified among refugees. 

 

 
10 The unemployment rate for a particular group is the number of people who are active members of the labour 
force but are unemployment. The rate is expressed as a percentage for the group. 
 
11 The employment rate for a particular group is the number of employed persons in that group expressed as a 
percentage of the total population in the group.  
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Figure 11: Employment Status of Recent Immigrants (2001-16) by Admission Class, Ottawa-
Gatineau CMA, 2016. 

 

There are important differences in employment characteristics between women and men in 

each admission class. Among recent immigrants (2001 – 2016) aged 25 to 54, the labour force 

participation rate for women in approximately 10 percent lower for women than men (Figure 

12). As an illustration, the labour force participation rate among women who are principal 

applicants in the economic class is 79.5% in Ottawa-Gatineau compared to 94.5% for men 

(Table 10). At the same time, unemployment among women is also slightly higher (10.8% 

compared to 8.4%). This pattern remains consistent across the admission classes and points to 

somewhat greater challenges for women than men in finding employment. The rate of refugee 

unemployment is particularly high – 16.9% among recent women and 13.6% of men aged 25 to 

54.  



   

  

26  

  

    

 

Figure 12: Employment Characteristics of Recent Immigrant Women and Men (aged 25 to 54) by 
Admission Class, Ottawa-Gatineau CMA, 2016 

 

Industrial Sectors of Employment for Immigrants 

There are important differences in the industrial sectors of employment between immigrants 

and the Canadian-born population in Ottawa-Gatineau. This in part is a function of the federal 

government’s hiring restrictions based on citizenship.12 In contrast to other major Canadian 

cities, the manufacturing sector in Ottawa-Gatineau is quite small and relatively few 

individuals, whether Canadian-born or immigrants, find employment in this sector (less than 3% 

of individuals aged 25-54). In Ottawa-Gatineau, a sizable share of all immigrants, including 

recent arrivals, find employment in the health care and social assistance sector (approximately 

16%) and professional, scientific and technical services (11%) (Figure 13 and Tables 11). 

Notably, a larger proportion of immigrants find employment in these two sectors than does the 

 
12 Under the provisions of the Public Service Employment Act (2003), hiring preference is given to Canadian citizens 
over permanent residents for externally posted positions in the Canadian public service. See: https://laws-
lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/p-33.01/FullText.html 
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Canadian-born population. The same is also true in retail trades and the accommodation and 

food services sectors. The region’s largest sector of employment is public administration and 

employment in the federal government constitutes the vast majority of all jobs in the sector. 

Among Canadian-born individuals aged 25-54, 18.3% work in the federal civil service compared 

to 10.1% of recent immigrants and 3.5% of the newest arrivals (2011 to 2014). In fact, 

considering the entire immigrant population between the ages of 25 to 54, only 15.4% works 

for the region’s largest employer. Hiring rules within the federal government largely limit 

employment to Canadian citizens, thereby excluding most newcomers from employment in this 

sector for at least their first three years of permanent residence. This means that Ottawa-

Gatineau’s labour market is somewhat exceptional compared to other Canadian cities, as 

newcomers are essentially not eligible for employment in the region’s largest sector. 

Consequently, there is an over-representation of immigrants relative to the Canadian-born in 

other sectors of the local economy, many of which are far less well paid and stable than the 

federal civil service.  
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Figure 13: Major Industrial Sectors of employment for Canadian-born and Immigrant Groups 
(25-54), Ottawa-Gatineau CMA, 2016 

 

The differences between women and men extend to the types of industries in which they are 

employed (Table 11). Men, for instance, are much more likely than women to work in the 

construction (5.8%) and professional, scientific and technical services sectors (14.5%). However, 

immigrant women clearly lead men in the health and social assistance sector – 25.4% of recent 

immigrant women aged 25 to 54 have found employment in this sector compared to 7.5% of 

men. In fact, women are highly concentrated in only five sectors of Ottawa-Gatineau’s labour 

market whereas men are more evenly distributed across most industrial sectors. In addition to 

health and social services, recent immigrant women find employment in public administration 

(13.2%), educational services (11.7%), retail trade (9.4%), professional, scientific and technical 

services (8.3%), and accommodation and food services (7.3%). 
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The industrial sectors in which immigrants and Canadian-born individuals work provide a good 

indication of local labour market segmentation (Ellis et al., 2007; Waldinger and Lichter 2003). 

