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Best Practices in countering 
racism in the WorkPlace
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INTRODUCTION

La population active se modifie pour inclure plus de 
gens de couleur, de femmes et de personnes handicapées 
que cela n’a été vrai historiquement. Pourtant, le lieu de 
travail canadien d’aujourd’hui n’a que marginalement 
changé depuis sa conception adaptée à la majorité 
traditionnelle des travailleurs blancs, valides, mariés, 
hommes. Ne pas reconnaître la mesure dans laquelle nos 
systèmes d’emploi ont été conçus pour un groupe plutôt 
homogène signifie que lorsque « les autres » rejoignent la 
population active, ils sont souvent perçus comme n’étant 
pas « adaptés ». Puisque la seule façon pour la population 
active canadienne de croître sera par l’entremise de 
l’immigration, les milieux de travail canadiens doivent être 
en mesure d’incorporer « l’autre ». Pour être clair, les 
nouveaux systèmes de lieu de travail doivent être conçus de 
manière à prendre en compte les besoins de tous les 
travailleurs traditionnels et « autres ». Un obstacle majeur 
est le racisme auquel sont confrontés les gens de couleur.

Avant de résumer les contributions, il est nécessaire de 
clarifier deux ensembles de termes. Premièrement, certaines 
des contributions de ce numéro discutent du racisme dans 
le contexte des minorités visibles tandis que d’autres se 
réfèrent aux immigrés. Les minorités visibles (MV) sont 
définies dans le contexte de l’équité en emploi comme non-
blancs par la couleur et non-caucasien par la race. Cette 
définition couvre donc les trois groupes principaux de MV 
que l’on trouve actuellement au Canada: les Asiatiques de 
l’Est (par exemple, chinois, japonais) les Noirs et les 
Asiatiques du Sud (par exemple, les Indiens, les Sri Lankais). 
Les immigrants sont ceux qui ne sont pas nés au Canada et 
qui sont des résidents permanents. Évidemment, la situation 
des immigrants qui arrivent au Canada en tant qu’adultes 
prêts à entrer sur le marché du travail est différente de celle 
pour ceux qui arrivent enfants et passent par le système 
d’éducation (et de socialisation) du Canada. La relation 
entre les MV et les immigrants est que la majorité des 
immigrants récents sont des MV, tandis que les minorités 
visibles sont à la fois nées au Canada et des immigrants. 
Certaines des statistiques fournies dans les différentes 
contributions de ce numéro sont :

•	 20	%	des	Canadiens	sont	des	immigrants	(Galabuzi)
•	 Un	tiers	des	Canadiens	est	composé	d’immigrants	et	de	

leurs enfants (Galabuzi)
•	 16	%	 des	 Canadiens	 font	 partie	 des	 minorités	 visibles	

(Galabuzi)	;	 49,5	%	 des	 Torontois	 sont	 des	 minorités	
visibles (Lineham)

•	 Entre	2001	et	2006	la	population	racialisée	du	Canada	a	
augmenté	de	27	%	comparativement	à	5,4	%	dans	le	reste	
de la population (Galabuzi)

•	 67,3	%	 des	 Canadiens	 racialisés	 font	 partie	 de	 la	
population	active,	environ	la	même	chose	que	le	66,7	%	
des Canadiens non-racialisés (Galabuzi)

 
Deuxièmement, certaines des contributions se réfèrent 

à l’équité en emploi (voir la contribution de Galabuzi) 
tandis que d’autres se réfèrent à la diversité. L’équité en 
emploi est un processus législatif visant à corriger la 
discrimination systémique contre quatre groupes: les 
minorités visibles, les peuples autochtones, les personnes 
handicapées et les femmes. La diversité est un programme 
volontaire organisationnel qui tend à aller au-delà de 
l’équité en emploi à la fois en termes de groupes (par 
exemple, les hommes blancs, les gais et les lesbiennes sont 
également inclus) et des activités, mais il n’est pas aussi 
formalisé (par exemple, il n’implique pas l’établissement 
d’objectifs) que l’EE.

DéfINITION DU RaCIsme
Une contribution (Stanley) discute de la signification 

du racisme. L’auteur passe beaucoup de temps à souligner 
que le racisme n’est pas seulement un préjudice individuel. 
C’est quelque chose qui est bien connu par ceux dans le 
domaine, mais qui pourrait être un bon rappel pour le 
grand public. Stanley souligne que de concevoir le racisme 
comme étant un affront individuel permet souvent aux 
Canadiens de rejeter le racisme comme « une exception » 
(c.-à-d., « quelques pommes pourries »). De plus, cette vue 
limitée obstrue les types de solutions appropriés. Stanley 
définit le racisme comme des racialisations conduisant à 
des exclusions qui ont d’importantes conséquences 
négatives pour les exclus. Stanley utilise racismes au pluriel 
parce que le racisme envers les différents groupes diffère.

La démonstration du racisme est abordée dans un 
certain nombre de contributions. La contribution de Eid 
fournit des preuves de discrimination. Il décrit un « test », 
où des curriculum vitae décrivant des candidats qualifiés de 
façon équivalente ont été envoyés à des employeurs, l’un 
avec un nom apparenté avec la « majorité » et une avec une 
consonance « ethnique ». La discrimination a été trouvée 
parmi les employeurs de langue française testés dans les 
secteurs privé et sans but lucratif, mais pas dans le secteur 
public. La contribution de Yap et Everett discute de 
l’hétérogénéité entre les groupes de minorités visibles.  

Nan Weiner



4

NAN WEINER

percevoir la discrimination que les immigrants plus récents. 
Fait intéressant, Banerjee n’a trouvé aucune relation entre 
l’inégalité objective des revenus (c’est-à-dire, être moins 
bien payé que les autres avec la même éducation) et la 
discrimination perçue. C’est peut-être en raison d’un effet 
de groupe de référence où les immigrants se comparent aux 
autres immigrants, plutôt qu’au grand public.

La contribution de James a également examiné les 
perceptions de la discrimination, mais a utilisé une 
méthodologie très différente de celle Banerjee. Sur une 
période	de	22	ans,	James	a	interviewé	sept	Afro-Canadiens	
à trois occasions différentes. Dans les premières entrevues, 
ses	répondants	étaient	âgés	de	17	à	22	ans,	ils	ont	ensuite	
été	interviewés	à	nouveau	7	ans	plus	tard,	puis	15	ans	plus	
tard. La dernière série d’entretiens était axé sur l’optimisme, 
la confiance en soi et le fait de travailler plus fort. Au fil du 
temps l’optimisme des répondants a « quelque peu retombé, 
ce qui suggère que les obstacles du racisme et de la 
discrimination n’étaient pas aussi faciles à surmonter qu’ils 
l’avaient indiqué plus tôt. » En ce qui concerne la confiance 
en soi, dans leur jeunesse les personnes interrogées étaient 
axées uniquement sur leurs efforts individuels, mais comme 
ils ont mûri, ils ont pris conscience que la compréhension 
du « système » a également été un élément clé. En ce qui 
concerne le travail, le titre de la contribution de James dit 
tout: «Toujours travailler deux fois plus fort pour faire la 
moitié du chemin. »

Comme la contribution de James, celle de Este et coll. 
a également porté sur les perceptions de la discrimination 
et sur les Afro-Canadiens. Pour cette recherche, trois 
parties de la communauté afro-canadienne ont été étudiées: 
les Afro-Canadiens indigènes, les Canadiens caribéens et 
les immigrants africains. Le racisme institutionnel est défini 
comme « lorsque les politiques et pratiques établies d’une 
organisation particulière reflètent et produisent un 
traitement différencié envers et des résultats pour différents 
groupes » a été examinée en utilisant des méthodologies 
quantitatives et qualitatives. Les perceptions du racisme 
chez les répondants comprennent : être dévalué (les efforts 
réduits au minimum, ne pas être reconnu pour son travail 
ou ses idées, être perçu comme un non-professionnel), être 
évalué selon des normes inconnues et supérieures à celles 
évaluant les Blancs, et avoir à lutter contre les stéréotypes 
négatifs des Noirs. Les immigrants avaient des problèmes 
supplémentaires tels que le manque de reconnaissance de 
leurs diplômes.

Deux autres contributions examinent les questions 
d’immigrants, celle d’Augustine se concentre sur une 
activité du gouvernement pour fournir une évaluation 
équitable des titres de compétences étrangers et est  
discutée plus en détail dans la section sur le redressement 

Ils ont tenu des groupes de discussion séparés avec des 
Noirs, des Coréens et des Latino-Américains et ont trouvé 
des similitudes et des différences dans les expériences du 
marché du travail de ces différents groupes.

Les impacts à long terme du racisme sont abordés dans 
la contribution de Picot et Hou, qui considèrent les 
descendants des immigrants de minorités visibles qui sont 
arrivés	avant	 les	années	1980.	 Ils	ont	examiné	 les	enfants	
d’immigrés (seconde génération), et leurs enfants (troisième 
génération). Les MV de deuxième génération ont un niveau 
de scolarité supérieur à celui de la troisième génération. 
Mais la seconde génération des MV éprouve plus de 
difficultés d’emploi que les Blancs, même si tous deux sont 
nés au Canada.

Le racisme est un obstacle majeur, mais pour certains 
il est combiné avec d’autres barrières résultant en un 
problème double ou, dans certains cas, triple. La 
contribution de Chicha discute de la déqualification  
vécue par de nombreuses femmes immigrées. La 
déqualification est l’écart entre les qualifications d’une 
femme et les qualifications de l’emploi dans lequel elle est 
employée. Parmi les autres obstacles qui conduisent à  
une déqualification des femmes immigrantes sont les 
suivants: la discrimination, la difficulté d’intégration dans 
les associations professionnelles canadiennes, le manque 
d’établissements de soins aux enfants et la disponibilité  
de la plupart des emplois dans des postes peu qualifiés  
du secteur des services. La contribution de Choinière  
et MacDonnell discute de la combinaison du racisme et  
du sexisme pour les infirmières qui font face à la violence  
au travail.

PeRCePTIONs DU RaCIsme
Alors que l’ensemble des contributions ci-dessus 

impliquent des mesures plus objectives de la discrimination, 
un certain nombre de contributions examinent les 
perceptions de la discrimination et notent que ces 
perceptions sont des motivateurs puissants de 
comportement qui affectent les résultats organisationnels. 
La contribution de Banerjee souligne le fait que des mesures 
objectives de la discrimination (par exemple, être moins 
bien payé que les autres avec le même niveau de l’éducation) 
et les perceptions de la discrimination peuvent différer. Son 
étude porte sur les perceptions de la discrimination parmi 
les minorités visibles qui sont (a) des immigrants récents 
(au	Canada	depuis	 10	 ans	 ou	moins),	 (b)	 des	 immigrants	
antérieurs et (c) les minorités visibles nés au Canada. 
Banerjee constate que les immigrants récents et antérieurs 
sont plus susceptibles de percevoir la discrimination que les 
MV nés au Canada. Bien que les premiers immigrants (plus 
de	10	ans	au	Canada)	sont	légèrement	plus	susceptibles	de	



5

INTRODUCTION

de	 la	 culture),	 (2)	 les	 phases	 du	 changement	 (par	
exemple,	 la	 collecte	 d’informations),	 (3)	 les	 cibles	
du changement (par exemple, les systèmes d’emploi 
et les individus), (4) les stratégies de mise en œuvre 
du changement et (5) le processus de changement 
(les étapes 4 et 5 comprennent des stratégies de 
changement d’information clé, la communication, la 
participation, la récompense et la rétroaction).

•		 Programme	fédéral	du	travail	sans	racisme	(Galabuzi)
•	 Évaluation	équitable	des	titres	de	compétence	étrangers	

(Augustine ; Galabuzi)
•	 La	 contribution	 d’Augustine	 discute	 du	 Bureau	 du	

commissaire à l’équité de l’Ontario, dont elle est 
son commissaire. Une grande frustration pour les 
nouveaux immigrants, c’est qu’après avoir démontré 
tous leurs titres de compétence au gouvernement 
fédéral afin d’être admis au Canada, à leur arrivée ils 
apprennent que ce sont des organismes provinciaux 
qui prennent les décisions cruciales quant aux 
autorisations de pratique dans la profession. Pour 
être clair, personne ne préconise que rien d’autre 
que les mêmes normes soient appliquées à tous 
les candidats pour une profession réglementée. 
Toutefois, la « juste » évaluation des besoins à prendre 
en considération sont les circonstances particulières 
de ceux qui sont formés à l’étranger. L’Ontario1 a 
créé	 le	 Bureau	 du	 commissaire	 à	 l’équité	 en	 2007	
dans le cadre de la Loi sur l’accès équitable aux 
professions	réglementées	(LAEPR),	2006.	Augustine	
identifie trois obstacles importants: l’exigence 
d’une expérience canadienne, la participation 
des organismes tiers qui permettent d’évaluer 
les qualifications, et le défi pour les candidats 
de trouver l’information exacte. L’approche 
adoptée par son Bureau est une d’amélioration 
continue et de suivi des changements apportés aux 
règlements. La contribution d’Augustine fournit de 
nombreux exemples de la manière avec laquelle des 
améliorations sont apportées en utilisant le critère 
de l’Office dictant que les pratiques doivent être 
transparentes, objectives, impartiales et équitables. La 
portée du problème est démontrée en reconnaissant 
que	23	pour	cent	des	demandes	de	nouvelles	licences	
provenaient d’individus formés à l’étranger. Le 
BCE s’implique à influencer la loi (modification de 
la législation réglementant diverses professions) 
et le partage d’informations entre les organismes 
de réglementation.2 Comme le note Augustine, les 
progrès sont lents, mais il y a et continuera d’avoir 
du progrès.

du racisme. La contribution de Manning examine le  
racisme systémique imprévu (institutionnel) qui prend 
place en raison des pratiques d’emploi conçues pour le 
groupe culturel majoritaire, mais utilisées avec tous les 
groupes culturels. Plus précisément, elle examine la gestion 
des talents. Des groupes de gestionnaires, des profession-
nels des ressources humaines et des immigrants qualifiés 
ont été interviewés. L’ironie est que les programmes de 
gestion des talents sont conçus pour favoriser un meilleur 
rendement des employés, toutefois, en raison des différen-
ces des normes culturelles ces pratiques peuvent conduire  
à des résultats sous-optimaux. Deux aspects de la gestion 
des talents ont été explorés : l’engagement des employés et 
l’évaluation des performances. Ces derniers ont été conçus 
et utilisés depuis des décennies « comme une évidence ». 
Cependant, avec un effectif ethniquement diversifié, en 
particulier comprenant des immigrés, « les comportements 
et les attentes liés à la culture du gestionnaire, de 
l’organisation et de l’employé immigrant créent 
conjointement des résultats indésirables. » Les différences 
entre la culture majoritaire au Canada et les cultures 
minoritaires en termes de faire preuve d’initiative, du  
rôle des gestionnaires, et de l’autopromotion par rapport  
à des comportements d’auto-effacement conduisent à  
des résultats différents lorsque ces pratiques sont utilisées 
dans leur façon traditionnelle avec des employés issus  
des minorités.

