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Introduction 
 

The individual decision to immigrate is made in the context of larger social structures that 

influence the composition of the economic immigrant population over time.  Studies of individual 

motivations and decision-making provide useful insights into migration decisions, but often 

neglect to adequately take into account the structural forces that constrain or enable those 

decisions. Over the last 20 years, economic immigrants to Canada have faced changing selection 

policies, cycles of economic recession and growth, changes in labour supply and demand for 

various occupational groups, women’s increased labour force participation and an aging labour 

force.  The broad objective of this paper is to characterize these five structural forces affecting 

immigrant cohorts to Canada over the last twenty years, and then to examine the occupational 

composition of economic immigrants to Canada over this period in the context of these social 

structures.   

Research in this area has mostly concentrated on the impact of structural forces on the 

economic integration of immigrants.  Recent evidence has brought to light a downward income 

trend for new immigrants to Canada (Chui & Zietsma 2003, Green & Worswick 2002) that shows 

immigrants landing (i.e.: gaining permanent residency) in 1980 integrated more quickly and were 

doing better ten years after immigration than those landing in Canada in 1990.  Various structural 

explanations for this have been posited, such as the effect of the business cycle on immigrant 

labour market experiences (Aydemir 2003) and the shift to a knowledge-based economy (Reitz 

2000, Boyd & Vickers 2000).  This paper intends to draw together and expand this previous work 

to take advantage of landing cohort information in the study of the relationship between structural 

forces and the occupational composition of new immigrant skilled workers.    
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Beginning with an overview of key structural changes in the period of interest, the paper 

situates cohorts and their characteristics in the larger context of the period of immigration.  The 

aim is to develop a better understanding of the ways in which individual choices to immigrate are 

related to the larger structural forces at play in society at a given time.  In multivariate analysis, 

the period of immigration is used as a rough proxy for defined structural factors relevant to that 

period.  Data on immigrants landing records from 1980 to 2000 are used to assess the relationship 

between structural factors and the occupational composition of immigrants.   

 

Literature review 

The literature on economic immigration has identified and measured in numerous ways 

the push and pull factors affecting the choice to immigrate.  For the most part, push factors 

include deprivation in some form whereas pull factors are primarily identified as economic 

incentives in the receiving country (Aydemir 2002).  For immigrants entering in other categories 

than economic, of course, incentives such as family re-unification or political asylum largely 

explain choices to immigrate.   

Focusing on economic immigrants, factors that push people to consider immigrating to 

new countries away from the sources of deprivation in the sending country are often associated 

with limited chances of getting work or of accessing opportunities for economic improvement 

(United Nations 2002).  Push factors have been found to be associated with other factors that 

disrupt work opportunities, such as political instability, nevertheless, economic immigrants to 

Canada are not gaining entry for political asylum, but are applying for permanent residency based 

on meeting the required level of units of assessment (referred to hereafter as points) in the 

selection process (see Appendix 1).  They differ from refugees and family reunification 

immigrants in that salient way.   
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Economic incentives in the receiving country are primarily associated with opportunities 

for work and career advancement.  Countries offering immigrants these opportunities are 

perceived to be exerting a pull on economic immigrants.  Pull factors have also been found to be 

mitigated by the language of the receiving country, distance from the sending country (Petrov 

2003) and the existence in the receiving country of an immigrant community from the same 

sending country (Kim 2003). 

The research into push and pull factors often focuses on the role of these factors in 

individuals’ migration decision-making without adequately taking into account the structural 

forces limiting the choices of individuals.  A few exceptions to this approach in Canada shed 

some light on the effect of some structural forces on migration decisions.  For example, some 

have looked at the impact of changing selection criteria on the composition of entire immigrant 

cohorts (Boyd & Vickers, 2000; Aydemir, 2002; Green & Worswick, 2002).   For example, Boyd 

& Vickers (2000) found that the implementation of the 1976 Immigration Act that based selection 

more on individual characteristics rather than countries of origin regulations meant that the 1980s 

and 1990s were characterized by greater cultural diversity and a growing visible minority 

population in Canada (Boyd & Vickers, 2000).  Aydemir (2002) found that the change in 

immigration policy had an effect on immigrant characteristics, particularly the education level of 

immigrant skilled workers. 