The strong presence of recent immigrants in some sectors such as health care and their 

absence in others is one indicator of complex process giving rise to labour market segmentation 

labour force complexity. Likewise, the predominance of women over men in particular 

industries and vice-versa, as well as the greater proportion of immigrants in some industrial 

sectors as their residence in Canada increases, challenges and limits generalization about 

immigrants ‘labour force status.   

Occupation of Immigrants 

The representation of immigrants across industrial sectors highlight two critical points about 

employment in Ottawa-Gatineau. First, the federal civil service, the largest industrial sector in 

the metropolitan region, employs a small number of immigrants and provides almost no 

opportunities to individuals who are new permanent residents. Secondly, it emphasizes the 

degree to which low- and high-skill service-based industries provide the lion’s share of 

opportunities for newcomers. In Ottawa-Gatineau’s post-industrial economy, some immigrants 

quite quickly move into a variety of producer services industries that generally demand a high 

degree of education and skill, while many others work in consumer services even if they have 

resided in Canada for a long time. This analysis, however, does not shed light on the kind of 

work that individuals perform. For instance, an individual in health care could be working as a 

doctor or an orderly or an administrator.13 

 
13 Available microdata for the analysis of occupational status at the census metropolitan level is quite limited; 
consequently, occupational attainment cannot be discussed in detail. Analysis presented here is limited to 
immigrants disaggregated by time of permanent residence attainment and the Canadian-born population. Analysis 
disaggregated by age and gender at the census metropolitan level is not possible given data limitations. This 
discussion of occupational attainment therefore includes all individuals aged 15 and over who are active in the 
labour market. Nevertheless, for the immigrant population the analysis has been refined to incorporate period of 
residence, which is an indirect indicator of age. 
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Figure 14 does point to quite different occupational characteristics between immigrants and 

the Canadian-born population in Ottawa-Gatineau. The predominance of Canadian-born 

individuals (19.6%) in business, finance and administration occupations relative to recent 

immigrants (14.5%) is striking, as is the strong presence of recent immigrants in other 

occupations such as health care (9.5%) sales and service (28.2%) (Tables 12 a-c). In health care, 

recent immigrants are more likely to work in assisting occupations (3.8%) than their Canadian-

born counterparts (1.4%), and given the gender differences found among people working in the 

health sector, this work is probably dominated by women (Table 13a). It should also be noted 

that a very large share of immigrants who have lived in Canada for five years or less work in 

sales and service occupations – 33.4%. Within this occupational category, recent immigrants 

predominate in occupations with relatively low-skill requirements and wages; namely, service 

support occupations, which include cleaners, kitchen helpers and laundry workers. 

It is important not to lose sight of the fact that many immigrants work in high-skill occupations; 

again, highlighting a segmentation of the immigrant workforce by both industry and occupation 

(Tables 12 a-c). For instance, a slightly greater proportion of immigrants, whether recently 

settled or long established, than Canadian-born individuals work in natural and applied sciences 

professional occupations: only 6% of Canadian-born individuals compared to 11.8% of all 

immigrants and 9.9% of recent arrivals (Table 13). In general, these jobs require university-level 

training and credentials. There is another set of non-professional or “technical” occupations 

related to natural and applied sciences that employ a slightly smaller proportion of immigrants 

than Canadian-born workers. In these occupations, the required skill level is somewhat lower. 

The reasons for these differences in the employment of immigrants and Canadian-born 

individuals between these two occupational classes in the natural and applied sciences 

certainly merits investigation, as does the degree to which women and men are present in 

these two important occupational classes of Ottawa-Gatineau’s post-industrial economy.  
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With respect to the immigrant population in Ottawa-Gatineau, it is important to keep in mind 

that occupational segmentation is occurring even among recent immigrants. A large proportion 

of newcomers work in occupations that are low-skill, low-pay and for which many are over-

qualified. At the same time, a sizable proportion of recent immigrants find employment in high-

skill jobs including business, finance and administration, natural and applied sciences, and 

professional occupations in education. Less than 2% of all workers, whether foreign- or 

Canadian-born, find employment in manufacturing and utility occupations. The predominance 

of low- and high-skill service occupations across the metropolitan area is one of the strongest 

characteristics of the local economy.  