La contribution de Galabuzi suggère que la perception 
positive doit être examinée. « L’équité ressentie » est une 
mesure de l’absence de racisme et de moyens que ceux qui 
ont été exclus « se sentent soutenus et inclus. »

Une conclusion pouvant être tirée de ce travail sur les 
perceptions, c’est qu’il est important de vraiment écouter 
ceux qui se sentent exclus et qui subissent le racisme.

ReDResseR le RaCIsme eN mIlIeU De TRavaIl
Beaucoup de contributions réfèrent à des moyens de 

redresser le racisme, mais seulement quelques-unes 
discutent de ceci en détail. Ces redressements peuvent 
avoir lieu au niveau du gouvernement, ou aux niveaux de 
l’organisation ou de l’individu.

Au niveau du gouvernement les mécanismes suivants 
ont été abordés:
•	 La	 législation	 d’équité	 en	 emploi	 (décrite	 dans	 les	

contributions de Galabuzi et de Rasouli) recommandée 
par Estes et coll., Galabuzi, Rasouli)
•	 Rasouli	propose	l’encadrement	de	la	mise	en	œuvre	

EE comme une question de gestion du changement 
plutôt que comme un ensemble d’étapes à franchir. 
Cette	approche	comprend	les	éléments	suivants	(1)	le	
contexte du changement (par exemple, l’apprentissage 
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•	 Le	rôle	des	syndicats	:	(Galabuzi)
•	 Négocier	des	dispositions	d’équité	en	emploi
•	 S’organiser	 dans	 les	 secteurs	 de	 l’économie	 où	 les	

travailleurs racialisés sont surreprésentés.

Lorsque l’on redresse le racisme, Manning note que  
les arguments de justice sociale ont tendance à ne pas  
être efficaces. Il est préférable (Manning et Banerjee)  
de souligner le besoin de changement « pour conserver  
et développer les employés afin de maximiser la  
capacité organisationnelle ».

INTeRNaTIONal
Quatre des contributions se concentrent sur le racisme 

dans d’autres pays. La contribution de Froy traite des 
immigrés dans les pays de l’OCDE ; les obstacles sont 
similaires à ceux du Canada, par exemple, la langue, les 
réseaux limités, le manque de compréhension des systèmes 
d’emploi. Froy propose un modèle d’intégration sur  
trois	 fronts	 :	 (1)	 développer	 les	 contacts	 et	 les	 réseaux,	 
(2)	 soutenir	 la	 reconnaissance	 et	 la	 validation	 des	
compétences acquises à l’étranger et rendre les marchés du 
travail	plus	transparents,	et	(3)	offrir	leurs	compétences	aux	
nouvelles demandes. En utilisant ce modèle, il estime que 
les solutions locales sont les meilleures. Il fournit un certain 
nombre d’exemples des efforts déployés à travers le monde.

La contribution de Wrench examine comment les 
choses ont changé dans l’Union européenne depuis le 
milieu	 des	 années1990,	 depuis	 ce	 temps	 l’ensemble	 des	 
27	 pays	 de	 l’UE	 ont	mis	 en	œuvre	 une	 loi	 interdisant	 la	
discrimination raciale/ethnique dans l’emploi. En outre, 
l’Agence européenne des droits fondamentaux (FRA) a 
contribué à apporter des changements et permet d’évaluer 
l’impact de la loi dans les différents pays. La FRA a examiné 
(a) les statistiques et enquêtes officielles et semi-officielles, 
(2)	 les	 données	 sur	 les	 plaintes	 et	 les	 causes	 juridiques	 
(3)	 les	 preuves	 de	 recherche.	 Il	 y	 a	 eu	 quelques	 amélio-
rations comme le fait que le déni de la discrimination raciale 
n’est plus acceptable. Toutefois, ceux qui sont couverts par 
la loi n’en sont souvent pas conscients. En outre, les 
nouveaux membres de l’UE sont moins conscients ou 
sympathiques envers l’esprit de la loi, ce qui est 
problématique parce que ces États ont souvent des 
populations Roma qui sont discriminées.

Deux contributions portent sur l’un des pays de l’UE, 
l’Allemagne. Choi examine la loi générale allemande sur 
l’égalité de traitement qui est entrée en vigueur il y a cinq 
ans et l’environnement antiracisme. Elle conclut que le fait 
d’avoir de bonnes lois ne suffit pas. Alors que la loi a 
amélioré les recours juridiques pour les victimes, il existe 
un certain nombre de lacunes telles qu’une période de 
seulement deux mois pour déposer une plainte, pas de 

Organigramme de redressement d’une discrimination:
•	 Formation	sur	la	diversité	(Banerjee,	Galabuzi,	Lineham,	

Manning, Rasouli)
•	 Formation	des	cadres	ou	des	employés	représentaient	

20	%	 des	 scores	 plus	 élevés	 dans	 l’avancement	
perçu par rapport aux entreprises qui n’ont pas ces 
pratiques (Lineham).

•	 Conseils,	réseaux	(Banerjee,	Manning,	Lineham)
•	 «	Les	 gestionnaires	 qui	 aident	 les	 employés	 à	

développer le capital social... apportent une 
contribution majeure à leur potentiel de performance 
et leur sentiment d’appartenance. » (Manning)

•	 «	Le	 manque	 d’accès	 aux	 réseaux	 sociaux	 dans	
l’organisation affectent les employés immigrants 
(parce que leur)... performance est limitée par leur 
incapacité à tirer parti de ressources incorporées 
chez d’autres employés. Et ils sont susceptibles 
d’être négligé pour des formations et des promotions 
en faveur de quelqu’un qui est mieux connecté. » 
(Manning)

•	 Les	entreprises	avec	des	réseaux	d’employés	efficaces	
présentent une satisfaction perçue de l’avancement 
de	carrière	qui	a	augmenté	de	24	%	(Lineham).

•	 Mentorat	 (Banerjee	;	 Choinière	 &	 MacDonnell,	 
Froy, Galabuzi, Lineham)
•	 Les	 programmes	 de	 mentorat	 créent	 un	 niveau	

de	 satisfaction	 de	 22	%	 plus	 élevé	 de	 l’opportunité	
perçue pour l’avancement professionnel par rapport 
aux entreprises sans programme (Lineham).

•	 Récompenser	les	gestionnaires	qui	ont	une	plus	grande	
gamme de comportements pour travailler avec une 
main-d’œuvre diversifiée (Manning, Rasouli).

•	 Les	 meilleures	 pratiques	 (Galabuzi)	 reposent	 sur	
le leadership, un engagement clair de l’entreprise, 
la responsabilisation des ressources humaines, la 
communication (formation), le soutien des clients et 
l’implication des syndicats.

•	 Leadership	interculturel	(Lineham)
•	 La	contribution	de	Lineham	a	discuté	des	perceptions	

des dirigeants et l’impact négatif de telles perceptions 
sur les minorités visibles. Comme les femmes, les 
MV ne correspondent pas au stéréotype occidental 
de « leader ». Cela empêche les organisations de 
promouvoir des MV dans des positions de leadership 
et peut même entraîner des minorités à cautionner les 
stéréotypes à propos des dirigeants et d’eux-mêmes, 
les empêchant ainsi de poursuivre des positions de 
leadership. Les organisations manquent de créativité 
et de compétence interculturelle provenant de la 
diversité puisque les individus biculturels sont plus 
susceptibles d’identifier des moyens uniques pour 
faire face aux problèmes (opportunités).
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NOTES

1	 L'Ontario	 compte	 environ	 35	 professions	 réglementées.	 
Des bureaux semblables se trouvent au Manitoba, au Québec et  
en Nouvelle-Écosse.

2	 Cette information sera mise à la disposition des organismes de 
réglementation, des gouvernements, des organisations d'aide aux 
immigrants	et	des	universitaires	d'ici	 la	fin	de	2012	et	à	un	public	
plus large par la suite.

possibilité de recours collectifs, et de faibles sanctions. La 
contribution de Fathi fournit une étude de cas d’une femme 
allemande d’origine turque qui a été victime de 
discrimination et a été incapable d’obtenir satisfaction par 
le système. Fathi supporte la critique de Choi, et trouve que 
l’application	de	la	loi	allemande	de	2006	n’est	pas	complète.

Ce qui est inquiétant au sujet de ces contributions est 
que la législation anti-discrimination en Amérique du Nord 
s’est développée sur une longue période et peut donc 
fournir une expérience sur la législation en vigueur, plutôt 
que de forcer chaque pays à redécouvrir des approches 
législatives efficaces par eux-mêmes.
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The labour force is changing to include more people of 
colour, woman, and persons with disabilities than has been 
true historically. Still, today's Canadian workplace has only 
marginally changed from its design to fit the traditional 
majority of workers-white, able-bodied, married, men. 
Not recognizing the degree to which our employment 
systems have been designed for one fairly homogeneous 
group means that when "others" join the workforce, they 
are often perceived not to "fit in." Since the only way the 
Canadian labour force is going to grow is through 
immigration, Canadian workplaces need to be able to 
incorporate the "other." To be clear, new workplace systems 
need to be designed to take into account the needs of all 
workers-traditional and "other." A major barrier is racism 
faced by people of colour. 

Before summarizing the articles it is necessary to 
clarify two sets of terms. First, some of the articles in this 
issue discuss racism in the context of visible minorities 
while others refer to immigrants. Visible minorities are 
defined in the employment equity context as non-white by 
colour and non-Caucasian by race. This definition thus 
covers the three main visible minority groups currently 
found in Canada: East Asians (e.g., Chinese, Japanese) 
Blacks and South Asians (e.g., Indians, Sri Lankans). 
Immigrants are those who were not born in Canada and are 
permanent residents. Obviously, the circumstances of 
immigrants who arrive in Canada as adults ready to enter 
the labour force are different than those who come as 
children and go through the Canadian education (and 
socialization) system. The relationship between visible 
minorities and immigrants is that the majority of recent 
immigrants are visible minorities; while among visible 
minorities are both Canadian-born and immigrants. Some 
of the statistics provided in various articles in this issue are:

•	 20%	of	Canadians	are	immigrants	(Galabuzi)
•	 One	 third	 of	 Canadians	 are	 comprised	 of	 immigrants	

and their children (Galabuzi)
•	 16%	 of	 Canadians	 are	 Visible	 minorities	 (Galabuzi);	

49.5%	of	Torontonians	are	visible	minorities	(Linehan)
•	 Between	 2001	 and	 2006	 the	 racialized	 population	 of	

Canada	grew	by	27%	compared	to	5.4%	in	the	rest	of	the	
population (Galabuzi)

•	 67.3%	 of	 racialized	 Canadians	 are	 in	 the	 labour	 
force	 about	 the	 same	 as	 the	 66.7%	 of	 non-racialized	
Canadians (Galabuzi)

 

Second, some of the articles refer to employment 
equity (see Galabuzi's article) while others refer to diversity. 
Employment equity is a legislated process to redress the 
systemic discrimination against four groups: Visible 
minorities, Aboriginal peoples, persons with disabilities, 
and women. Diversity is a voluntary organizational program 
which tends to go beyond employment equity both in terms 
of groups (e.g., white men, gays and lesbians are also 
included) and activities but it is not as formalized (i.e., does 
not involve goal setting) as employment equity.

DefINITION Of RaCIsm
One article (Stanley) discusses the meaning of racism. 

He spends a great deal of time highlighting that racism is 
not just individual prejudice. Stanley highlights that viewing 
racism as an individual wrong often allows Canadians to 
discount racism as "an exception" (i.e., "a few bad apples"). 
Further, this limited view obstructs the appropriate kinds 
of solutions. Stanley defines racism as racializations which 
lead to exclusions that have significant negative 
consequences for the excluded. Stanley uses racisms in the 
plural because racism differs toward different groups. 

Evidence of racism is discussed in a number of articles. 
Eid's article provides evidence of discrimination. He 
describes a "testing" where resumes describing equivalently 
qualified applicants were sent to employers, one with a 
"majority" sounding name and one with an "ethnic" 
sounding name. Discrimination was found among the 
French-speaking employers tested in the private and non-
profit sectors but not the public sector. Yap and Everett's 
article looks at the heterogeneity among visible minority 
groups. They held separate focus groups with Blacks, 
Koreans and Latin Americans finding both similarities and 
differences in the labour market experiences of these 
different groups.

Long term impacts of racism are discussed in Picot 
and Hou's article which considers the descendents of visible 
minority	 immigrants	who	 arrived	before	 the	1980s.	Picot	
and Hou looked at the children of immigrants (second-
generation), and their children (third-generation). The 
second-generation visible minorities have higher levels of 
education than the third and later generations. But second-
generation visible minorities experience greater 
employment difficulties than whites even though both were 
born in Canada. 

Nan Weiner
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to hard work, the title of James' article says it all: "Making it: 
Still Working Twice as Hard to Get Half as Far". 

Like James' article, Este et. al.'s article also focused on 
perceptions of discrimination and African Canadians. For 
this research three parts of the African Canadian community 
were studied: indigenous African Canadians, Caribbean 
Canadians and African immigrants. Institutional racism is 
defined as "when established policies and practices of a 
particular organization reflect and produce differential 
treatment towards and outcomes for various groups", and 
experiences of institutional racism were examined using 
both quantitative and qualitative methodologies. The 
perceptions of racism among respondents included: being 
devalued (efforts minimized, not being given credit for 
work or ideas, being assumed to be a non-professional), 
being held to unknown and higher standards than whites, 
and having to fight against the negative stereotypes of 
Blacks. Immigrants had additional issues such as lack of 
recognition of their credentials.

Two other articles look at immigrant issues-
Augustine's focuses on a government activity to provide fair 
assessment of foreign credentials and is discussed in the 
section on redressing racism. Manning's article looks at the 
unintended systemic (institutional) racism which results 
because of employment practices designed for the majority 
cultural group but used with all cultural groups. Specifically, 
she looks at talent management. Groups of managers, 
human resource professionals and skilled immigrants were 
interviewed. The irony is that talent management programs 
are designed to foster better employee performance; 
however, because of differing cultural norms these practices 
may result in suboptimal outcomes. Two aspects of talent 
management were explored: employee engagement and 
performance appraisal. These have been designed and used 
for decades "as a matter of course." However, with an 
ethnically diverse workforce, particularly one including 
immigrants, "culture-bound behaviours and expectations 
of the manager, the organization, and the immigrant 
employee jointly create unwanted outcomes." Differences 
between the majority Canadian culture and minority 
cultures with respect to showing initiative, role of managers, 
and self-promotion versus self-effacing behaviours lead to 
differing outcomes when these practices were used in their 
traditional way with minority employees. 

Galabuzi's article suggests that positive perceptions 
need to be examined. "Felt Fairness" is a measure of the 
absence of racism and means that those who have been 
excluded "feel supported and included." A conclusion 
which can be drawn from this work on perceptions is that it 
is important to really listen to those who are feeling 
excluded and experiencing racism. 

Racism is a key barrier, but for some it is combined 
with other barriers resulting in double or in some cases 
triple jeopardy. Chicha's article discusses the de-skilling 
experienced by many immigrant women. De-skilling is the 
gap between a woman's qualifications and the qualifications 
of the job she is employed in. Other obstacles which lead to 
de-skilling for immigrant women are: discrimination, 
difficulty integrating into Canadian professional 
associations, lack of child care facilities and the availability 
of most jobs in lowskilled, service sector positions. 
Choiniere and MacDonnell's article discusses the 
combination of racism and sexism for nurses who face 
violence in the workplace. 