Green & Worswick (2002) also considered changes in Canadian immigration policy in 

their analysis of labour market entry effects and the earnings returns to immigrant men for their 

foreign experience.  They found that changes in the source country composition of immigrant 

cohorts from the 1980s to early 1990s, as well as a decline in returns to foreign experience 

through this period explained declines in entry earnings across immigrant cohorts that could not 

be explained by general declines experienced by all new entrants to the Canadian labour market. 
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Aydemir (forthcoming) developed a model to examine the impact of the business cycle on 

labour force participation by new immigrants.  He found that labour force participation was 

affected by entry conditions attributed to the business cycle, with adverse affects at times when 

unemployment rates were high.  Reitz (2000) studied what he called “institutional effects”– 

immigration policy, social welfare systems and educational institutions – for their effect on 

immigrant employment trends and earnings.  He concludes that employment trends for 

immigrants may be linked to some aspects of their country of origin.  He makes the point that the 

Canadian-born are catching up to immigrants in high education levels, and these credentials are 

becoming more highly valued in the labour market.  The combination of these trends means a 

decline in relative earnings for new immigrants. 

Another body of literature looks more closely at the impact of the relationship between 

sending and receiving countries, particularly at trade relations, outsourcing of work, and other 

agreements that may facilitate the flow of immigrants from one country to the other (Sassen 

1988, Kim 2003).  While Canadian studies of this nature are limited, Kim (2003) examines the 

impact of trade activity and foreign investments on Canadian immigration and finds little effect.  

One shortcoming of this research, as Kim notes, is the inclusion of all immigrant classes in the 

analysis, whereas the impact of these structures may be more relevant for economic migrants than 

family reunifications or refugees. 

This paper will build on the previous research by characterizing the structural context into 

which immigrant cohorts landed in the 1980s and 1990s in Canada.  Unlike much of the research 

previously done, this paper will focus on skilled worker economic immigrants (principal 

applicants) who must meet selection criteria to gain permanent residency in Canada.  Although 

skilled workers may migrate for reasons associated with push factors, these factors are not the 

basis of their admittance, therefore it should be easier to identify the relationship between  
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structural forces in Canada and the occupational composition of skilled workers as a group, than 

would be the case for family reunifications or refugees.   

The occupational composition of economic immigrants over time will be assessed in light 

of five important structural influences:  the business cycle, immigrant selection criteria, labour 

supply and demand and the age and gender compositions of the labour market. 

 

Methods 

The first section of the paper reviews published information to describe the trends over 

the last two decades for the five structural factors, characterizing periods of immigration over this 

time by the structural constraints relevant for the period.   The relationship between structural 

forces and the occupational composition of immigrants is assessed using data from Citizenship 

and Immigration’s landings file (LIDS).  The landings file includes information on immigrant 

characteristics at the time of gaining permanent residency in Canada, including detailed 

information on their intended occupation.  Immigrants are asked to report their intended 

occupation on entering Canada and to provide evidence of credentials and length of experience 

working in that occupation.  Although immigrants may not, in fact, work in that occupation after 

landing, the occupational composition of immigrants gaining landing status in Canada is the key 

interest for this study, not the ongoing occupational experiences of immigrants after landing. 

A multinomial logit model is used to assess the impact of structural constraints on the 

likelihood of intending work in a given occupational group (13 groups), given various 

characteristics such as country of last permanent residence (grouped into world areas), language 

ability, education, age (and age squared) and gender.  Structural constraints are roughly measured 

by proxies based on the overview in the first section and the immigrant’s year of gaining 

permanent residency. 
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Trends in structural factors from 1980 to 2000 

 The United Nations (UN) Migration Report, 2002 identifies a recent global trend toward 

more policy restrictions on migration, with greater selectiveness in admission criteria and a 

tendency to favour immigrants bringing capital to invest or specific skills to meet labour needs.  

Although this captures some aspects of Canadian immigration, Canada has in fact embraced a 

more expansionist immigration policy than many other industrialized countries (Reitz 2000, UN 

2002).   The number of landed immigrants to Canada landing in a given year went from 143,135 

in 1980 to 227,313 in 2000 (Facts and Figures, 2001), with skilled workers also showing an 

overall increase through this period (Figure 1).  The share of skilled worker principal applicants 

fluctuated over this period, with low periods through the mid-1980s and the early 1990s, and 

peaks in the late 1980s and late 1990s (Figure 2). 
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Figure 1: Number of landed immigrants 1981 to 2000
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Figure 2:  Skilled workers as percent of all immigrants
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Immigrant selection criteria 