 

 

Figure 14: Employed Canadian-born Individuals and Immigrants by Permanent Residence 
Attainment and Occupations, Ottawa-Gatineau CMA, 2016 
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Employment Income Earnings of Immigrants: Admission Class, Period of Arrival, Level of 
Education and Visible Minority Status 

Given diversity in educational attainment, industrial sector of employment, occupations and 

period of arrival, immigrants’ earnings are also expected to vary. There are several ways to 

represent the range of employment income outcomes; however, this overview examines data 

for immigrants based on length of residence since landing14 in Canada and a range of other 

characteristics such as education and visible minority status. The analysis uses median 

employment income for individuals aged 25-54 who were employed full time and full year 

during 2014.15  

Examining the employment earnings of all workers, two trends are immediately apparent: 

there is considerable variation across the admission classes and economic immigrants’ earnings 

exceed those of the Canadian-born (Figure 15 and Table 13). It does take time, however, for 

economic immigrants to attain high incomes. The median employment earnings of those who 

arrived between 2011 to 2014 is only $50,263 compared to $65,673 for Canadian-born 

workers. Nevertheless, among economic immigrants who have held permanent residence since 

at least 2001, their median income is $64,845 – less than $1,000 behind that of their Canadian-

born counterparts. The incomes of refugees and individuals sponsored by relatives are virtually 

identical when period of arrival is not considered.  However, among individuals who settled 

after 2001, there is a considerable earnings gap between the two groups, with refugees faring 

less well. For example, among individuals sponsored by family members, and who achieved 

permanent residence between 2001 and 2010, median earnings exceed those of refugees by 

 
14 Immigrants land when they obtain permanent residence.  
 
15 Statistics Canada calculates median employment income values based on predetermined period of arrival 
intervals; hence, it is not possible to create a median value for the 2001 to 2014 time period of permanent 
residence as had been done in earlier portions of this report. Consequently, data are reported for two time periods 
(2001 to 2010 and 2011 to 2014), as well as for the entire immigrant population regardless of when permanent 
residence was attained.  
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almost $10,000. The gap in earnings between these two groups is not as great for those who 

attained permanent residence between 2011 and 2014. It does appear that individuals in the 

family reunification class make more rapid earnings gains as length of residence in Canada 

increases.  

 

Figure 15: Median Employment Earnings by Admission Class and Permanent Residence 
Attainment, Ottawa-Gatineau, 2016 

 

Differences in employment income between women and men are well documented (Pelletier, 

Patterson and Moyser 2019), and this gap is evident in Ottawa-Gatineau’s immigrant 

population. Regardless of arrival class, an earnings gap exists between Canadian-born and 

immigrant women and men as well as between Canadian-born women and men. For the 

population 25-54, the median employment earnings for Canadian-born men is $69,809 

compared to $67,718 for immigrant men (Table 15). Men admitted in the economic class, 

however, outperform Canadian-born men by a considerable margin – $76,197. The earnings of 

recent immigrant men lag those of Canadian-born men. Among women, the earnings gap 
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between all immigrants and the Canadian-born population is somewhat wider: the median 

employment income for immigrant women aged 25-54 is $55,237 compared to $61,876 for 

their Canadian-born counterparts. The gap grows as period of residence nears the present – 

the median earnings of women who arrived between 2011 and 2014 was only $37,888. The 

same pattern of employment earnings seen for men by arrival class is also evident for women – 

economic class women have a considerable earnings advantage of more than $10,000 over 

women in the family and refugee classes (Table 13). Unlike men, however, the median 

employment earnings of women admitted through the economic class do not exceed those of 

Canadian-born women. Among women aged 25 to 54, median earnings for the Canadian-born 

are $61,876 compared to $59,572 for all economic class immigrant women.  