PeRCePTIONs Of RaCIsm
While the above set of articles involved more objective 

measures of discrimination, a number of articles look at 
perceptions of discrimination, noting that such perceptions 
are powerful motivators of behaviour which affect 
organizational outcomes. The Banerjee article makes the 
case that objective measures of discrimination (i.e., being 
paid less than others with the same level of education) and 
perceptions of discrimination can differ. Her study looks at 
perceptions of discrimination among visible minorities 
who	are	(a)	recent	 immigrants	(in	Canada	for	10	years	or	
less), (b) earlier immigrants and (c) Canadian-born visible 
minorities. Banerjee finds that both recent and earlier 
immigrants are more likely to perceive discrimination than 
Canadian-born visible minorities. Earlier immigrants  
(more	than	10	years	in	Canada)	are	slightly	more	likely	to	
perceive discrimination than more recent immigrants. 
Interestingly, Banerjee did not find any relationship 
between objective income inequality (i.e., being paid less 
than others with the same education) and perceived 
discrimination. This may be because of a reference group 
effect where immigrants compare themselves to other 
immigrants rather than to the mainstream. 

James' article also looked at perceptions of 
discrimination but used a very different methodology than 
Banerjee.	Over	22	years,	 James	 interviewed	seven	African	
Canadians on three different occasions. In the first 
interviews	his	respondents	were	17	to	22	years	of	age;	they	
were	interviewed	again	7	years	later	and	then	15	years	after	
that. The last set of interviews focused on optimism, self-
confidence and working harder. Over time the respondents 
optimism "waned somewhat, suggesting that the hurdles of 
racism and discrimination were not as easy to overcome as 
they had indicated earlier." With respect to self-confidence, 
in their youth the interviewees focused solely on their 
individual efforts but as they matured they became aware 
that understanding "the system" was also key. With respect 
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of the Fairness Commissioner gets involved in 
influencing law (changes in legislation regulating 
various professions) and sharing information among 
regulatory bodies.2 As Augustine notes, progress is 
slow, but there is and will continue to be progress.

Organizational redress to discrimination: 
•	 Diversity	 training	 (Banerjee;	 Galabuzi;	 Linehan;	

Manning; Rasouli)
•	 Training	 for	 managers	 or	 employees	 accounted	

for	 20%	 higher	 scores	 in	 perceived	 advancement	
compared to companies that do not have these 
practices (Linehan)

•	 Councils	and	networks	(Banerjee;	Manning;	Linehan)
•	 "Managers	who	help	employees	develop	social	capital	

... make a major contribution to their performance 
potential and sense of belonging." (Manning); "Lack 
of access to social networks in the organization affect 
immigrant employees (because their) ... performance 
is limited by their inability to draw on resources 
embedded in other employees. And they are likely to 
be overlooked for training and promotion in favour 
of someone who is better connected." (Manning); 
Organizations with effective employee networks, 
had perceived satisfaction of career advancement 
increased	24%	(Linehan)

•	 Mentoring	(Banerjee;	Choiniere	and	MacDonnell;	Froy;	
Galabuzi; Linehan)
•	 Mentoring	programs	create	22%	higher	satisfaction	

level in perceived opportunity for career advancement 
than in those companies without programs (Linehan)

•	 Rewarding	 managers	 for	 having	 a	 greater	 range	 
of behaviours to work with a diverse workforce 
(Manning; Rasouli)

•	 Best	 practices	 (Galabuzi):	 demonstrated	 leadership,	
clear organizational commitment, accountability of 
human resources, communication (training), supportive 
client, and union involvement. 

•	 Intercultural	leadership	(Linehan)
•	 Linehan's	 article	 discusses	 perceptions	 of	 leaders	

and the negative impact such perceptions have on 
visible minorities. Like women, visible minorities 
do not fit the western stereotype of "leader." This 
prevents organizations from promoting visible 
minorities into leadership positions and may even 
result in minorities buying into the stereotypes about 
leaders and about themselves, thus preventing them 
from pursuing leadership positions. Organizations 
are missing out on the creativity and intercultural 
competency which comes from diversity since bi-
cultural people are more likely to see unique ways to 
deal with problems (opportunities). 

ReDRessINg WORkPlaCe RaCIsm
Many of the articles refer to ways of redressing racism, 

but only a few actually discuss them in detail. Such redress 
can take place at the government, organizational or 
individual levels. 

At the government level the following mechanisms 
were discussed:
•	 Employment	Equity	legislation	(described	in	Galabuzi's	

and Rasouli's articles) and recommended by Estes et 
al., Galabuzi and Rasouli Rasouli proposes framing 
employment equity implementation as a change 
management issue rather than as a set of steps to 
go through. This approach comprises the following 
components	(1)	context	of	change	(i.e.,	learning	culture),	
(2)	 phases	 of	 change	 (i.e., collecting information), 
(3)	 targets	 of	 change	 (i.e.,	 employment	 systems	 and	
individuals), (4) strategies for implementing change and 
(5) process of change (steps 4 and 5 include key change 
strategies of information, communication, participation, 
reward and feedback). 

•	 Federal	Racism	Free	Workplace	Program	(Galabuzi)
•	 Fair	 assessment	 of	 foreign	 credentials	 (Augustine;	

Galabuzi) Augustine's article discusses the Ontario 
Office of the Fairness Commissioner, of which 
she is Commissioner. A major frustration for 
new immigrants is that having demonstrated all 
their credentials to the federal government to be 
admitted to Canada, upon arrival they find that 
it is provincial regulatory bodies that make the 
critical decision about permission to practice in 
one's profession. To be clear, no one is advocating 
that anything other than the same standards be 
applied to all applicants to a regulated profession. 
However, "fair" assessment needs to take into 
consideration the particular circumstances of the 
foreign-trained. Ontario2 created the Office of the 
Fairness	Commissioner	 in	 2007	 as	 part	 of	 the	 Fair	
Access to Regulated Professions Act (FARPA), 
2006.	Augustine	identifies	three	significant	barriers:	
requirement for Canadian experience, involvement 
of third-party agencies that assess qualifications, 
and the challenge for applicants in finding accurate 
information. The approach taken by her Office is 
one of continuous improvement and monitoring of 
changes to regulations. Augustine's article provides 
numerous examples of how improvements are being 
made using the Office's criteria that practices should 
be transparent, objective, impartial and fair. The 
scope of the issue is demonstrated by recognizing 
that	 23	 percent	 of	 applications	 for	 new	 licences	
were from foreign-trained individuals. The Office 
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some improvements, such as that the denial of racial 
discrimination is no longer acceptable. However, those 
covered by the legislation are often unaware of it. Further, 
newer members of the EU are less aware or sympathetic to 
the spirit of the legislation which is problematic because 
these states often have significant Roma population who 
are discriminated against.

Two articles focus on one of the EU countries, 
Germany. Choi looks at the German General Act on Equal 
Treatment which came into effect five years ago, and the 
anti-racism environment. She concludes that having good 
laws are not enough. While the law improved legal remedies 
for victims it has a number of deficiencies such as a short 
two month period in which to file a complaint, no 
opportunity for class action suits, and low penalties. Fathi's 
article provides a case study of a German woman with 
Turkish roots who experienced discrimination and was 
unable to get satisfaction from the system. Fathi supports 
Choi's	critique,	finding	implementation	of	the	2006	German	
law wanting. 

What is disturbing about these articles is that anti-
discrimination legislation in North America has developed 
over a long time and thus can provide experience on 
effective legislation, rather than each country having to re-
discover effective legislative approaches for themselves.

NOTES

1	 Ontario	 has	 about	 35	 regulated	 professions.	 Similar	 offices	 are	
found in Manitoba, Quebec, and Nova Scotia.

2	 This information will be made available to regulatory bodies, 
governments, immigrant-serving organizations and academics in 
late	2012	and	to	a	wider	audience	after	that.

•	 The	role	of	unions	(Galabuzi):
•	 Bargain	 for	 employment	 equity	 provisions	 and	

organize in sectors of the economy where racialized 
workers are disproportionately represented.

When redressing racism, Manning notes that  
social justice arguments tend not to be effective. It is  
better (Manning; Banerjee) to emphasize the need for 
change "to retain and develop employees to maximize 
organizational capacity." 

INTeRNaTIONal
Four of the articles are concerned with racism in other 

countries. Froy's article deals with immigrants in OECD 
countries; Froy notes that the barriers are similar to those 
in Canada, e.g., language, limited networks, lack of 
understanding of employment systems. Froy proposes a 
three-pronged	integration	model:	(1)	building	contacts	and	
networks,	(2)	supporting	the	recognition	and	validation	of	
skills gained overseas and making labour markets more 
transparent,	and	(3)	providing	flexible	and	modular	training	
so that immigrants can quickly adapt their skills to new 
demands. Using this model, Froy feels that local solutions 
are best and provides a number of examples of efforts being 
made around the world.

Wrench's article looks at how things have changed in 
the	European	Union	(EU)	since	the	mid-1990s,	and	all	27	of	
the EU countries implemented legislation prohibiting 
racial/ethnic discrimination in employment. Further, the 
EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) has helped to 
bring about change and helps assess the impact of legislation 
in the various countries. The FRA has looked at (a) official 
and	semi-official	statistics	and	surveys,	(2)	complaints	data	
and	legal	cases	and	(3)	research	evidence.	There	have	been	
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WORkINg TOWaRD faIR aCCess  
IN The RegUlaTeD PROfessIONs
hon Jean augustine, PC, CM, was appointed as Fairness Commissioner for the Province of Ontario in 2007. Ms. Augustine was born  
in Grenada and came to Canada in 1960. In 1993, she became the first African-Canadian woman elected to the House of Commons, 
where she served for four terms. She served as Minister of State for Multiculturalism and the Status of Women. 

aBsTRaCT
In many regulated professions in Ontario, Canada, licensure is a precursor to employment. The Office of the Fairness Commissioner 
(OFC) has identified barriers to fair licensing in the professions, especially for people trained outside of Ontario or Canada. Three 
significant barriers are: Canadian experience requirements; the involvement of third-party agencies that assess qualifications;  
and the challenge for applicants to find accurate information. The OFC’s strategy for continuous improvement and its monitoring  
of changes to the regulations covering professions have led to many advances. Barriers remain, and progress is slow, but there  
is reason for optimism.
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Canada and its provinces promote the immigration of 

highly skilled professionals. However, although the federal 
government is responsible for admitting these individuals 
into Canada, professional licensing falls within provincial 
jurisdiction. In other words, immigrants’ education and 
work experience get them in Canada’s door but don’t 
get them a licence to practise. And immigrants wishing 
to be licensed here can face serious barriers. Federal and 
provincial governments have investigated this problem 
since	 1984,	 when	 a	 federal	 Royal	 Commission	 looked	
at ways to promote equality in employment. A few years 
later, the Ontario government sponsored a task force 
to review all the rules and practices related to access 
to professions and trades to see if they had an actual or 
potential discriminatory effect on people educated outside 
Canada. The comprehensive review took more than two 
years. Other governmental, private sector and voluntary 
initiatives followed. 

In	2006,	all	three	major	political	parties	in	the	Ontario	
Legislature passed the Fair Access to Regulated Professions 
Act (FARPA), and the Office of the Fairness Commissioner 
(OFC) opened its doors the following year. The OFC 
oversees	 the	 licensing	 practices	 of	 40	Ontario	 regulatory	
bodies,1 to ensure that the practices are transparent, 
objective, impartial and fair. These four principles were 
chosen to ensure that licensing will be free from bias and 
discrimination against individuals and groups, including 
applicants from other countries. The office is independent 
of the government and the regulatory bodies that govern 

the professions in the public interest. The OFC was the 
first agency of its kind in Canada and perhaps the world. 
Other provinces have since passed similar laws and created 
comparable oversight functions.2

The office has no mandate to advocate for individuals 
or address employment issues, but its work certainly affects 
them. In most of the professions currently monitored by the 
OFC, a person needs a licence to practise. These professions 
include architecture, dentistry, law, medicine, nursing, and 
many other significant lines of work. 

The office has identified many barriers to fair 
licensing, especially for people trained outside of Ontario 
or Canada. This article focuses on three — requirements 
for Canadian work experience or practical training; the  
role of the sometimes invisible third-party agencies 
that assess qualifications for regulatory bodies; and the  
challenge for applicants to find accurate information — and 
outlines the office's overall approach to eliminating these 
and other barriers. 

The CURReNT PICTURe
The stakes are high. A perhaps surprisingly large 

number of people in Ontario are affected by licensing 
issues. And a significant percentage of Ontario's current 
professionals were originally trained outside of Canada. In 
2010	(the	most	recent	year	for	which	there	are	statistics),	
there	 were	 779,064	 licensed	 professionals	 in	 Ontario,	
working in the private and public sectors, as employers 
and employees, in urban and rural settings, in one-person 
shops, large corporations and everything in between. 

would?
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requirements. For instance, the Engineering Technologists 
plan to develop an Employment Resources Fact Sheet to 
help applicants find work; the Land Surveyors intend to 
review their Field Note Assignment to ensure it reflects 
actual work experiences; and the Audiologists and Speech-
Language Pathologists plan to develop procedures to help 
their mentors and applicants.

The Office of the Fairness Commissioner believes that 
regulators should be more proactive in helping applicants 
get work experience. If Canadian experience is essential, 
they should explain why. What precise competencies and 
skills are needed, and why must they be obtained here? 
Regulatory bodies should justify their requirements for 
Canadian work experience and explain them to the public. 

The OFC is discussing this issue with individual 
regulators and with the Government of Ontario, which is 
responsible for regulations regarding the professions. 

The ROle Of assessmeNT ageNCIes
We hear a great deal in the media and in the regulatory 

world about recognition of foreign credentials. Often 
commentators are referring to the activities of regulatory 
bodies, employers or governments. The role of qualifications 
assessment agencies is seldom acknowledged. These are 
third-party agencies that, for example, assess academic 
credentials, occupation-specific credentials, language, 
competency, prior learning, or degree equivalency, or that 
administer exams.

All but three regulatory bodies use such third parties 
to decide whether applicants meet the requirements to 
practise in a profession and base their licensing decisions 
on these assessments. The assessment of qualifications is 
the most critical part of the licensing process: it determines 
whether an individual may enter a profession, how quickly 
that entry occurs and the additional steps, if any, the 
individual must take before licensing can occur. 

The regulatory bodies are legally accountable for 
the transparency, objectivity, impartiality and fairness of 
agencies they use, and the OFC merely monitors them. 
Nevertheless,	in	2009,	the	OFC	made	recommendations	to	
qualifications assessment agencies and regulators, to inform 

About	 14%	 —	 109,366	 —	 of	 these	 professionals	 were	
internationally trained.3 The percentage of internationally 
trained	 applicants	 to	 the	 regulated	 professions	 in	 2010	 
is	 even	 higher.	 Table	 1	 shows	 that,	 in	 2010,	 regulatory	
bodies	 received	 57,875	 new	 licence	 applications.	 A	 total	
of	13,587	applicants,	more	than	23%,	received	their	initial	
training in the U.S. or another foreign country. 