 Since 1967, Canada’s immigration policy has been based on non-discriminatory 

principles of selection.  Applicants have been accepted based on universal criteria related to their 

ability to successfully integrate into Canadian life.  The  1976 Immigration Act (the Act) came 

into effect in 1978 and remained in place until 2002 when the Immigration and Refugee 

Protection Act came into effect.  The Act had been amended more than 30 times (CIC, 2002) in 

its 26 years.  Nevertheless, the key tenets of this act held throughout its lifetime – to reunite 

families, to protect refugees deemed to be in genuine need of protection, and to promote 
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Canada’s economic development.  Only those aspects and changes to the Act  that are relevant to 

skilled workers will be discussed here.   

 The Act provided for the recruitment of skilled immigrants based on government-

established levels of immigration and on the point selection system.  Applicants under the skilled 

worker class are required to pass specified levels of points to be approved for permanent 

residency in Canada.  Skilled workers have been assessed based on skills and education required 

for occupations in Canada with a high demand for labour.  The selection system is flexible, 

allowing for adjustment to reflect changing needs, and planned levels of immigration in relation 

to demand in the other main immigrant groups – family reunification and refugee protection 

(McWhinney 1998). 

Key modifications to the Act included a temporary restriction on skilled workers from 

May 1982 to January 1986 that required skilled worker immigrants to have a validated job offer 

before their application would be accepted for consideration.  The selection criteria were revised 

in January 1986 to increase the number of skilled workers and these revisions included removing 

the temporary restriction put in place in 1982.  In addition, the revisions of 1986 included some 

shifts in the allocation of points for certain criteria.   

The other significant change introduced in 1986 of relevance to this study was the shift 

away from the use of the Occupational and Area Demand report as a means of controlling the 

occupational composition and the immigration levels of skilled workers.  Instead, demographic 

demand was set with a levels control factor of up to 10 points, and occupational composition was 

controlled by points allocated based on occupational demand.  Occupational demand points were 

set according to the employment opportunities available in Canada for the occupation in which 
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the immigrant intended to work and for which the immigrant was qualified1.  Those skilled 

workers whose occupations were not assigned at least one point would not be considered for 

permanent residency.  Also at this period, immigrants who had arranged employment waiting for 

them continued to be allocated 10 points and there was no penalty for not having arranged 

employment as had earlier been the case:  however, being in a designated occupation (an 

occupation designated as having a shortage of workers) was no longer considered equivalent to 

having arranged employment.   

Other key changes occurring in 1986 were the increase in the pass mark from 50 points to 

70 points and a shift in the age factor from 18-35 years receiving top points, to 21-44 years.  

There was a reduction of 2 points for each year over age 44 or under age 21.  Knowledge of 

official languages received five more points than was the case prior to 1986, whereas a possible 5 

points for settling in a location where there was a need for immigrants was eliminated. 

The 1986 revisions were aimed at addressing the declining numbers of economic 

immigrants in the mid-1980s and restoring a better balance between economic, family and 

humanitarian immigrants.  They were intended to increase the number of independent applicants, 

including skilled workers, and to support Canada’s economic development by recruiting 

immigrants who would meet the needs of Canada’s labour market (McWhinney, 1998).   

In 1991 the allocation of points for designated occupation was re-instituted, and in 1992 

those immigrants with arranged employment or destined to designated occupations were given 

higher processing priority than before.   

Another major revision to the Act in 1993 aimed to better reward immigrants in 

occupations that required higher skills and admit a greater number of these highly skilled 

immigrants to meet Canadian labour demands and positively impact the Canadian economy.  
                                                 
1 The points for occupational demand were based on the Canadian Occupational Projection System (COPS), which 
was based on current and projected employment, and unemployment rates.  In addition, in 1986 some jobs were 
excluded since they would not be open to new immigrants, such as those requiring Canadian citizenship. 
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Accordingly, the points for specific vocational preparation were increased from 15 to 18, and 

applicants with post-secondary education now received more points than those with secondary 

education for the first time.  Points for language ability were modified to reward bilingual 

applicants and reduce points previously given to those who could speak, write or read in an 

official language only with difficulty.  Also in 1993, the Levels Control which had been 

introduced in 1986 and set at 5 points out of a possible 10, was increased to 8 points to increase 

the number of economic immigrants admitted.  The 1993 changes meant that Canada was looking 

to recruit more economic immigrants, and these were to be highly skilled, highly educated 

immigrants with ability in Canada’s languages (McWhinney, 1998).   