It is clear that there is a significant earnings gap between immigrant men and women, even 

though differences in educational attainment are small. Examining all immigrants aged 25 to 54 

regardless of admission class, men who arrived between 2001 and 2010 earned $62,806 

compared to $55,237 for women (Table 13). The difference was even more extreme among 

economic class migrants where the median income for men exceeded that for women by 

approximately $19,000. In the other admission classes, the difference in earnings was less 

extreme and almost non-existent among refugees. For those aged 25 to 54 who attained 

permanent residence between 2001 and 2010, refugee women had a slight earnings advantage 

over men ($38,997 versus $38,669), but their incomes lag well behind those of newcomers in 

other admission classes. It appears that refugees work in some of the least well paid jobs and 

that there is little difference in the wages paid to women and men. 

Gender differences in employment income attainment are equally evident when considering 

education levels and period of residence attainment (Figure 16).  Among individuals aged 25-54 

who worked full time, full year four trends are immediately apparent from the data: 1. 

Employment income increases for women and men as level of education increases, regardless 

of when permanent residence was attained; 2. Income increases the longer immigrants have 
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resided permanently in Canada; 3. Considerable income disparity exists between women and 

men, although it is generally less extreme among individuals with lower educational 

attainment; and 4. The Canadian-born population has a substantial earnings advantage over 

immigrants, although this does tend to diminish as immigrants’ period of residence in Canada 

increases. 

Employment income is substantially lower for individuals with relatively low levels of education 

compared to other immigrants who have been in Canada for a similar period of time (Figure 16 

and Table 14). For example, among male immigrants aged 25-54 who achieved permanent 

residence status between 2011 and 2014, individuals with only a secondary (high school) 

diploma earned a median income of $32,392. In contrast, those with college credentials or a 

university diploma/degree had median incomes of $43,683 and $63,574 respectively. The one 

exception to this trend is among men and women with an apprentice or trades diploma who 

have only held permanent residence for three years or less – this group earned less than their 

counterparts with a secondary diploma. The trend, however, is short-lived among men who 

hold an apprentice or trades qualification as their earnings exceed those of men with a 

secondary diploma as length of time from achieving permanent residence increases.16 The 

same trend, however, is not evident among women.  

 
16 The median income of women holding apprentice and trades qualifications must be treated with caution as the 
values reflect the incomes of a relatively small number of individuals.    
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Figure 16: Changes in Employment Income Attainment over Time for Immigrants Aged 25-54 by 
Gender, Ottawa-Gatineau CMA, 2016 

In general, among women and men with equivalent qualifications, incomes generally increase 

over time. For example, among women with a college or CEGEP diploma, employment income 

increases from $33,080 among those who have most recently attained permanent residence to 

$47,912 among women who are established the longest (Figure 16). Among individuals with a 

university degree, incomes generally plateau after the year 2001 for both men and women – 

there is very little difference in employment income between individuals in the two earliest 

permanent residence periods.  

Whether examining women and men by period of residence attainment or comparing 

Canadian-born women and men, it is clear that men hold a distinct earnings advantage over 

women in virtually every side-by-side comparison (Figure 16). The earnings differential 

between immigrant women and men aged 25 to 54 in the same education classes does tend to 

diminish over time; nevertheless, an overall gap persists. The gap is least significant between 
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women and men with a secondary diploma, especially among individuals who have been long-

time residents. The earnings gap does decline over time for women and men with a university 

degree, but a difference of just over $10,000 remains for individuals who have been resident in 

Canada the longest. This gap is not unique to immigrants, as an important earnings gap exists 

between Canadian-born women and men in each education class, although again it is less 

marked among those with a secondary diploma (less than $4,000).  A gap of approximately 

$13,000 exists between Canadian-born men and women with a college degree or a university 

degree.  

Finally, for each level of educational attainment except a university degree, a strong earnings 

gap is evident between Canadian-born and immigrants aged 25-54, regardless of time since 

permanent residence or gender (Figure 16). Comparing individuals with equivalent education 

levels, Canadian-born individuals have a distinct advantage over immigrants whether they are 

recent or long-term residents. This is especially true for those with secondary school, 

apprenticeship and trades, or college qualifications. The earnings gap between Canadian-born 

women and men with a university degree and immigrants is much narrower relative to the 

other education groups, especially among individuals who have been permanent residents for 

at least 14 years or more. In fact, the median earnings of immigrant women who attained 

permanent status between 1981 and 1990 slightly exceed those of Canadian-born women, 

while the earnings of men are similar among those who attained permanent residence status 

before 2001.   