The non-U.S. internationally trained applicants come 
from many different countries, including India, China, Saudi 
Arabia, the Philippines, the U.K., Australia, Bangladesh, 
New Zealand, and Jamaica. Thirteen regulatory bodies offer 
training in cultural diversity to their staff and/or council 
members.4 Several bodies take advantage of a workshop 
about managing cultural differences offered regularly by 
the Ontario Regulators for Access Consortium, an umbrella 
group of regulatory bodies.

Unnecessary barriers to international applicants can 
have a grave effect on individual men and women whose 
lives and families are disrupted. It also has consequences 
for their community and for the province in which they 
reside. Removing these unnecessary barriers is essential.

The CaNaDIaN WORk exPeRIeNCe CONUNDRUm
Most applicants to the professions must provide 

evidence of work experience before they can get full licences 
(without conditions attached). This experience can take the 
form of practical training, an internship, a practicum, a 
period of mentorship, or even “active engagement” in their 
field. Although these experience requirements are often 
valid, they are often difficult for immigrants to meet. Their 
foreign work experience may not be valued, the recent 
recession has dried up opportunities for employment in 
Canada, and few regulatory bodies assume responsibility 
for work placements or for proposing alternatives that 
would enable applicants to gain the required experience. 

In	2011,	the	OFC	found	that	26	regulators	require	work	
experience.	Of	the	26,	17	require	Canadian	experience	and	
six5 specifically require Ontario experience. Internationally 
trained applicants are often frustrated by requirements 
for Canadian experience. Most regulators have resolved 
to clarify what is needed, but not to lighten their 

TaBle 1:  New applicants to professions monitored by the Office of the fairness Commissioner, 2010

ONTARIO 
APPLICANTS

APPLICANTS FROM 
OTHER PROVINCES U.S. APPLICANTS

OTHER  
INTERNATIONALLy-

TRAINED  
APPLICANTS

APPLICANTS 
WHOSE TRAINING 

LOCATION IS  
UNKNOWN

TOTAL

Number 40,257 3,194 2,341 11,246 837 57,875

Percent 69.5 5.5 4.0 19.4 1.4 100

Source:  Office of the Fairness Commissioner, “Number of Applicants to Regulated Professions” http://www.fairnesscommissioner.ca/en/
highlights/quick_facts/number_of_applicants.php	(2011).
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in dealing with questions and concerns. Overall, the study 
revealed a system in which many applicants do not clearly 
understand the licensing process.6

Regulators have responded, and most are providing 
clearer and more complete information for their applicants. 
Nonetheless,	in	its	new	2011	formal	process	for	encouraging	
the continuous improvement of regulatory bodies, the OFC 
has identified shortcomings in the provision of licensing 
information in every assessment it has conducted so far. 
For example, it has recommended that the regulators:
•	 publish	 the	 fees	 involved	 for	 each	 stage	 in	 the	 

licensing process
•	 create	 a	 new	 section	 called	 “Internationally	 Educated	

Candidates” on their websites
•	 modernize	 the	 interview	 stage	 through	 the	 use	 of	

communication methods such as Skype
•	 describe	 the	 time	 frames	 for	 each	 stage	 of	 the	 

licensing process

The absence of current, accurate and clear information 
about all aspects of licensing is a significant barrier 
for some applicants. The OFC will continue to make 
recommendations for improvement in this area. 

The OfC’s aPPROaCh TO RemOvINg BaRRIeRs
From	its	beginning	in	2007,	the	Office	of	the	Fairness	

Commissioner has wanted to achieve systemic change 
in the regulated professions. At the core of its approach 
is the conviction that lasting change occurs through 
continuous, incremental improvement. This philosophy 
benefits applicants, the professions and the province. The 
OFC’s strategy for continuous improvement — its focus on 
assessment, recommendations, action, and monitoring — 
will bring about registration fairness in a systematic way. 
The approach encourages regulators to go beyond legalistic 
compliance and to take ownership of reform.

The strategy involves a two-year cycle where the  
OFC assesses licensing practices and makes 
recommendations for improvements. During the process, 
OFC staff members work with regulators to identify 
promising practices and to pinpoint reform that is 
meaningful and achievable. Many regulators are engaged 
and responsive, and are quick to implement the OFC’s 
recommendations.	 All	 35	 regulatory	 bodies	 that	 are	
currently registering new members will be assessed by 
July	 2012.	 At	 that	 time,	 attention	 will	 shift	 to	 action	—	
implementation of recommendations — and monitoring. 
The	next	round	of	assessments	begins	in	spring	2013.

In addition to its continuous improvement and 
assessment strategy, OFC is involved in other initiatives to 
help remove barriers. Two of these involve influencing the 
law, and sharing information among regulatory bodies.

dialogue between the two groups and remove inadvertent 
barriers. The OFC recommended that the agencies 
establish and follow clear assessment criteria, streamline 
procedures that are often costly or lengthy for applicants, 
and offer applicants more help. For example, agencies 
should help applicants get the documents they need, since 
the agencies themselves have reported that internationally 
trained applicants often have difficulty getting documents 
from abroad. 

By	 2010,	 progress	 was	 evident.	 For	 example,	 some	
regulators worked with their agencies to eliminate 
applicants’ need to track down and submit identical 
original documents to both the regulator and the agency, 
a requirement that is often expensive and very difficult for 
internationally trained applicants. Other regulators and 
assessment agencies have entered into formal agreements 
to integrate processes. 

In	2011,	the	OFC	began	a	formal	process	to	promote	
continuous improvement in the licensing practices of the 
regulatory bodies. This continuous improvement process 
has shed more light on the relationships between the 
regulatory bodies and the third-party agencies they use, and 
has yielded updated information about the barriers identified 
earlier. Initial information shows a recurring need for 
regulators to hold their third parties more accountable for 
fair assessments and transparent and efficient procedures. 
As a result, for example, the OFC has recommended that 
the regulators discuss Ontario’s fair access law with their 
agencies, even if the agencies are national or international 
in scope, so that the agencies understand the legal situation 
in Ontario. Also, regulators can post information from or 
about their agencies on their own websites.

The ImPORTaNCe Of CleaR INfORmaTION  
fOR aPPlICaNTs

In	 2010,	 the	 OFC	 published	 a	 pioneering	 research	
study called Getting Your Professional Licence in Ontario: 
the Experiences of International and Canadian Applicants. 
This was the first study of applicants’ experiences ever 
conducted in Ontario, and it provided unprecedented  
and valuable insight into applicants’ experiences in the 
licensing process. The research involved a literature review, 
an online quantitative survey, and five focus groups. Nearly 
3,800	respondents	participated	in	the	study.	

The study found that problems were widespread, and 
that there are common difficulties across the professions. 
Internationally educated people have a particularly hard 
time navigating Ontario’s professional licensing system. 
Applicants commonly complained about insufficient 
information regarding the requirements for becoming 
licensed, websites that are difficult to navigate, unclear 
timelines, and staff who are unsympathetic or unhelpful 
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The fUTURe
The focus of Ontario’s fair access law is sharp. It 

concentrates on entry to the professions, rather than on 
the employment world. But fair licensing is a significant 
precursor to fairer access to the workplace.

The creation of the Office of the Fairness Commissioner 
was a turning point in improving the process for highly 
skilled individuals to get licences and work in their 
professions in Ontario. The office has identified problems 
that require its ongoing vigilance and action, and regulatory 
bodies have made progress over the last five years in making 
their licensing processes fairer and their requirements 
more reasonable. But more needs to be done. Removing 
unnecessary barriers through lasting institutional change is 
a meticulous process that is not accomplished quickly. 

The vision of the OFC is a province where everyone 
who is qualified in a regulated profession can legally 
practise that profession. More fairness, accountability and 
clarity will help reduce any discrimination in the regulatory 
system. At its five-year mark, the OFC is optimistic about 
the future.

NOTES

1	 In Canada, a regulated profession is a self-governing profession 
that sets its own standards to protect the public. It is governed by 
a regulatory body (or regulator) that has legal authority to establish 
requirements for entry to the profession, membership, and use 
of the professional designation. The regulatory body determines 
standards of practice and competence. The authority of a regulatory 
body comes from a provincial statute.

2	 Office of the Manitoba Fairness Commissioner; Commissioner 
for Complaints Concerning the Recognition of Professional 
Competence, Office of the Professions, Province of Quebec; 
Skills and Learning Branch, Department of Labour and Advanced 
Education, Government of Nova Scotia. 

3	 Office of the Fairness Commissioner, Licence to Succeed:  
Annual Report 2010-2011 (Toronto: Queen’s Printer for  
Ontario,	2011),	2-3.

4 Office of the Fairness Commissioner, “Fair Registration Practices 
Reports”	 (2010).	 http://www.fairnesscommissioner.ca/en/about/
current_projects/frp_reports.php.

5 Architects; Audiologists and Speech-Language Pathologists; 
Foresters; Land Surveyors; Physicians and Surgeons; Psychologists.

6	 R.	A.	Malatest	&	Associates	Ltd.,	Getting Your Professional Licence in 
Ontario: The Experiences of Canadian and International Applicants 
(Toronto:	Office	of	the	Fairness	Commissioner,	2010).

7	 Homeopathy; kinesiology; naturopathy; psychotherapy and mental 
health therapy; and traditional Chinese medicine and acupuncture.

8	 The	 largest	 is	 the	 Ontario	 College	 of	 Teachers	 with	 230,122	
members; the smallest is the College of Dental Technologists of 
Ontario	with	519.

As part of its mandate, the OFC monitors regulation 
changes proposed by the professions. This is an invaluable 
opportunity to provide input. Each regulated profession 
is subject to a provincial regulation that addresses its 
requirements, policies and practices for licensing. The OFC 
reviews proposed regulation changes for their impact on 
the transparency, objectivity, impartiality and fairness of 
licensing, and provides comment to both the regulatory 
body and to the appropriate government ministry. 

The	OFC	 has	 reviewed	 30	 regulations	 since	 August	
2008	 and	 has	 suggested	many	 desirable	 amendments.	 Its	
interventions have resulted in changes such as the following, 
which have helped to reduce barriers to fair licensing:
•	 Refinement of subjective terms — For example, 

some regulators have refined terms such as “honesty,” 
“decency” or “professional attitude” in the good-
character requirements that an applicant must meet. 
Some others have kept those terms, but offer examples 
in their public documents to clarify the terms’ meaning. 

•	 Greater flexibility in determining educational 
equivalency — Some regulators had firm requirements 
for Canadian university degrees; they now accept 
degrees or educational programs that are substantially 
equivalent to Canadian degrees. 

•	 Fairness from the outset in new professions’ 
regulations — Five bodies for newly regulated 
professions will begin licensing within the next few 
years,7	 and they will avoid rigid requirements for 
Canadian or Ontario qualifications.

While the revision of regulations could be characterized 
as “business as usual,” the regulatory landscape has changed 
dramatically, as national and provincial governments have 
modernized labour mobility laws to streamline the licensing 
of professionals across provincial/territorial boundaries. As 
a result, all regulations concerning the professions have 
been	 amended.	The	 Ontario	 Labour	 Mobility	 Act,	 2009,	
has helped to fast-track professionals from other provinces 
seeking licences in Ontario. The OFC is keeping a watchful 
eye to make sure implementation of labour mobility in 
Ontario aligns with fair access to professions for applicants 
from all jurisdictions. In most professions the new rules are 
working well. 

Although regulatory bodies differ widely in their 
size,8	history,9 and resources,10 they have many common 
concerns. The OFC is developing an online repository of 
information about the various bodies’ licensing practices, 
so that regulatory bodies can learn from each other’s 
experiences and best practices. The OFC will make this 
resource available to regulatory bodies, governments, 
immigrant-serving organizations and academics in late 
2012,	and	to	wider	audiences	in	the	future.	

WORKING TOWARD FAIR ACCESS IN THE REGULATED PROFESSIONS
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Office of the Fairness Commissioner. “Number of  
Applicants to Regulated Professions.” http://www.
fairnesscommissioner.ca/en/highlights/quick_facts/number_ 
of_applicants.php	(October	25,	2011).

Office of the Fairness Commissioner. Study of Qualifications 
Assessment Agencies	(Toronto:	Queen’s	Printer	for	Ontario,	2009).

Ontario. Fair Access to Regulated Professions Act,	2006.	http://www.e-
laws.gov.on.ca/html/statutes/english/elaws_statutes_06f31_e.htm	
(October	25,	2011).	

R.	A.	Malatest	&	Associates	Ltd.	Getting Your Professional Licence in 
Ontario: The Experiences of Canadian and International Applicants 
(Toronto:	Office	of	the	Fairness	Commissioner,	2010).

9 The oldest regulatory body is the Law Society of Upper Canada, 
formed	in	1797;	the	newest	body	to	license	members	is	the	College	
of	Early	Childhood	Educators	of	Ontario,	which	began	in	2009.	

10	The	staff	complement	ranges	from	two	to	478.	
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hOW sUCCessfUl aRe seCOND 
geNeRaTION vIsIBle mINORITy gROUPs 
IN The CaNaDIaN laBOUR maRkeT?
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aBsTRaCT
As a whole, second generation visible minorities attain higher levels of educationthan third and higher generations. They also do 
relatively well in the labour market, in large part as a result of their high educational attainment. However, after accounting for 
differences in educational attainment and other demographic factors, second generation visible minorities tend to earn less than  
the third-and-higher generations, particularly among blacks.

The success of the second generation in the labour 
market is important for major immigrant receiving 
countries such as Canada, the U.S., and Australia. The 
second generation is a sizable component of the total 
population-around	 15%	 in	 Canada,	 and	 thus	 is	 critical	
for the country’s economic, cultural and social vitality. 
Recent events in several European countries highlight 
the implications to social cohesion when the children of 
immigrants are not integrated into the host-country’s 
society and economy. Economic outcomes among the 
children of immigrants provide a longer term perspective 
on the effectiveness of a country’s immigration policy. The 
performance of the second generation in the labour market 
also strongly affects how their immigrant parents perceive 
their life in Canada, since seeking a better future for their 
children is often a primary motive for immigration. 