 

The business cycle and labour supply and demand 

The 1980s and 1990s were both decades characterized by periods of recession, recovery 

and growth.  Although 1983 marked the beginning of economic recovery in the 1980s, 

immigration policy required economic immigrants to have a guaranteed job in Canada in order to 

be considered for selection at that time.  The year 1986 saw the beginning of an economic boom 

that continued to the end of the decade.  By the early 1990s the Canadian economy had suffered 

another downturn, however, unlike the recession of the early 1980s, the levels of skilled workers 

landing in the early 1990s remained consistent through this period, and overall immigration 

continued to increase.  Reitz (2000) argues that this stability in immigration policy in the 1990s 

indicated a recognition that the long-term benefits of high immigration levels outweigh short-

term difficulties.  The mid 1990s were characterized by another upturn in the economy and a 

notable increase in economic activity, particularly for the information and communication 

technology (ICT) sector (Vaillencourt, 2003;  Bowlby & Langlois, 2002).   
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Figure 3:  Trends in Canadian unemployment rate
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Following the business cycle of economic strength, recession and recovery, the 

unemployment rate varied over the two decades of interest.  The years 1982 to 1985 were 

characterized by relatively high unemployment rates, followed by declining unemployment rates 

to 1990.  The largest numbers of Canadians in any occupational group were in sales and service 

occupations through the late 1980s to 2003 and the numbers were steadily growing (Figure 4).  

The demand for sales and service workers was fairly low throughout both decades relative to 

other occupations, but was particularly so in the early 1990s.  Trades and transport and clerical 

occupations also accounted for large numbers of Canadians in the labour force, however the 

trends for these occupations remained fairly stable to the end of the 1990s.  The unemployment 

rates for trades and transport workers reflect low demand that increased fairly sharply through the 

1990s, however, high unemployment for these occupations may also be a reflection of the 

contractual or intermittent nature of this type of work.   Likewise the demand for clerical workers 

is generally lower than other occupational groups, fell in the early 1990s and has been increasing 

through the mid to late 1990s. 
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The lowest unemployment rates, indicating high demand for these occupational groups, 

were in professional and technical health occupations, management occupations and professional 

occupations in business and finance.  The unemployment rates for these occupational groups 

were less dramatically influenced by the downturn in the economy in the early 1990s, although 

most occupational groups were characterized by declining unemployment rates through the mid 

to late 1990s.  This was true particularly for some occupational groups such as those requiring 

high skills (Green & Worswick, 2002).  For example, the demand for trades people and health 

care workers grew through the late 1990s, along with demand for IT workers, specifically 

computer scientists and programmers who had the skills required to work in research and 

development (Krebs & Garneau, 2000, Bowlby & Langlois, 2002).   

 

 

Figure 4:  Number of Canadians employed, by occupation
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Figure 5:  Canadian unemployment rates by occupation
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Age trends in the Canadian labour force 

The average age of all workers in Canada has been getting older as the baby boomers age.    

In addition, the retirement ages of workers has been getting younger.  These phenomena impact 

some industries and occupational groups more than others, with health and education industries 

feeling the greatest impact (MacKenzie & Dryburgh, 2003).   Older average ages and younger 

retirement ages suggest that these industries will be vulnerable to labour shortages as the baby 

boomers2 begin to retire.  Among the broad occupational groups, MacKenzie & Dryburgh (2003) 

find that Canadian managers and those working in health, education and utilities industries are 

older, on average, than other occupational groups, while sales, clerical and production workers 

are younger, on average.  The younger occupational groups may begin to be short of qualified 

young workers as fewer enter the labour force, however, this trend could also be explained by a 

                                                 
2 Baby boomers include people born from 1946 to 1962. 
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growing credentialism over the same period.   The educational requirements for many 

occupations have increased over the last two decades and those occupational groups requiring 

higher education will have fewer workers in the younger age groups.  