The earnings gaps between women and men, immigrants and Canadian-born individuals, and 

different immigrant groups based on length of residence since landing in Canada suggest 

considerable heterogeneity in the circumstances of newcomers that can produce different 

outcomes. Nevertheless, the variation between groups persists even when educational 

attainment is controlled. Employment earnings, however, also vary considerably between 

visible minority and white immigrants, as well as between different visible minority groups, for 
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the population aged 25-54 working full time and full year (Figure 17 and Table 15).17 In Ottawa-

Gatineau, non-visible (i.e., white) immigrants have a distinct earnings advantage over visible 

minority immigrants. For example, the median earnings of visible minority men lag those of 

white men by approximately $20,000. Among women, the gap is somewhat less extreme – 

approximately $14,000. The earnings of both groups overall are lower in Gatineau compared to 

Ottawa. Among immigrants living in Gatineau, the largest gap in earnings between visible 

minority and white immigrants is among women (~$13,000). The gap between men is also 

much lower in Gatineau relative to the metropolitan area (~$12,000). In contrast, immigrants 

living in Ottawa have the higher median incomes and the earnings gap between visible minority 

and white immigrant men is substantial -- $23,676.  

 

Figure 17: Employment Income of Individuals (25-54) Employed Full Time, Full Year by Visible 
Minority Status and Gender, Ottawa-Gatineau CMA and Component Sectors, 2016 

 

 
17 In this analysis, time since permanent residence is not controlled. However, individuals are all within the same 
age bracket and there is no reason to anticipate that a markedly larger proportion of white immigrants have 
resided longer in Canada than visible minority immigrants.  
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There is also considerable variation within the visible minority population with respect to 

employment earnings. Considering only individuals aged 25 to 54 in full time, full year 

employment, and setting aside educational attainment for the moment, Chinese immigrants 

lead all other groups in employment earnings ($59,765) and their earnings exceed those of the 

white immigrant population ($54,479). Other immigrant groups, however, do not fare nearly as 

well. Among Black immigrants, employment earnings are only $33,234, and the Arab 

population fares the least well ($30,674).18  

It might be reasonable to attribute the differences in employment earnings between visible 

minority groups to differences in educational attainment. However, results change little when 

level of education is controlled (Table 16). For instance, among individuals with a secondary 

school diploma, the earnings of Chinese and South Asian immigrants exceed those of Black and 

Arab immigrants (Figure 18a). The differences between groups are not extreme, most 

especially among women. More striking is the much higher earnings of white immigrants with a 

secondary school diploma – a $14,000 difference between white and all visible minority 

immigrants. The differences in earnings between visible minority groups are more extreme 

among individuals with a university degree (Figure 18b).  Employment earnings of Chinese men 

and women exceed those of their counterparts in every other group. To illustrate, median 

earnings among Chinese immigrant men is $82,336 compared to $49,844 for Black men. The 

earnings difference among women is not as extreme. Chinese women’s median earning value is 

$64,782 compared to $42,776 for Black women. Regardless of level of education and gender, a 

consistent gap in earnings exists between Ottawa-Gatineau’s four largest visible minority 

groups: Chinese and South Asian immigrants have much higher earnings relative to their Black 

and Arab counterparts.  

 
18 See Table 17 for detailed employment earnings for men and women (total) and aged 25 to 54 by educational 
attainment.  
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Figure 18a: Secondary (High School) Diploma Figure 18b: University Degree 

Figure 18: Median Employment Income of Immigrant Visible Minority Individuals (Aged 25-54) 
by Educational Attainment and Gender, Ottawa-Gatineau CMA, 2016 
 

The differences in earnings could be attributed to people with a similar level of education being 

trained to take employment in different parts of the labour force. This may well be the case; 

nevertheless, the patterns of earned income differences between groups remain when type of 

education is considered. Examining immigrants with a university degree who were trained in 

one of the STEM fields, the pattern of inequality between visible minority groups remains 

(Figure 19 and Table 17).19 Examining this very specific group of individuals aged 25 to 54, white 

immigrant men lead all other groups of immigrants in median employment earnings ($94,977). 