This article reviews what we know about the labour 
market outcomes of the second generation, with a focus 
on visible minority groups. Since labour market outcomes 
are driven to a considerable extent by educational  
attainment, we start by reviewing recent work on that 
topic. Overall, the second generation in Canada has 
done well both educationally and economically.1 This 
observation is derived primarily from the experience of 
the children of immigrants who entered Canada before  

the	1980s.	The	economic	outcomes	of	adult	immigrants	have	 
deteriorated	 since	 the	 1980s	 and	 it	 remains	 to	 be	 seen	
whether this trend will affect the education and job 
prospective for their children who have just started the 
transition from school into the labour market. We discuss 
this issue in the conclusion. 

eDUCaTIONal OUTCOmes
Second-generation Canadians have a significantly 

higher level of educational attainment than that of the 
third-and-higher generations (i.e., those with Canadian-
born	 parents).	 According	 to	 the	 2006	 Canadian	 Census	
of	 Population,	 among	 youth	 aged	 25	 to	 34,	 36%	 of	 the	
children of immigrants held university degrees, compared 
with	24%	of	the	third-and-higher	generations.	This	higher	
level of educational achievement is most noticeable among 
second generation members of visible-minority groups 
(Boyd	2002;	Aydemir	and	Sweetman,	2007).	The	Chinese,	
South Asians, and African second generations register the 
highest educational attainment (Abada, Hou, and Ram 
2008).	The	educational	advantage	held	by	these	particular	
second generation visible minority groups is also observed 
in	the	United	States	and	Australia	(Reitz	2011).	However,	
in Canada very few second generation groups register lower 
educational levels than the third-and-higher generations, at 
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born	parents	(Table	1).	The	employment	rates	of	children	
of immigrants and those of the third-and-higher generation 
are similar. As well, unemployment rates are lower among 
the children of immigrants than among the third-and-higher 
generations. However, within the second generation, visible 
minority groups tend to experience greater employment 
difficulties than whites. Unadjusted (i.e. based on the raw 
data) employment rates are lower, unemployment rates are 
higher among second generation Asians, Blacks and “other” 
visible minority groups than among the third-and-higher 
generation non-visible minorities, or even their third-and-
higher	generation	visible	minority	counterparts	(Table	1).

Among the employed, the second generation is more 
likely to be in professional occupations, and less likely to 
be in blue-collar occupations, than the third-and-higher 
generations.	About	30%	of	 the	second	generation	were	 in	
professional	 and	 related	 occupations	 in	 2006,	 compared	
with one-quarter of the third-and-higher generations 
(Picot	and	Hou	2010).	The	higher	educational	attainment	
of second generation visible minority groups is reflected 
in their occupational outcomes. For example, second 
generation Asians registered the highest proportion in 
the	 professional	 occupations.	 Reitz	 et	 al	 (2011)	 find	 that	
occupational attainment among second generation Chinese 
and South Asians, in particular, was very high (relative to 
the mainstream population) in Canada, the United States 
and Australia.

Among the employed, the raw data show that second-
generation males	 have	 weekly	 earnings	 about	 6%	 higher	
than the earnings of third-and-higher generation males, 
with	controls	for	age	only	(column	1,	Table	2).	These	results	
are	based	on	the	2006	Census	(Picot	and	Hou	2010).	Other	
studies using earlier data also find that the overall earnings 
of	 the	 second	generation	 as	 a	whole	 are	between	9%	and	
13%	higher	 than	among	 the	 third-and-higher	generations	
(Hum	and	Simpson	2007;	Aydemir	 and	Sweetman	2007).	
However, this positive earnings gap among males is  
driven entirely by those who are not members of a visible-
minority	 group,	 who	 have	 a	 9%	 lead	 over	 their	 third- 
and-higher generation counterparts. Among visible-
minority	males,	the	gap	is	negative	5%,	in	spite	of	the	fact	
that they have higher educational attainment than the 
second and third-and-higher generation White Canadians. 
Visible	minority	 women	 fare	 better	 (column	 1,	 Table	 2),	
registering the positive earnings gaps that one would expect 
given their higher educational levels and their increased 
likelihood of residing in large cities. In addition, there is 
significant variation among visible-minority groups in the 
raw data, with the largest gap being registered by blacks 
(-21%),	 and	 a	 small	 positive	 gap	 recorded	 among	 second	
generation Chinese males (compared to third-and-higher 
generation whites).

least when measured by the share with university degrees. 
Compared with the third-and-higher generations, the focus 
of the second generation is very much on university rather 
than college and the trades. 

There are a number of reasons why the second 
generation has a higher educational attainment than its 
third-and-higher generation counterparts. Immigrants to 
Canada are more highly educated than the population as 
a whole. Early research suggested that higher education 
among immigrant parents than Canadian-born parents 
accounted for about one-half of the educational attainment 
gap between the second and third-and-higher generations 
(Boyd	 2002;	 Aydemir	 and	 Sweetman	 2007).	More	 recent	
research suggests that higher education of parents may 
work through other variables such as higher aspirations 
regarding educational attainment. Once one accounts for 
such aspirations directly, the effect of parental education is 
much	reduced	(Picot	and	Hou	2011).	

Parents’ expectations and aspirations play an important 
role	 (Finnie	 and	Mueller	 2009).	 Immigrant	 families	 from	
many Asian and African source countries have very high 
expectations regarding the educational attainment of 
their children, which affects educational outcomes. Even 
second generation visible minority students who had a 
relatively poor performance in secondary school have high 
probabilities of continuing to the post secondary level, 
usually	university	(Picot	and	Hou	2011).

Other factors also matter. Location of residence 
is a contributing factor, as the second generation lives 
disproportionately in large urban areas, where educational 
attainment is higher. “Ethnic capital” (the tendency for 
young members of an ethnic group to have advantages 
associated with more highly educated role models in 
the group, more group economic resources and useful 
networks) plays a role, accounting for perhaps one-quarter 
of	the	gap	(Abada,	Hou	and	Ram	2008).	Family	income	tends	
to have little effect on the educational outcomes for the 
children	of	immigrants	(Aydemir,	Chen	and	Corak	2008).	
This result is generally observed among the population as 
a whole. This finding is important, given the relatively low 
average incomes among immigrants compared with the 
Canadian-born population, and the fact that immigrants’ 
relative	income	has	been	falling	since	the	1980s.

eCONOmIC OUTCOmes
One would expect labour market outcomes to reflect 

the significant educational advantage held by the second 
generation over the third-and-higher generations (the 
children of Canadian-born parents). In the aggregate, they 
do. Unadjusted (raw) employment and unemployment 
suggest that, on average, the children of immigrants are 
doing as well as, or better than, the children of Canadian-
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incomes roughly comparable to the third-and-higher 
generation whites, while in Australia they had lower 
incomes. Other visible minority groups had larger negative 
family income gaps, with the Afro-Caribbean blacks 
registering the largest negative gap in both Canada and the 
United States. 

It may be that economic integration is a multi-
generational process for visible-minority groups. In Canada, 
the adjusted2 earnings gap for visible minorities (relative 
to third-and-higher-generation white Canadians) is  
reduced across generations; it is greatest among the first 
generation, decreases but persists with the second, and 
falls even more among the third-and-higher generations 
(Skuterud	2009).	This	result	may	be	related	to	a	long-term	
acculturation process.

 The results to this point do not account for any 
differences among groups (other than age) that can affect 
earnings, such as education, residential location, part-
time/full-time job status, and so on. After accounting for 
such differences, the story changes considerably. Second-
generation members of a visible-minority group, both  
men and women, are seen to earn less than third-and- 
higher generation whites. This negative wage gap varies 
from	 -4%	 to	 -14%,	depending	on	 the	 group	 (last	 column,	
Table	 2).	 For	 both	 men	 and	 women,	 second	 generation	
Chinese display the smallest negative earnings gap, while  
the black population displays the largest. Other research  
that focuses on family income, rather than individual 
earnings	(Reitz	et	al	2011),	finds	that	the	secondgeneration	
Chinese in both Canada and the United States had family 

TaBle 1:  employment and unemployment rates of second- and third-and-higher-generation Canadians aged 25 to 54, may 2006

TOTAL MEN WOMEN

SECOND  
GENERATION

THIRD- 
AND-HIGHER  
GENERATION

SECOND  
GENERATION

THIRD- 
AND-HIGHER  
GENERATION

SECOND  
GENERATION

THIRD- 
AND-HIGHER  
GENERATION

Rates

Employment rates

Total 82.8 82.9 87.0 86.9 78.7 79.0

Education attainment

Less than a high school diploma 69.9 66.9 76.4 74.7 60.3 56.8

High school graduates 81.5 82.4 86.4 87.1 75.6 76.9

Some post secondary education 85.1 87.2 89.4 90.7 81.7 84.6

University degree 85.3 89.9 89.0 92.9 82.1 87.4

Visible minority status

White 84.1 82.9 88.4 87.0 79.9 79.0

Black 75.6 73.7 77.9 78.5 73.3 69.5

Asian 76.1 82.8 79.5 86.0 72.7 79.5

Other visible minorities 72.2 77.1 76.5 79.0 67.8 75.5

Unemployment rates

Total 4.4 4.9 4.2 5.0 4.7 4.8

Education attainment

Less than a high school diploma 7.3 9.0 6.8 8.9 8.2 9.3

High school graduates 4.9 5.3 4.7 5.4 5.2 5.3

Some post secondary education 4.1 3.9 3.7 3.8 4.4 4.0

University degree 3.5 2.8 3.1 2.5 3.9 3.1

Visible minority status

White 4.1 4.9 3.8 5.0 4.3 4.7

Black 9.2 8.6 9.0 8.8 9.3 8.5

Asian 5.4 4.6 5.1 5.0 5.7 4.1

Other visible minorities 8.6 4.5 8.4 4.7 8.8 4.4

Source: Picot	and	Hou	2010	based	on	the	2006	Census



20

are superior. The second generation is more likely to work 
in professional occupations than the third-and-higher 
generations, reflecting the higher levels of education of 
members of the second generation. 

There are two caveats regarding this overall picture. 
First, there are significant differences in outcomes 

among ethnic/source region groups. Basically, second-
generation visible-minority groups whose parents originate 
from developing nations such as China, India, and Africa 
have a higher educational attainment, whereas those 
with parents from developed regions such as Europe, the 
U.S., and Australia have better labour market outcomes 
(controlling for differences in background characteristics). 
The second-generation visible-minority population does 
relatively well, in large part as a result of its high education 
attainment. However, after accounting for differences in 
educational attainment, residential location, and other 
variables, they tend to earn less than the third-and-higher 

Discrimination may or may not be a contributing 
factor. Relatively little research on Canadian economics 
has been carried out on this issue. In a randomized 
Canadian	 field	 experiment,	 Oreopoulos	 (2009)	 did	 find	
that job applicants with English-sounding names and 
Canadian experience were much more likely to be called 
for an interview (all other job and personal characteristics 
identical) than applicants with Asian-sounding names and 
foreign experience. 

CONClUsION
Overall, the children of immigrants in Canada, as 

in the United States and Australia, register very positive 
educational and labour market outcomes when compared 
to the children of Canadian born parents (as adults). In  
the aggregate, employment and unemployment rates 
are equal to, or better than, those of the third-and- 
higher generations, and among those employed, earnings 

TaBle 2:  gap in weekly wages between the second generation and the third-and-higher-generation non-visible minorities, 2005, Canada

COLUMN 1 COLUMN 2 COLUMN 3 COLUMN 4

Controlling for:

AGE (1) PLUS EDUCATION, 
LOCATION

(2) PLUS LANGUAGE, 
MARITAL STATUS, 
FULL/PART TIME

(3) PLUS OCCUPATION, 
INDUSTRy

Percent difference

Men

Second generation (all) 5.6 -5.4 -1.6 -1.1

Second generation white 8.5 -1.8 0.1 0.5

Second generation visible minority -4.9 -19.8 -9.5 -8.6

Black -21.2 -29.7 -17.7 -13.5

Chinese 4.1 -15.7 -4.5 -4.9

South Asians 0.8 -16.9 -6.7 -8.6

Other visible minorities -8.6 -20.2 -10.7 -8.7

Women

Second generation (all) 14.1 -1.6 0.9 0.4

Second generation white 13.7 -0.3 1.7 1.7

Second generation visible minority 15.8 -7.1 -2.7 -5.2

Black 6.1 -13.0 -7.9 -10.0

Chinese 24.7 -3.1 1.1 -2.3

South Asians 19.0 -6.9 -2.3 -5.7

Other visible minorities 11.3 -6.8 -2.4 -3.5

Note:  The numbers labelled “percent difference” in the table are coefficients from an ordinary least squares regression with log weekly wages 
as the dependent variable. Hence, these numbers are “log point differences”, which are are approximations of the percentage difference in 
weekly	wages	between	the	group	of	interest	and	the	third-and-higher	generation	whites.	For	example,	in	column	1,	controlling	only	for	age	
differences,	second	generation	visible	minorities	earn	4.9%	less	than	third-and-higher	generation	whites.	In	column	4,	after	controlling	for	
differences	in	all	of	the	variables	listed	in	columns	1	to	4,	they	are	seen	to	earn	8.6%	less.	

Source: Picot	and	Hou	2010	based	on	the	2006	Census

GARNETT PICOT AND FENG HOU
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generations. This observed negative wage gap (compared 
to non-visible minority third-and-higher generations) 
is most evident among the black population, which is 
relatively	 small	 in	 Canada.	 About	 6.7%	 of	 immigrants,	 
3.2%	of	the	second	generation,	and	1.1%	of	the	third-and-
higher	generations	were	blacks	in	2006.

Second, the results reported are derived primarily from 
the children of immigrants who entered Canada before the 
1980s.	 Immigrants	 arriving	 since	 the	 1980s	 had	 poorer	
economic outcomes, which may affect the education and 
hence labour market outcomes of their children. However, 
there are reasons to believe that this will not occur. Declining 
incomes among the more highly educated immigrant 
families may have little effect on their children’s education, 
since educational outcomes of the children are driven more 
by the educational attainment of their parents than by 
their parents’ incomes. Rising education among immigrant 
parents may offset any effect of declining income. As a result 
of the changes to the selection process for skilled economic 
immigrants, the educational attainment of entering 
immigrants	 rose	dramatically	during	 and	 after	 the	1990s. 
Various authors have commented on the positive effect on 
the second-generation educational outcomes of selecting 
highly	educated	immigrants	(e.g.,	Boyd	2002;	Aydemir	and	
Sweetman	 2007;	 Hum	 and	 Simpson	 2007).	 Furthermore,	
through	 the	 1980s	 and	 1990s	 increasing	 numbers	 of	
Canadian immigrants came from China, India, and other 
Asian countries. These immigrants place a high value on 
the educational attainment of their children. Therefore, it 
seems likely that the educational attainment, and hence the 
labour market outcomes of second generation Canadians, 
including the visible minority groups, should continue to 
improve in the future. There is some evidence based on the 
1.5	generation	(immigrants	entering	Canada	at	age	of	12	or	
younger)	to	support	this	view	(Bonikowska	and	Hou	2010).

NOTES

1	 Here, the second-generation refers to children born in Canada with 
at least one immigrant parent.

2	 Accounting for differences between groups in personal and  
job charcateristics

3	 In	 1981,	 one-quarter	 of	 recently-entering	male	 immigrants	 had	 a	
university	degree;	by	2006,	this	figure	was	almost	60%.	The	trend	is	
similar among women, but the proportions are somewhat lower.