Figure 6:  Percentage in Canadian labour force by age groups
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Figure 7: Average retirement age of Canadian labour force
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Gender trends in the Canadian labour market 
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Women now comprise a larger share of the labour force than was the case in the early 

1980s.   Nevertheless, women’s participation has been characterized by occupational segregation, 

especially in the historically male-dominated occupations such as engineering, some 

 

Figure 8: Percentage Canadian labour force participation by 
gender
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skilled worker trades, and high management positions (Dryburgh, 2000).   Women dominate 

financial secretarial and administrative occupations, technical and professional occupations in 

health, and clerical occupations.  Although women are a small minority in natural and applied 

science occupations, they have shown a proportional growth since 1987.  Other occupational 

groups where women’s proportional representation grew in this period are management, 

professional occupations in business and finance, and occupations in social science, education, 

government and religion.  These occupational groups generally require high levels of education, 

and with the exception of the social science occupations are all male-dominated occupational 

groups.  The increasing numbers of women entering the labour force appear to be impacting 

typically male-dominated occupations.  More Canadian competition for jobs in these 
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occupational groups may mean immigrants with these occupational skills will be in less demand 

than others.   

Figure 9: Canadian percentage female in occupational groups
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The overall proportion of women immigrants to Canada has increased in recent years mainly as a 

result of growing numbers of family reunification migrations (Boyd and Vickers, 2000), but 

women skilled worker migrants have also increased in the last two decades from 3,139 in 1981 to 

9,920 in 2000.   As a proportion of all skilled workers, however, women’s percentages tend to 

reflect fluctuations in the numbers of men skilled workers.  The number of women skilled 

workers was smaller, but more stable throughout this period than the number of men in that 

immigrant category. 
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Figure 10:  Percent of immigrant skilled workers who are 
female
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Proxies for structural impacts 

 Given the context provided above, this study divides landing cohorts into four rough 

proxy groups.  The first of these proxies covers the period from 1981 to 1985 and is characterized 

in Canadian immigration policy by limited skilled worker admittance and a focus on arranged 

employment over general skills and education.  This was a time of economic recession and the 

beginning of recovery, with an unemployment rate at its highest level of the two decades in 1983.  

The aging of the labour force was just beginning, but already there was evidence of a decline in 

the number of 15 to 24 year olds in the labour market.  The rise in the percentage of women in 

the labour market was evident through this period.  Thus, immigrants landing in Canada in the 

1981 to 1985 context may have found occupations favouring younger workers, such as sales and 

service or trades occupations, more receptive, whereas those jobs most affected by women’s 

increasing labour force participation would feature higher competition.    

 The second period, 1986 to 1990 was characterized by an immigration policy more 

favourable to skilled workers, but still prioritizing refugees and family reunification.  The 

economic boom was improving labour market outcomes as evidenced by a decline in the 

unemployment rates for most occupational groups.  The lowest unemployment rates were for the 
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occupational groups requiring high education, such as health, management and occupations in the 

social sciences, education, government and religion group, suggesting possible shortages of 

workers in these occupational groups.  Unemployment rates were higher, but declining for sales 

and services and trades occupations up to 1989, providing a potential window of opportunity for 

younger workers and other immigrants who intended working in these occupations.  Women 

immigrant skilled workers landing in this period did so at a time when Canadian women’s 

increasing numbers were perhaps at their steepest increase of the two decades of interest.  So, 

immigrants landing in Canada from 1986 to 1990 may have increased in occupations requiring 

high education as well as in sales and services and trades occupations.      

 The third period comprises immigrants landing from 1991 to 1993 at a time when 

Canadian immigration policy was being modified to give greater priority to economic 

immigrants.  The economy was in recession from 1990 to 1992 with overall unemployment still 

high until 1993.  The unemployment rates had peaked in trades and manufacturing occupations 

by 1991 and were in a steep decline in the subsequent few years, whereas unemployment rates 

continued to rise for occupations such as health, management, and the social science, education, 

government and religion occupational group.  So, demand was still high but was decreasing in 

the occupational groups requiring higher education and skills and had begun to increase in those 

occupations requiring less education and skills through this period.  Women’s labour force 

participation continued to increase, but the proportion of women in the labour force had started to 

stabilize at about 45 percent of the labour force.  By contrast, the proportion and number of older 

workers aged 45 to 64 in the labour force was beginning a steep increase that would continue to 

2003, the most recent year for which data are available.   

 Immigrants landing in the 1991 to 1993 period were thus landing at a time when there 

was low overall labour demand, but an increasing demand in trades and manufacturing after 
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1991.  In addition, older workers were increasingly dominating the labour force and potentially 

taking those high paying jobs that require experience.   