Chinese ($87,028) and South Asian ($81,542) men also have relatively high incomes, but the 

earnings of Arab and Black men are substantially lower (approximately $56,000). Among 

women, Chinese and white women switch positions as Chinese women have the highest 

earned income ($74,504) and Black women trained in a STEM field earn the least ($42,519). In 

each visible minority group, the median earnings of men exceed those of women, although the 

greatest earning gap is found between white immigrant men and women – men earn almost 

 
19 To place these findings in a larger context, Picot and Hou (2018) argue that immigrants trained in STEM 
disciplines earn markedly less than their Canadian-born counterparts. This inequity persists among individuals 
educated in STEM and working in STEM occupations relative to similar Canadian-born workers. Immigrant workers 
in STEM occupations only partially caught up to the earnings of Canadian-born individuals.  
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$26,000 more than women. By comparison, considering all visible minorities, the gender gap is 

only $14,386 and the gap is largest between South Asian women and men (approximately 

$17,000). 

 

Figure 19: Median Earned Income of Immigrant Visible Minority Individuals (Aged 25-54) who 
hold a University Degree and were Trained in a STEM Field by Gender, Ottawa-Gatineau CMA, 
2016 
 

Employment earnings within the immigrant population highlight several dimensions of 

inequality in Ottawa-Gatineau’s labour market. First, over time some immigrants reach and 

many exceed the earnings of Canadian-born individuals with comparable education and 

training. In fact, some immigrants within a few years of settling in Canada begin to earn quite 

high incomes. These individuals seem to integrate relatively quickly into Ottawa-Gatineau’s 

workforce, even if few find employment in the federal civil service, which is the region’s largest 

industrial sector. Secondly, arrival class plays a major role in earnings – immigrants selected for 

their human capital characteristics, especially principal applicants, do markedly better than 

individuals who arrived via other admission programs. The economic class program privileges 

individuals in the selection process who have a high level of education, work experience, some 



   

  

42  

  

    

degree of language proficiency in either English or French, and who are relatively young. 

Consequently, economic class immigrants have many advantages and are more able to take 

advantage of employment opportunities in Ottawa’s post-industrial economy. Thirdly, positive 

earnings outcomes for some immigrants contrast with others’ low earnings, especially for Black 

and Arab immigrants, even when factors such as education are controlled. Finally, in virtually all 

dimensions of comparison, women’s earnings are not as high as those of men. The persistence 

of gender inequality, whether examined by admission class, educational attainment, field of 

training or visible minority status, highlights the pervasiveness of lower wages for women 

across industrial sectors in Ottawa-Gatineau.  

Summary 

Ottawa-Gatineau has witnessed significant changes in the size and composition of its foreign-

born population since the early 1990s. Once a metropolitan area that attracted primarily 

European immigrants, and was characterized by a French-English cultural and linguistic divide 

that relegated language groups to being an afterthought (Ray and Gilbert 2020), Ottawa-

Gatineau is becoming home to people with many different cultures, ethnicities, religions and 

languages. The region remains divided in many ways, not the least of which is the provincial 

boundary that creates different opportunities for newcomers living in Gatineau and Ottawa 

(Gilbert et al., 2014). At the same time, the metropolitan region has become exemplary of a 

post-industrial economy, led by public administration, with a sizable high-technology sector 

prone to boom and bust cycles, and an array of other producer and consumer services 

(Andrews, Ray and Chiasson 2011). It is in this complex social and economic environment that 

newcomers build lives; for many, finding employment is a crucial part of this building process.  