HOW SUCCESSFUL ARE SECOND GENERATION VISIBLE MINORITy GROUPS IN THE CANADIAN LABOUR MARKET?
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INTRODUCTION: ChaNgINg PROfIle Of CaNaDa 
Canada’s demographic composition is undergoing 

a major transformation. Already one-third of Canada’s 
population is made up of immigrants and their children. 
According	 to	 the	 2006	 Census	 data,	 those	 who	 self-
identified as visible minorities (racialized group members) 
made	 up	 16.4%	 of	 the	 Canadian	 population,	 while	

immigrants (a highly racialized category) accounted for 
19.6%.	These	figures	are	projected	to	rise	to	20%	and	25%	
respectively	by	2015.	By	2031,	racialized	groups	will	make	
up	 close	 to	 one-third	 of	 Canada’s	 population	 –	 that	 is,	
one in three Canadians will be racialized. This is a major 
transformation	 from	 less	 than	5%	of	Canada’s	population	
in	 1980	 to	 32%	 (between	 11.4	 and	 14.4	 million)	 twenty	
years	 later.	The	 racialized	 group	population	 grew	by	 27%	

"…to achieve equality in the workplace so that no person shall be denied employment 
opportunities or benefits for reasons unrelated to ability and, in the fulfillment of that goal, 
to correct the conditions of disadvantage in employment experienced by women, Aboriginal 
peoples, persons with disabilities and members of visible minorities by giving effect to the 
principle that employment equity means more than treating persons the same way but also 
requires special measures and the accommodation of differences".

 Judge Rosalie Abella, 1986 1
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of diverse communities as opposed to the existence of 
diversity in society.

The CeNTRalITy Of The laBOUR maRkeT
The labour market determines the level and 

distribution	 of	 incomes	 in	 society.	 In	 Canada,	 70%	 of	
market income is distributed through wages and salaries. 
Thus, employment and income largely determine levels 
of social inequality. Furthermore, we know that good 
quality jobs are essential to social well-being. Numerous 
studies show that employment inequality is a feature of 
the Canadian labour market and that the economic status 
of Aboriginal peoples and racialized group members is 
determined by their Aboriginal, racialized and immigrant 
status.3 Racial discrimination continues to deny these 
citizens from reaching their full career potential. This 
inequality is exacerbated by deregulation of the labour 
market and increasing demands for flexible labour. This 
has led to a growth of precarious forms of work,conditions 
that are increasingly prevalent in sectors of the economy 
where Aboriginal people, racialized groups and women are 
disproportionately represented.

INeqUalITy IN emPlOymeNT: sOme evIDeNCe
Employment inequity and precarious work have had 

an impact on the socio-economic status of Aboriginal 
peoples, racialized groups and women, including:
•	 unequal	employment	income
•	 higher	levels	of	low	income
•	 higher	unemployment	
•	 sectoral	 concentration	 relative	 to	 the	 rest	 of	 the	

Canadian population

Racialized individuals and groups are excluded, 
implicitly or explicitly, from job opportunities, key 
information networks, human resource investments, 
professional development opportunities, team membership, 
and decision-making roles because of their ethnic 
backgrounds.	Between	2000	and	2005,	although	Canada	was	
in one of its strongest period of economic growth, racialized 
workers experienced high levels of unemployment, far 
above	non-racialized	Canadians.	Racialized	men	were	24%	
more likely to be unemployed than non-racialized men. 
Racialized	women	fared	even	worse:	 they	were	48%	more	
likely to be unemployed than non-racialized men. This may 
have contributed to the fact that racialized women earned 
59.5%	 of	 the	 income	 of	 non-racialized	 men.	 While	 on	
average, the earnings of non-racialized Canadians grew by 
2.7%	during	this	period-tepid	income	gains	considering	the	
economy	grew	by	13.1%-the	average	income	of	racialized	
Canadians declined	by	0.2%.4

between	2001	and	2006,	more	than	five	times	the	increase	
of	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 population,	 which	 expanded	 by	 5.4%.	
South Asians now account for one-quarter of all racialized 
people	 in	Canada,	or	4%	of	 the	 total	population.	Chinese	
comprise about another quarter of the country's visible 
minority	population,	with	some	1.2	million	self-identifying	
as Chinese. Blacks, Filipinos, Latin Americans, Arabs, 
Southeast Asians, West Asians, Koreans and Japanese 
round	out	the	top	10	racialized	groups.2

A disproportionate percentage of the racialized 
population in Canada experiences unequal access to the 
labour market and inequitable income outcomes. This 
income gap stems from disparities in the distribution 
of well-paying, more-secure jobs. According to a recent 
study	by	Block	and	Galabuzi	(2011),	data	show	that	while	
racialized Canadians have slightly higher levels of labour 
market participation, they continue to experience higher 
levels of unemployment and earn less income than non-
racialized Canadians. The data show that if there is work 
to	 do,	 racialized	Canadians	 are	willing	 to	 do	 it:	 67.3%	 of	
racialized	Canadians	are	in	the	labour	force	–	slightly	more	
than	non-racialized	Canadians	(66.7%).	However,	the	work	
that racialized Canadians attain is much more likely to 
be insecure, temporary, and low-paying. The study shows 
that racialized Canadians are over-represented in a range 
of traditionally low-paying business services, ranging from 
call centres to security services to janitorial services. In 
other words, racialized group members are experiencing 
wage and occupational penalties in the Canadian labour 
market-something Block and Galabuzi call the racial 
penalty. To address employment inequity, Canada needs 
to consider policy approaches that will standardize  
equity principles in the labour market, creating a common 
regime under which all employers and employees 
can predictably act. Furthermore, it is important that 
the outcomes of these policies bedemonstrated using 
quantitative measures as well as qualitative characteristics 
of workplaces. In other words, for employment equity to be 
realized, it must not only be seen in quantitative measures, 
but must also be perceived and felt.It is with this in mind 
that we now focus our attention on distributive justice and 
the concept of “felt fairness.”

CONTexT: CaNaDa as a mUlTICUlTURal  
sOCIeTy ThaT valUes DIveRsITy

Canada is a multicultural society that subscribes 
to inclusive notions of citizenship and values diversity 
and cultural pluralism. Canada’s multicultural policies 
encourage ethnic and religious groups to form bonds  
that are consistent with the ideal of social inclusion. 
Research shows that the threats to social cohesion in 
Canada relate to impediments to the equal participation 
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The drop was more pronounced for immigrant women, 
who	went	 from	earning	85	 cents	 for	 every	dollar	of	 their	
Canadian-born	 counterparts	 in	 1980	 to	 only	 56	 cents	 in	
2005.	Recent	immigrant	men	holding	a	degree	earned	only	 
48	cents	for	each	dollar	their	university	educated,	Canadian-
born counterparts did. The earning gap was less for non-
university	 educated	 immigrants,	 who	 earned	 61	 cents	 to	
every dollar earned by their Canadian-born counterparts. 
In	2006,	immigrants	were	more	likely	to	have	a	university	
education	 than	 the	 Canadian-born.	 About	 30%of	 male	
immigrants with a university degree worked in jobs that 
required less than a high-school education — twice the rate 
of those born in Canada who had university degrees.8 

aCCess TO PROfessIONs aND TRaDes
Skilled immigrants face multiple barriers when  

seeking employment in their fields, including non-
recognition of international credentials, devaluation of 
human capital based on source country, and demands for 
Canadian experience. These immigrants are often relegated 
into low wage and precarious employment while their skills 
degrade overtime. 

DIsCRImINaTION IN emPlOymeNT
The Abella Commission Report defines discrimination as:

“practices or attitudes that have, whether 
by design or impact, the effect of limiting 
an individual's or a group’s right to 
the opportunities generally available 
because of attributed rather than actual 
characteristics... It is not a question of 
whether this discrimination is motivated by 
an intentional desire to obstruct someone's 
potential, or whether it is the accidental by-
product of innocently motivated practices 
or systems. If the barrier is affecting certain 
groups in a disproportionately negative way, 
it is a signal that the practices that lead to 
this adverse impact may be discriminatory” 
(Abella, 1984:2).

The data also show that when controlled for age 
and education, first generation racialized Canadian men 
earn	 only	 68.7%	 of	 what	 non-racialized	 first-generation	
Canadian	 men	 earn,	 and	 racialized	 women	 81.9%	 of	 the	
incomes of non-racialized women. Similarly for the second  
generation,	 there	 is	 a	 wage	 gap	 of	 75.6%	 for	 men	 and	 
92.3%	 for	 women.	 The	 gap	 persists	 into	 the	 third	 
generation,	 although	 it	 is	 diminished	 to	 93%	 for	 men	
and	 99%	 for	 women.	 Ironically,	 in	 the	 second	 and	 third	
generations, racilized groups have significant educational 
attainment advantages that are not translating into income 
advantages, but rather income gaps.5 

In	 2006,	 the	 median	 income	 for	 Aboriginal	 peoples	
was	 30%	 lower	 than	 that	 of	 other	 Canadians.	 While	
Aboriginal	unemployment	was	14.8%,	 it	was	 just	6.3%	for	
other Canadians. Aboriginal peoples also lagged behind 
other Canadians in educational attainment,with only  
8%	holding	at	least	a	Bachelor’s	degree	compared	to	22%	of	
the rest of Canadians.6 

According	 to	 the	 2009	 Annual	 Employment	 Equity	
report,	 in	 2008,	 the	 representation	 of	 Aboriginal	 peoples	
remained	 at	 2.5%	 in	 the	 private	 and	 public	 sectors	 
together,	 below	 the	 labour	 market	 availability	 of	 3.1%.	
However, there was a significant difference between the 
two sectors, with Aboriginal peoples better represented in 
the	federal	public	sector	at	3.7%	compared	to	just	1.9%	in	
the private sector.

According	 to	 the	 2009	 Annual	 Employment	 Equity	
report,	between	2007	and	2008,	representation	of	members	
of racialized groups rose in the federally regulated private 
sector	 from	 15.9%	 to	 16.6%,	 a	 representation	 rate	 above	
the	availability	rate	of	15.3%	in	the	same	sector.	However,	
in the federal public sector, representation of racialized 
groups	 rose	marginally	 from	 7.6%	 to	 8.0%	 and	 remained	
significantly	below	the	availability	rate	of	13.0%.	A	point	of	
caution is that these figures are measured against availability 
data	from	2005,	likely	depressing	the	actual	numbers,	due	
to increased racialized immigration and graduation.7

Data on the participation of immigrants in the 
labour	 market	 show	 that	 in	 1980,	 recent	 immigrant	
men	 earned	 85	 cents	 for	 every	 dollar	 of	 their	 Canadian-
born	 counterparts.	 In	 2005,	 that	 number	 was	 63	 cents.	

TaBle 1:  Inequality in employment: employment, unemployment and participation rates, 2006

RACIALIzED NON-RACIALIzED

MEN WOMEN TOTAL MEN WOMEN

Participation rate 73.1 62.0 67.3 72.2 61.5

Employment rate 67.3 56.3 61.5 67.7 57.8

Unemployment rate 7.8 9.3 8.6 6.3 6.1

Source: Census, 2006
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This response should involve multiple sectors, including 
various levels of government, employers and civil society. 
It should also include adopting equity principles, such 
as transparency and competency-based evaluation of  
human capital. In addition, a policy response should  
include consideration of support for the creation of 
well-paying jobs with standard employment contracts, 
regulation of working conditions, especially in sectors 
where precarious employment is prevalent, and appropriate 
policies and programs to ensure a smooth transition for 
internationally trained professionals and trades people into 
their fields of expertise.

laBOUR maRkeT POlICy ResPONses
A menu of policy responses includes, among others, 

legislative responses, such as equal opportunity and 
employment equity; workplace-based initiatives, such as 
inclusive workplace and diversity management; as well 
as broader public policy instruments, like education, 
training, bridging, and job creation.9 Key policy responses 
to employment inequity include Employment Equity. 
Employment equity seeks to achieve equal outcomes or fair 
distribution of opportunities through equal representation 
of racialized and non-racialized groups in the workplace. 
It represents a distributive approach: fairness in outcomes 
of process of distribution of opportunities, resources and 
rewards. The theory is that absence of fair distribution 
constitutes discrimination and that equality is achieved 
through acknowledging difference. Employment equity 
often requires a legislative mandate, such as the Federal 
Employment	Equity	Act,	1995.	It	requires	a	review	of	barriers	
to equal employment and an examination of how these 
barriers can be removed in order to achieve a representative 
workforce. Where employment equity practices have been 
implemented, they have often led to backlash and resistance 
in organizations. Moreover, employment equity tends to be 
reduced to a numbers driven process.10 As such, there is no 
solid consensus regarding the program’s success.

Employment policies, programs, and practices 
designed to achieve employment equity for Aboriginal 
peoples and visible minorities are implemented at private 
and public sectors in Canada. They involve four major types 
of activities:
•	 legislative-mandated	policies	for	employment	equity	in	

the federal and public sectors
•	 external	 facilitative	 policies	 for	 employment	 equity	 in	

Canadian workplaces
•	 internal	 policies	 for	 employment	 equity	 in	 the	 federal	

public service itself
•	 other	internal	federal	policies	that	may	have	an	impact	

on employment equity

Employment discrimination occurs in Canada along 
two axes:
•	 economic discrimination-when employers make 

generalized assumptions about the worth of employees 
from an excluded group; and

•	 exclusionary discrimination-when members of an 
excluded group are not hired, paid equally or promoted 
for reasons unrelated to skill level or experience. 

Discriminatory employment practices do not operate 
in a vacuum, but rather are part of more widespread forms 
of exclusion in society. To fully understand discriminatory 
employment practices, it is important to understand that 
discrimination, disadvantage, inequality and exclusion 
are intimately linked together and that they are firmly 
embedded in the socio-economic and political structures 
of society.

RaCIal DIsCRImINaTION IN emPlOymeNT
There is a vast literature pointing to historical racism 

and gendered racism in access to employment practices in 
Canada. Most jobs are filled through word of mouth, thus 
reinforcing existing networks and privileged access. There 
are barriers to occupational mobility within the workplace 
and between sectors, and barriers to access to professions 
and trades for internationally educated immigrants.

ImPlICaTIONs fOR RaCIalIzeD gROUPs  
aND CaNaDIaN sOCIeTy

Employment discrimination undermines the ability 
of individuals to realize their full potential and participate 
fully in Canadian society. It denies any benefits arising from 
economic potential to both individuals and their families 
as well as to the Canadian economy. It impairs the ability 
of Canadian employers to make the most optimal human 
resource decisions. And last but not east, it creates a 
condition of racialized poverty. In addition to its impact 
on the economy and Canadian society, employment 
discrimination also affects the workplace, negatively 
impacting employee performance; undermining trust 
relationships, motivation and productivity; and increasing 
tendencies towards resistance. The rejection and exclusion 
often experienced by members of racialized groups tends 
to lead to stress and can depress learning and creativity, 
ultimately creating a toxic working environment for both 
victims of discrimination and their coworkers.

POlICy ResPONses:  
eqUITaBle laBOUR maRkeT aCCess

Appropriate policy response should include measures 
to identify and remove barriers to labour market access. 

EMPLOyMENT EqUITy AS "FELT FAIRNESS": THE CHALLENGE OF BUILDING AN INCLUSIVE LABOUR MARKET
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service. The outcomes have been better for Aboriginal 
peoples within the federal public service than for racialized 
groups. This is due to high representation of Aboriginal 
peoples in the Department of Indian and Northern  
Affairs Canada. 