 The final structural proxy group is the landing period of 1994 to 2000.  This was a period 

of economic boom with an immigration policy targeting skilled workers.  The gender gap was 

pretty stable through this period with only a very slight closing of the gap.  The number and 

proportion of older workers in the labour force continued to increase steeply, and the demand 

grew in most occupational groups except in occupations associated with primary industry.  

Participation in the labour force grew strongly in the sales and service occupations, 

manufacturing, and natural and applied sciences, whereas labour force participation in trades 

occupations remained steady. 

 The social structures of this period may facilitate admission of immigrants with specific 

high-demand skills in health, IT occupations, business or the occupational skills associated with 

work in social sciences, government, education or religion.  Immigrant women should be less 

negatively affected by competition with Canadian women entrants to the labour market, as their 

increasing representation had levelled off.  Age may be a factor for immigrants as with the 

previous period, with older immigrants facing high competition, and a greater demand for 

younger workers. 

Impact of structural factors on immigrant occupational composition 

Multinomial logit modelling was used to model the likelihood of being in a given 

occupational group by proxy.  The first model looks at the relationship between structural proxies 

and occupational composition without any controls.  The second model adds a control for the 

source country (world area) where the immigrant last resided permanently.  The final model adds 

controls for individual characteristics age, age squared, Canadian language ability, education, and 

gender, to see if structural factors are related to occupational structure once these individual 
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characteristics are accounted for.  The structural proxy reference category is 1994 to 2000, and 

the occupational reference category is “Occupations unique to processing, manufacturing and 

utilities.”  Only the coefficients for landing group are presented.  Figure 11 shows the 

occupational composition for the four structural proxy groups. 

Figure 11:  Occupational composition within structural proxy periods
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Occupations unique to processing, manufacturing and utilities

 

 

All three models are significant, indicating that the null hypothesis that all effects of the 

independent variables are zero can be rejected.  The model fit increases with the addition of 

controls:  the fit with the full model is quite good at 0.654.   In model 1 the effect of individual 

characteristics is not separated from the structural effects, however, results with controls in the 

model provide evidence that both individual characteristics and social structures influenced the 

occupational composition of immigrants through this period. 

The probability of intending work in a management occupation versus a manufacturing 

occupation were lower for those in all three structural proxy periods than in the 94-00 reference 

period for models one and two.   The addition of individual characteristics controls in model 
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three resulted in a higher probability of intending work in a management occupation versus 

manufacturing for the 81-85 proxy, a non-significant effect for the 86-90 proxy and a lower 

probability for the 91-93 proxy compared with 94-00, given individual characteristics and source 

country.  This makes sense, since 91-93 was characterized by an increasing demand in trades and 

manufacturing and an aging Canadian labour force likely to be moving into management 

occupations. 

The effects of the structural proxies on intending to work in professional occupations in 

business and finance versus manufacturing are negative indicating a lower probability of 

intending work as a professional versus manufacturing in the three earlier periods, compared with 

94-00, given source country and individual characteristics.  The decreasing strength of the model 

three parameters (compared with models one and two) indicate that the individual characteristics 

of education and language ability that were more highly rewarded post-1993 were having an 

impact on the probability of working in professional occupations in business and finance.  The 

higher demand for workers in sales and services and trades occupations in the 81-85 and 86-90 

proxy periods, and the increasing demand for trades workers in 91-93, coupled with the 

recession, explain why structural proxies for earlier periods compared with 94-00 remain 

negative and significant after controls are added. 

The impact of controlling for personal characteristics and source country is minimal in the 

case of financial, secretarial and administrative occupations versus manufacturing.  Compared 

with 94-00 all other structural proxies are associated with a lower probability of working in 

financial secretarial and administrative occupations versus manufacturing.  The intention to work 

in manufacturing had dwindled to low proportions by the 94-00 period, whereas it was still a 

strong occupational possibility in the early periods.  In addition, the competition of increasing 
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numbers of Canadian in this female-dominated occupation may have made a difference earlier, 

whereas by the 94-00 period women’s participation in the labour force had levelled off. 

As was the case for financial, secretarial and administrative occupations, the effect of 

structural proxies on the probability of being in clerical occupations versus manufacturing did not 

change much after controls were added.  This pattern appears to hold true for those occupations 

not requiring high levels of post-secondary education, including sales and service, trades and 

transport, and occupations unique to primary industry.  In the case of clerical occupations, the 

probability of intending this type of work compared with manufacturing was lower than 94-00 in 

the three earlier periods, but lowest in 91-93.    