This report has had three primary objectives. First, the qualities and characteristics of 

immigrants working full time in Ottawa-Gatineau, especially those who have been in Canada 

for a short time period, are described. Employed immigrants are diverse in many respects – 
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from educational attainment to admission class to ethno-racial status; hence, generalizations 

about immigrants can be highly problematic. Secondly, the labour force characteristics of 

immigrants working full time, including industry of employment, occupation and labour force 

earnings, are outlined. There is again considerable diversity across the immigrant population, 

with immigrants who entered Canada through the economic admission program doing much 

better relative to other groups. Immigrants who have a relatively high level of education often 

have relatively high earnings, but by no means is this trend uniform across all groups. Some 

immigrants, notably Arabs and Blacks who have strong educational credentials, do not match 

the earnings achievements of other groups. Immigrants overall are under-represented in public 

administration, but they are over-represented in other large industrial sectors such as the 

professional, technical and scientific services that are so crucial to many high-technology 

businesses. The strong over-representation of immigrant women, especially recent arrivals, in 

health care is also difficult to ignore. Moreover, women consistently lag behind men in 

earnings. In fact, the low earnings of women regardless of educational credentials, admission 

category or ethno-racial status is one of this study’s most consistent findings. Finally, the study 

has highlighted some of the cleavages in earnings among immigrants living across the region. 

Individuals living in Gatineau generally have lower earnings relative to their counterparts in 

Ottawa that may be due to variations in the industrial sectors of employment and occupations 

between residents of the two sectors of the metropolitan region. Although the differences 

between the two parts of the region have not been analyzed in detail, the data are made 

available for researchers who intend to compare the socio-economic status of immigrants in 

Ottawa and Gatineau (see Appendix).  

This study is a descriptive analysis of the labour force status of immigrants living in Ottawa-

Gatineau. The emphasis has been on individuals working full time and full year in order to 

facilitate meaningful comparisons between groups, as well as between women and men. Most 

certainly, individuals working part-time deserve equal consideration. Again, to enable 
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reasonable comparison, attention has focused on individuals aged 25 to 54. Younger and older 

workers are important groups to consider in subsequent analyses, as is their role in part-time 

employment. Due to the limitations of existing data, it was not possible to examine directly the 

kinds of occupations filled by immigrants in particular industrial sectors. This is an important 

direction for future research, especially to compare earnings between ethno-racial groups, as 

well as between women and men (Bazinet 2021). The research would also benefit from a more 

detailed analysis of immigrant employment status by language competence. Given that many 

jobs within the federal civil service demand French-English bilingualism and that other sectors 

also have bilingualism requirements (e.g., health care), the multiple ways in which facility in 

French and/or English influences labour market integration merits detailed analysis.20 The 

linguistic complexity of Ottawa-Gatineau is well known, but the ways in which immigrants 

navigate obligations to not only speak but also write and read one or both of Canada’s official 

languages in order to advance in employment deserves greater scrutiny.  

The research presented here is a snapshot in time and predates events such as the large-scale 

arrival of Syrian refugees and the Covid-19 crisis. As important as these factors are the 

underlying structure of the region’s economy, with its opportunities and constrains, will remain 

when economic life returns to something approaching a pre-pandemic “normal”. The inequities 

highlighted in this report most likely will also remain, and perhaps will become more extreme, 

in the years following the current crisis. The economic crisis and aftermath produced by the 

information technology bust in 2000 certain affected a large number of relatively new 

immigrants in Ottawa-Gatineau for years (Picot and Hou 2009). The findings highlight strong 

economic integration among some newcomers, as well as inequality and inequity between 

immigrants and the Canadian-born and between immigrant men and women. Reasons for 

industrial and occupational segmentation, as well as income inequality, between immigrant 

 
20 The census surveys language use and knowledge in a number of ways, but none of these indicators directly 
measure people’s comfort or facility in writing or reading one of Canada’s official languages 
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women and men are numerous and merit significant research attention to understand the 

intersections of labour market hiring practices, discrimination and gender roles (Frank and Hou 

2015). It is also difficult to ignore the inequalities that exist between racialized minority 

immigrant communities in Ottawa-Gatineau, even when factors such as education, age and 

gender are considered. Black and Arab immigrants appear to face significant hurdles in Ottawa-

Gatineau’s labour market and the reasons for their lower earnings compared to other groups 

merit attention. Finally, the weak labour force status of refugees, even after years of 

settlement in Canada, must not be ignored. This is especially true in Ottawa-Gatineau where 

refugees comprise a large component of the foreign-born population. A better understanding 

of workers’ motivations and aspirations, discriminatory practices, and the ways that employers 

make decisions about who to employ are crucial steps in subsequent studies of immigrant 

integration and resilience in Ottawa-Gatineau’s post-industrial economy. 
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