Where numerical progress has been made, it has led 
to occupational clustering, usually at the low end of the 
organization, in low pay and low status jobs, leading to a 
condition of “ghettoization:”

“simply put, numbers are necessary but not 
a sufficient measure of equality – it is not 
just a matter of increasing the numbers…
but also…changing the systems and culture 
of the workplace…. To be present but unable 
to progress in organizational careers is not 
equality” (Agocs, 2002) 12  

PROvINCIal emPlOymeNT eqUITy PROgRams
Seven provinces have employment equity policies 

(British Columbia, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Quebec, Nova 
Scotia, New Brunswick, and Prince Edward Island). Most 
of these policies apply to the public sector and only British 
Columbia has employment equity legislation. There is wide 
variation in policies, although most policies require some 
level of planning and reporting or monitoring thatfocuses 
on recruitment, retention, and promotion. Most policies 
also attempt to address pay equity as an aspect of 
employment equity, with some provinces having specific 
legislation addressing pay inequity.

faCIlITaTIve emPlOymeNT eqUITy POlICIes
Facilitative policies are intended to encourage and 

assist employers, typically outside the federal public 
service, in the development of employment equity goals. 
While the legislative tools provide the "thou must," the 
facilitative policies provide the "here's how.” The Racism 
Free Workplace program is a major example of such 
support both for internal and external ‘clients’.

feDeRal RaCIsm fRee WORkPlaCe PROgRam (RfWP)
The RFWP is the labour component of the CAPAR 

responsible for raising awareness about racism and racism-
related issues in the workplace. The main objective of the 
RFWP is to promote the removal of discriminatory barriers 
in employment and to support the upward mobility of 
Aboriginal and racialized group members in Canadian 
workplaces. The Program seeks to achieve these objectives 
by developing tools, guidelines and educational materials 
for employers, practitioners and managers.

feDeRal emPlOymeNT eqUITy aCT, 199611 
Attempts to deal with systemic discrimination 

through human rights legislation have not been very 
successful because such legislation has not been structured 
to deal with the characteristic of systemic discrimination. 
The Employment Equity Act is designed to overcome the 
limitations of complaints-based procedures in dealing with 
systemic discrimination in the workplace. The Act focuses 
on four groups that have been historically discriminated 
against: Aboriginal peoples, persons with disabilities, visible 
minorities and women. It is based on the understanding that 
systemic discrimination has an adverse impact on certain 
groups through the operation of employment systems that 
were not designed nor intended to discriminate, but which 
do so. Thus, the Act is the primary legislation mechanism 
to redress discrimination and eliminate barriers against 
certain designated groups.

The legislation mandates employers to establish 
positive policies and practices towards the achievement 
of “a degree of representation in the various positions of 
employment with the employer that is at least proportionate 
to their representation 

(i) in the workforce; or (ii) in those segments of the 
workforce that are identifiable by qualification, eligibility or 
geography and from which the employer may reasonably 
be expected to draw or promote employees” (EEA, Sec.4). 

feDeRal CONTRaCT COmPlIaNCe PROgRam
The Federal Contract Compliance Program covers 

organizations	 of	more	 than	 100	 employees	 under	 federal	
jurisdiction, with minor exceptions. Employers are required 
to submit annual reports on:
•	 the	 industrial	 sector	 in	 which	 employees	 are	 

employed, the location of the employer and employees, 
the number of employees and the number of designated 
group members

•	 the	 degree	 of	 representation	 of	 persons	 in	 designated	
groups in each occupational group

•	 the	 salary	 ranges	 of	 employees	 and	 the	 degree	 of	
representation of designated group members in each 
range and prescribed sub-division 

•	 the	 number	 of	 employees	 hired,	 promoted,	 and	
terminated and the degree of representation in those 
numbers of persons in the designated groups

aNalysIs Of ImPaCT Of feDeRal legIslaTION
Numerical progress has been made for all target 

groups in the public and private sector. However, racialized 
groups are still underrepresented in the federal public 
service. Ironically, racialized groups are better represented 
within federally regulated employers than within the public 
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aChIevINg aN INClUsIve WORkPlaCe:  
meeTINg The ‘felT faIRNess’ sTaNDaRD

In order for the employment equity to take root, 
it must not only be demonstrated by the widely used 
measurements, such as quantitative indicators, but it must 
be perceived as representing fairness in employment. The 
concept of ‘felt fairness’ has been used in human resources 
systems in relation to performance evaluation.14 Others 
have referred to the need for efforts to infuse equitable 
principles into workplaces so they can rise to the elt 
fairness level. We argue that, given the contested nature of 
employment equity efforts and outcomes, it is essential that 
a key measure of success be the felt fairness standard. Felt 
fairness is a distributive approach to workplace affairs that, 
if realized, would mean those who are historically excluded 
can both feel the change in the work environment, feel 
supported and included so that they can prosper and 
realize their full potential, and feel that they can aspire to 
every aspect of employment in the organization. It is an 
employee-centred approach that emphasizes organizational 
justice.	Cornelius	(2002)	suggests	that	both	procedural and 
distributive justice be rendered in the workplace. A high 
degree of distributive equality requires ‘equal outcomes’ 
demonstrating organizational equality. Ultimately, 
demonstrated formal and informal employment processes 
would lead to an environment and outcomes that reinforce 
the notion of fair-felt equality.15 

An inclusive workplace should recognize that its 
employees are members of a broader community and 
should focus on the workplace as a sub-system of broader 
socio-economic systems. It should exhibit values and utilize 
inter-group differences. Employers should work with and 
contribute to the broader social context and community. 
They should demonstrate commitment to alleviating the 
needs of disadvantaged groups in the workplace and the 
broader community. The organization should collaborate 
with individuals, groups and other organizations to create 
conditions conducive to social inclusion.16 

As well, the organization should modify its corporate 
culture to incorporate the values and customs of the ‘other’. 
It should adapt corporate systems and practices to promote 
equity and respect diversity. For instance, by considering 
other world-views; building consensus for a change 
towards inclusive culture; including all employees in 
bottom-line efforts; and pursuing effective communication. 
An Inclusive workplace demonstrates the benefits of 
felt fairness by attracting and retaining the best talent 
available; increasing organizational flexibility; improving 
productivity; improving the quality of management; 
creating and innovating more effectively; solving problems 
more effectively and contributing to the community.

makINg PROgRess ON emPlOymeNT eqUITy
Employment equity is a positive measure to end 

discrimination in employment. It recognizes that some 
groups are under-represented in the workplace because of 
historic disadvantages in access to employment. To make 
progress, organizations require a formal and comprehensive 
equity plan and support from senior management. 
organizations need to undertake an employment systems 
review to identify barriers in the employment policies and 
practices. organizations must then set themselves targets to 
eliminate those barriers and commit to creating diversity 
in the workplace. The leadership of each organization 
must be seen to support the initiative. Employment 
equity has to be mainstreamed at some point to ensure its 
institutionalization as the culture of each organization.

BesT PRaCTICes: aChIevINg emPlOymeNT  
eqUITy aND WORkPlaCe faIRNess

Achieving employment equity involves, among other 
factors, demonstrated leadership; clear organizational 
commitment to the goals of employment equity; 
accountability of human resources staff for employment 
equity results; communication, including education, 
training and awareness; and supportive organizational 
climate and union involvement. To operationalize 
employment equity effectively, the employer should 
commit to, among other things: reaching out beyond 
established recruitment networks; conducting continuous 
organizational self-evaluation to identify barriers; adopting 
goals and timetables for attaining equity; monitoring 
results; ensuring accountability for selection and  
promotion decisions; utilizing the international credential 
assessment service; engaging mentoring target group 
members through work assignments and on the job training 
opportunities; and recognizing exemplary implementation 
of equity practices.13 

measURINg PROgRess
It is essential that employers assess progress by 

developing evidence of outcomes (i.e., representation 
against availability), processes (i.e., that employment equity 
programs have been implemented adequately) and impact 
(i.e., that improvements in outcomes result from programs). 
Program evaluation and research is an important means of 
learning what impact policies and programs are having and 
which aspects make a difference. Better information about 
employment equity program impacts is required.

EMPLOyMENT EqUITy AS "FELT FAIRNESS": THE CHALLENGE OF BUILDING AN INCLUSIVE LABOUR MARKET
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fINally, a ROle fOR The laBOUR mOvemeNT
For Canada’s Aboriginal and racialized group members 

to make significant progress in the labour market, they need 
the	union	advantage	–	the	power	of	collective	bargaining.	
The responsibility, therefore, falls on the leadership 
and members of Canada’s organized labour to seize the 
opportunity and meet the challenge of empowering an 
increasingly marginalized and socially excluded segment 
of our society. There is a need for a coordinated effort 
between organized labour and equity seeking groups to 
fight for more jobs, higher quality jobs, and employment 
equity. Organized labour has not always seen a benefit in 
this approach, sometimes succumbing to the competitive 
racism of some in its ranks.

This is in essence the extention of the ‘union advantage’ 
to racialized workers. Unions can bargain employment 
equity provisions. They can advocate to better employment 
standards legislation and help improve workplace 
conditions. They can also commit themselves to organizing 
sectors of the economy in which racialized workers are 
disproportionately represented and precariously employed. 
In	2001,	the	proportion	of	racialized	workers	among	paid	
workers	was	9.3%	while	union	coverage	among	racialized	
workers	 stood	 at	 21.3%,	 such	 that	 racialized	 worker	
represented	about	6.9%	of	all	unionized	workers.	This	level	
is significantly lower than the overall rate of union density 
in	the	Canadian	economy	at	32.2%.

CONClUsION
The country’s demographic composition is undergoing 

major a transformation. A disproportionate number of the 
racialized population of Canada is subject to unequal access 
to the labour market and inequitable income outcomes. 
If the labour market continues to relegate workers from 
racialized groups to the back of the pack, the number of 
Canadians	 left	 behind	 will	 only	 accelerate	 –	 calling	 into	
question the promise that Canada is a fair and caring society 
committed to equal opportunities, no matter who you are 
and where you are come from. A menu of policy responses 
includes, legislated responses, such as employment  
equity; workplace-based initiatives, such as diversity 
management; as well as broader public policy instruments, 
such as education, training, bridging, and job creation. 
Employment equity seeks to achieve equal outcomes or fair 
distribution of opportunities through equal representation 
in workplace and through the creation of an inclusive 
workplace. An inclusive workplace can be a vehicle for 
creating a condition of felt fairness. Finally, for Aboriginal 
and racialized group members to make significant progress 
in	the	labour	market,	they	need	the	union	advantage	–	the	
power of collective bargaining.
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PeRCePTIONs Of WORkPlaCe 
DIsCRImINaTION amONg CaNaDIaN 
vIsIBle mINORITIes
Dr. Rupa Banerjee is an assistant professor of Human Resources and Organizational Behaviour at Ryerson University. Her primary 
research interest lies in the employment and social integration of immigrants and second generation Canadians. Rupa completed  
her Ph D. and Masters in Industrial Relations and Human Resources at the University of Toronto. 

aBsTRaCT
This study investigates perceptions of workplace discrimination among visible minorities in Canada. Specifically, I examine 
how objective income disadvantage and expectations for equity influence minorities’ perceptions of discrimination. The results 
indicate that one’s reference group and expectations are more important than objective income disparity in determining perceived 
discrimination. This article is a summary of the following published study: Banerjee, R. “An Examination of Factors Affecting 
Workplace Discrimination.” Journal of Labor Research 29.4 (2008): 380-401.

INTRODUCTION
Within the context of employment, perceived 

discrimination is known to have important organizational 
and personal consequences, such as decreased productivity, 
organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and well-being 
(see	 Sanchez	 and	 Brock	 1996;	 Ensher	 et	 al.	 2001;	Deitch	
et	 al.	 2003;	Pavalko	et	 al.	 2003).	Perceived	discrimination	
may also result in grievances and legal action (Allen and 
Keaveny	1985).

Despite the apparent importance of this topic, most 
studies of employment discrimination have focused on 
its objective manifestations, such as earnings disparities. 
However, discrimination may also be manifested in other 
forms of unfair treatment, and if this is not reflected in 
objective measures such as earnings, many instances of 
discrimination may be overlooked with this type of analysis. 
Examining individuals’ perceptions allows us to explore the 
subjective side of discrimination. Whether perceptions 
accurately reflect actual discriminatory treatment is difficult 
to determine. However, perceptions do characterize 
reality for those who report them and therefore have real 
consequences for workers and employers.

The present study examines the factors affecting 
perceptions of ethno-racial discrimination in employment. 
Throughout this study, I focus on the experiences of 
visible minorities, since previous evidence suggests that 
visible minorities not only experience greater objective 
disadvantage, but also perceive far more discrimination than 

their white counterparts. By understanding the factors that 
affect minorities’ perceptions of workplace discrimination, 
employers and policy makers may be able to identify the 
groups who feel the most alienated at work. Since the 
negative consequences of perceived discrimination are 
well-known, the findings of this study carry important 
implications for all diverse societies. 

OBJeCTIve aND sUBJeCTIve DIsCRImINaTION 
Objective disadvantage does not necessarily result in 

perceived discrimination. Visible minorities may experience 
unfair treatment without attributing it to discrimination, 
or they may sense discrimination that is not evident in 
earnings or employment status but nonetheless has adverse 
effects on them. 

One of the main factors that affects perception 
of discrimination is one’s reference group. In other 
words, feelings of discrimination depend on with whom 
an individual compares his or her personal or group’s 
situation	(Crosby	1976;	Dion	1986;	Folger	1987).	Another	
related factor affecting the perception of discrimination 
is expectations. When individuals experience situations 
that do not conform to their expectations, they are more 
likely to perceive discriminatory treatment. Therefore, 
individuals who are aware of their rights, and expect fair 
treatment are more likely to perceive discrimination when 
they face inequality. 
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counterparts. If Canadian-born visible minorities continue 
to face objective disadvantage, they are likely to perceive 
discrimination; however, this may be less than immigrants. 

Education 
Education is known to increase expectations of career 

success and awareness of social inequalities (see Cardarelli 
et	al.	2007).	Highly	educated	individuals	may	also	be	more	
likely to base their identity on their education and skills 
than less educated individuals. Therefore, highly educated 
visible minorities would likely compare themselves to 
similarly educated mainstream (white) workers. If they find 
that their qualifications are undervalued, they may believe 
that discrimination is at play. This may particularly affect 
immigrant visible minorities, whose foreign qualifications 
are known to be discounted in the Canadian labour market. 

Income inequity
Perceptions of discrimination may correlate with 

objective income inequity if workers are able to accurately 
gauge the extent to which they are underpaid (Hampton 
and	Heywood	1993).	However,	 employees’	perceptions	of	
workplace discrimination may not always be consistent 
with	 objective	 inequity.	 Both	 Kuhn	 (1987)	 and	 Hallock,	
Hendricks	and	Broadbent	(1998)	failed	to	find	a	relationship	
between perceived discrimination and statistical measures 
of income inequity for women. 

DaTa, measURes aND meThODOlOgy
My sample is drawn from the Ethnic Diversity  

Survey (EDS), conducted by Statistics Canada and 
Canadian	 Heritage	 in	 2002.	 The	 EDS	 was	 designed	 to	
increase representation of ethnic minorities, including 
immigrants and the second generation. The EDS includes 
41,666	respondents	(of	which	8,622	are	visible	minorities).	