The natural and applied sciences occupations dominated the occupational composition of 

the 94-00 proxy period.  Relative to manufacturing, the probability of intending work in natural 

and applied sciences occupations was lowest in the 86-90 period, whereas the effect of the 81-85 

proxy was less strong than that of the other proxy periods.  These occupations may have been 

easier to arrange during this period when that was a condition of consideration for admission, 

than other occupations, given the international aspect of much academic and applied research 

undertakings. 

The probability of intending work in professional or technical occupations in health 

versus manufacturing was lower in the three proxies compared with 94-00.  Proxies had less of 

an effect on the probability of working in professional health occupations than technical and 

assisting health occupations.  The probabilities for both of these occupational groups were 

weakened when controls for individual characteristics and source country were added.  The 86-90 

period was least like the reference period, perhaps reflecting the high demand for sales and 

service workers at that time.  While the demand for both groups of health workers has been high 

for all periods, the demand grew through the 1990s. 
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Occupations in social science, education, government service and religion were 

increasingly taken by Canadian women through the period of their growing proportions in the 

labour market, and demand for workers in these occupations grew through the 1990s.  This may 

explain why the probability of immigrants intending work in social sciences versus 

manufacturing was less likely in the earlier proxy periods than 94-00.  The effect of proxy 

periods was strongest for 86-90 where immigrants were much less likely to intend working in 

social sciences versus manufacturing than those in the 94-00 period. 

The likelihood of intending work in occupations in art, culture, recreation and sport 

versus manufacturing was also lower in the earlier proxies than 94-00.   This appears to be related 

to increasing rewards for individual characteristics such as education.  Canadian women were 

competing for these occupations with growing representation in the labour force and in these 

occupations in particular.  The low but increasing numbers of Canadians employed in art, culture, 

recreation and sport may also have had a negative effect for immigrants in the earlier periods 

with higher probability of intending work in these occupations in 94-00. 

The proportions of immigrants landing with the intention to work in sales and service 

occupations was high in all periods except 94-00.  Nevertheless, controlling for individual 

characteristics and source country, the probability of working in sales and services occupations 

versus manufacturing was lower in each earlier period than the reference period.  The effect of 

each period was weak, however 86-90 had the strongest effect on the probability of intending 

work in sales and service occupations versus manufacturing.  Sales and service occupations are 

characterized by younger workers.  The larger number of available younger Canadian workers in 

the earlier periods compared with 94-00 may help explain the lower probability of intending 

work in sales and services versus manufacturing in the periods prior to 94-00, controlling for 

individual characteristics and source country.   
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The probabilities of intending work in trades, transport and equipment operating or 

occupations unique to primary industry did not change much after source country and individual 

characteristics were controlled.  Immigrants intending to work in trades occupations versus 

manufacturing had a lower probability of doing so in the earlier periods compared with 94-00.  

The structural proxy effect was strongest for 91-93 when unemployment rates were peaking for 

this occupational group.  Declining unemployment rates that followed this peak may help explain 

the greater probability of immigrants intending work in trades versus manufacturing in 94-00.   

Structural effects on the probability of intending work in occupations unique to primary 

industry were small and negative, with non-significant effects for 81-85 compared with 94-00.   

Conclusions 

 The aim of this paper was to characterize five structural forces and to assess their affect 

on the occupational composition of immigrants to Canada from 1980 to 2000.   The effect of 

structural proxies on the occupational composition was significant after controls were added.  As 

mentioned earlier, the structural proxies were roughly constructed to reflect distinct changes in 

the five structures under consideration.  Although controls for individual characteristics should 

clean up these proxies somewhat, clearly other structures may be captured by the proxies.  

Nevertheless, the aim was to contextualize immigration and this exercise has done that for the 

1980 to 2000 period.   

Research into explanations for declining immigrant incomes may well benefit from this 

analysis.  It may be worth examining whether the declining income trend may in part be 

explained by the occupational composition of cohorts.   
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Appendix 1:  Selection criteria for immigration to Canada 
   

Factor 
Max. Units of 
Assessment 

 1978 1986 
Education 12 12 
Specific Vocational Preparation 15 15 
Experience 8 8 
Occupation 15 10 
Arranged employment 10 10 
Location 5 0 
Age 10 10 
Knowledge of French or English 10 15 
Personal Suitability 10 10 
Levels Control NA 10 
Relative 5 0 
 100 100 

Source:  Citizenship & Immigration Canada 
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