The outcome variable is Perceived Workplace 
Discrimination, a dichotomous variable based on the 
following question: 

“In the past 5 years (or, for recent 
immigrants, since you arrived in Canada), 
do you feel that you have experienced 
discrimination or been treated unfairly  
by others in Canada because of your 
ethnicity, race, skin color, language, accent, 
or religion?”

Those answering “yes,” were asked: 

“In which places or situations do you feel 
that you have experienced discrimination 
or been treated unfairly?” 

In the present study, I predict that visible minorities’ 
perceptions of workplace discrimination will depend 
on: (i) objective earnings disadvantage; (ii) reference or 
comparison group. and; (iii expectations of equitable 
treatment and awareness of rights. I specifically examine 
the effects of immigrant status, education and income 
inequity on perceived workplace discrimination since each 
of these factors could affect objective disadvantage, one’s 
reference group, and/or expectations. 

Immigrant status
There is general consensus that recently arrived 

immigrants experience the greatest objective disadvantage 
in the Canadian labour market (see Frenette and Morissette 
2003;	Aydemir	and	Skuterud	2005).	Since	they	experience	
the greatest objective inequality, new immigrants may 
be more likely to perceive discrimination than more  
established immigrants and Canadian-born visible 
minorities. On the other hand, new arrivals may have 
relatively low expectations, and their comparison group 
likely consists of other new immigrants or individuals in 
their home country. Since their expectations and norms 
are likely based on their experiences in their home country, 
new immigrants may not perceive discrimination even in 
the face of considerable disadvantage. 

After some time in Canada, immigrants often adapt 
to the new culture, become more fluent in the language 
and develop a greater sense of belonging to the society. 
As they integrate, immigrants may shift their comparison 
group to mainstream workers with similar qualifications to 
themselves. This shift is likely to lead to higher employment 
expectations. In addition, with time in the host society, 
immigrants are likely to become more aware of their rights 
and come to expect equitable treatment from employers, 
managers and coworkers. While immigrants’ expectations 
and awareness may heighten over time, recent studies 
have found that visible minority immigrants continue to 
face considerable economic disadvantage even after many 
years in Canada. If long term immigrants compare their 
economic position to that of mainstream Canadians and 
find that they are still disadvantaged after many years, they 
are likely to experience significant frustration and attribute 
their disadvantage to discrimination. 

Having been raised and educated in Canada, native-
born visible minorities are very likely to compare their 
employment situations with mainstream (white) Canadians. 
Furthermore, these visible minorities are likely to be aware 
of their rights and expect equitable treatment. Some studies 
have found that Canadian-born visible minorities continue 
to experience employment disadvantage relative to 
mainstream	Canadians	(see	Pendakur	and	Pendakur	2011),	
although they face less disadvantage than their immigrant 
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most likely to perceive workplace discrimination. Next 
were South Asians, followed by other visible minorities. 
Chinese respondents were the least likely visible minorities 
to perceive discrimination. These regression results, 
transformed into predicted probabilities, are presented for 
each	minority	group	in	Figure	1.

figure 1:  Probability of Perceived Discrimination by  
minority group

Examining the immigrant generation, I found that both 
recent and earlier immigrants were more likely to perceive 
discrimination than Canadian-born visible minorities. Both 
of	these	groups	were	about	1.5	times	more	likely	to	perceive	
discrimination than the Canadian-born. However, earlier-
arrived immigrants were slightly more likely to report 
workplace discrimination than recent arrivals. 

Post-secondary education was found to heighten 
perception of discrimination. Those with any form of post-
secondary education were nearly two times more likely 
to perceive discrimination than respondents with high 
school education or less. Examining the effect of education 
separately for immigrants and the native-born, I found 
that higher education has a very strong positive effect on 
perceived discrimination for immigrants but no effect for 
the Canadian-born. 

Lastly, I did not find a significant relationship between 
objective income inequity and perceived discrimination. 
In fact, the regression results show that there is almost no 
relationship between the two.

DIsCUssION aND CONClUsION
In the present study I found that one’s reference  

group and expectations of fair treatment are more 
important in determining perceptios of discrimination 
than is objective disadvantage.

Those who chose ‘at work or while applying for a  
job or promotion’ were considered to have perceived 
workplace discrimination. 

The explanatory variables in the analysis include  
the following:

Immigrant Status. (i) recent immigrants; (ii) earlier 
immigrants and (iii) native born Canadians.1 

Education. (i) less than high school; (ii) high school 
diploma; (iii) some post-secondary education, including 
community college; and (iv) university degree. 

Income. Annual employment income, including 
wages and salary, commissions, tips and bonuses. I use this 
variable to create a measure of income inequity.

In order to understand the factors that affect visible 
minorities’ perceptions of workplace discrimination, a 
logistic regression analysis was first conducted for all 
visible minority workers in the sample, with perception of 
workplace discrimination as the dependent variable. The 
key explanatory variables in this analysis were: immigrant 
generation and education.2 The three largest visible 
minority groups (Chinese, South Asians and Blacks) were 
identified in this analysis in order to determine the effect 
of visible minority group on perceived discrimination. In 
addition, the analysis was done separately for immigrants 
and Canadian-born visible minorities. In this analysis,  
the main variable of interest was education. This  
allowed us to see if education has a differential effect on 
perceived discrimination for immigrants and Canadian-
born visible minorities. 

Next, in order to examine whether objective income 
inequity is related to visible minorities’ perceptions of 
discrimination, I adapted the technique utilized by Kuhn 
(1987).	For	this	section	of	the	analysis,	I	restricted	my	sample	
to those who reported positive employment earnings. I first 
estimated the objective income inequity faced by each visible 
minority in the sample. This is essentially the difference 
between what that individual actually earns and what they 
would earn if they were a white employee. In other words, 
the difference estimates the income gap experienced by the 
individual that is not attributable to his/her human capital. 
This unexplained component of the racial income gap is 
often attributed to discrimination.3 From this analysis, the 
estimated mean annual income inequity experienced by 
visible	minorities	in	the	sample	is	$5,676.	I	utilized	logistic	
regression to examine the effect of this individual-specific 
objective income inequity on perception of discrimination. 

ResUlTs
Comparing the three largest visible minority groups 

in Canada, I found that Black respondents were the 
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from logistic regression coefficients.
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perceptions of discrimination, employers and policy-
makers may be able to better design and implement 
diversity training programs as well as councils, networks 
and mentoring programs for minority employees. If 
employers recognize the problem of discrimination and 
take steps to remedy the situation, they may be able to 
improve employee morale, turnover and productivity and 
lower the costs of human rights complaints and court cases. 
As workplaces become increasingly diverse, this issue is 
likely to be even more important in the years to come. 

NOTES

1	 Respondents	 who	 have	 been	 in	 Canada	 for	 10	 years	 or	 less	 are	 
coded as ‘recent immigrants’ and those who have been in Canada 
for	more	than	10	years	are	coded	as	‘earlier	immigrants’.	Due	to	the	
limited number of third and fourth generation visible minorities 
in the EDS, all Canadian-born respondents are included in one 
category, regardless of whether they belong to the second, third or 
fourth generation.

2	 Age and Gender were also examined, but were found not to have a 
significant effect on perceived discrimination. 

3	 See	 Banerjee	 (2008)	 for	 a	 detailed	 explanation	 of	 this	 calculation	 
and analysis.
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aBsTRaCT
Visible minorities currently represent 15% of the Canadian labour force and are expected to reach 33% by 2031. Visible minorities 
are not a homogenous group and it is important to understand their labour market similarities and differences as they will play an 
integral part in filling our impending talent shortage. Through the use of focus groups, we examined the similarities and differences 
of people with Black, Korean and Latin American heritage in the Greater Toronto Area. As our study was a pilot project, the results 
may be used to determine if further study is required on a national level.
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INTRODUCTION
The composition of the Canadian labour force 

has changed quite significantly in the last few decades. 
Although	 visible	minorities	 only	 accounted	 for	 5%	of	 the	
Canadian	 labour	 force	 in	 1981,	 their	 representation	 level	
increased	 to	 15%	 in	 2006	 and	 is	 projected	 to	 reach	 21%	
by	2017	and	to	33%	by	2031	(Martel	et	al.	2011;	Statistics	
Canada	2005).	This	 increasing	representation	level	can	be	
partly attributed to the changing trend in source countries 
of immigrants arriving from non-European countries since 
the	 1980s.	 Only	 about	 14%	 of	 all	 immigrants	 were	 from	
Asia	in	1981,	but	that	has	increased	to	41%	in	2006	and	is	
projected	to	account	for	55%	of	all	immigrants	to	Canada	
by	2031.	The	proportion	of	immigrants	from	Africa	has	also	
been increasing and is also projected to rise in the next two 
decades	 (Statistics	 Canada	 2010).	 The	 latest	 projections	
show	 that	 by	 2031,	 the	 Chinese	 and	 South	 Asians	 will	
remain the largest groups, the Black and Filipino groups will 
double in size, and the Arab and West Asian populations 
will grow the fastest, most likely tripling in size (Statistics 
Canada	2010).	

figure 1:  visible minority labour force representation –  
1981 to 2031

Sources:  Employment and Immigration Canada. Employment Equity 
Availability Data Report on Designated Groups (Ottawa: 
Employment Equity Branch, Employment & Immigration 
Canada, 1987); Human Resources Development Canada. 
Diversity at a Glance, 1994, 1999, 2004 (Ottawa: Human 
Resources and Skills Development Canada, Spring 2006); 
Martel, Laurent, et al. “Projected Trends to 2031 for the 
Canadian Labour Force.” Canadian Economic Observer 24.8 
(2011): 3.1 – 3.21; Statistics Canada. Population Projections 
of Visible Minority Groups, Canada, Provinces and Regions. 
Catalogue No. 91-541-XIE (Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 2005); 
Statistics Canada. 2006 Census of Population. Catalogue No. 
97-562-XCB2006013 (Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 2008).
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and	 Basavarajappa	 2006).	 Visible	 minorities	 regularly	
obtain degrees in engineering, sciences, business and 
the	 law,	 yet	 routinely	 have	 a	 wage	 penalty	 of	 1-10%	
compared to White, native-born Canadians (Anisef, Sweet  
and	 Frempong	 2003;	 Grant	 and	 Shevaun	 2007).	 The	
situation for first generation visible minority immigrants 
is grimmer. The financial returns for a foreign degree are 
approximately	33%	less	than	those	earned	with	a	Canadian	
degree	(Reitz	2007).	Historically,	it	took	immigrants	10	to	
15	years	of	Canadian	employment	experience	before	they	
were able to reach wage parity with Canadian-born White/
Caucasian workers. It is now speculated that more recent 
immigrants	will	never	catch	up	(Buzdugan	and	Halli	2006;	
Oreopoulos	2009;	Reitz	2007).	

vIsIBle mINORITIes aRe NOT a hOmOgeNOUs gROUP
There	are	10	main	visible	minority	groups	in	Canada.	

Therefore, it is important to note that the labour market 
experiences and perceptions of discrimination for these 
groups	may	 vary	 (Fouad	 and	 Byars-Winston	 2005;	Hom,	
Roberson	 and	 Ellis	 2008;	 Jones,	 Ni	 and	 Wilson	 2009;	
MacBride-King	and	Benimadhu	2004;	Stelcner	2000).	

As discussed above, studies have found that visible 
minorities earn less than their non-visible minority 
counterparts. However, different minority groups have 
been found to face different wage penalties. For example, 
Pendakur	 and	 Pendakur	 (2010)	 found	 that,	 in	 2005,	 
Chinese	men	 faced	 an	 8%	penalty,	West	Asian	 and	Arab	
men	 faced	 a	 13%	 penalty	 and	 the	 largest	 difference	
belonged to South East Asian men who experienced a 
30%	penalty.	Wage	gaps	can	also	vary	for	different	visible	
minority groups based on their position in an organization’s 
hierarchy.	Pendakur	and	Pendakur	(2007)	found	that	men	
and women of Chinese background face a larger negative 
wage gap in higher level positions than in lower level jobs. 
In comparison, South Asian women have smaller wage gaps 
in higher level positions. 

Different minority groups also have varied perceptions 
of their workplaces. For example, visible minority groups 
perceive their level of workplace discrimination differently. 
The	2003	Statistics	Canada	Ethnic	Diversity	Survey	found	
that Black employees perceived workplace discrimination 
the	most	at	35%,	followed	by	South	Asian	employees	at	25%,	
and	Chinese	employees	at	20%	(Banerjee	2006).	Perceptions	
of visible minorities’ intent to leave an organization are 
also important. Studies have shown that Black and Latin 
American employees differ in their intent to leave an 
organization based on their perception of what constitutes 
a	 favourable	diversity	climate	(Gonzalez	and	Denisi	2009;	
McKay	et	al.	2007).	

The ImPeNDINg TaleNT shORTage
Many organizations around the world are already 

experiencing increasing difficulty in finding talent to fill 
various	positions	(Manpower	Group	2011),	and	Canada	is	
no	exception.	In	a	recent	survey	of	almost	40,000	employers	
in	 39	 countries,	 34%	 reported	 experiencing	 difficulties	 
filling positions due to a lack of available talent  
(Manpower	Group	 2011).	 To	 ensure	Canada’s	 prosperity	
and competitiveness in the global arena, Canadian 
organizations will need to attract and fully utilize the 
human capital of all citizens. Canada’s increasingly diverse 
workforce is an untapped talent pool that can play an  
integral role in filling this impending talent shortage  
(Anisef,	 Sweet	 and	 Frempong	 2003;	 Chatterton	 2002;	
Cukier	et	al.	2009;	Royal	Bank	of	Canada	Financial	Group	
2005;	Samuel	and	Basavarajappa	2006).

vIsIBle mINORITy laBOUR maRkeT exPeRIeNCes 
Research studies have shown that visible minorities 

have been horizontally segregated into certain kinds of jobs 
(Greenhaus,	Parasuraman	and	Wormley	1990;	Kmec	2007),	
or vertically segregated with respect to their position in the 
organizational	 hierarchy	 (Yap	 2010a).	Thus,	many	 visible	
minorities are being denied access to the good jobs and are 
often not provided the opportunity to gain necessary skills 
or utilize their existing skills and education. As a result they 
are denied appropriate wages, benefits and decent working 
conditions	(Reskin	and	Padavic	1999;	Yates	2005).	Reskin,	
McBrier	and	Kmec	(1999)	support	this	claim	by	asserting	
that organizations that provide good pay and benefits have 
greater motivation to exclude people. Currently, visible 
minorities	 earn	 on	 average	 14-15%	 less	 than	 non-visible	
minority	 counterparts	 (Hum	and	Simpson	1999;	Nakhaie	
2006),	 and	 some	 estimates	 put	 that	 number	 as	 high	 as	
18.6%	(Block	and	Galabuzi	2011).	In	addition,	survey	data	
from	over	17,000	managers,	professionals	and	executives	at	
large Canadian corporations showed that visible minorities 
are less satisfied with their careers than their non-visible 
minority counterparts (Catalyst and the Diversity Institute 
in	Management	&	Technology	2007).

Many visible minorities often have difficulty obtaining 
recognition of their education, and as such, they do 
not experience the same returns for their educational 
attainment	 as	 do	 non-visible	 minorities	 (Nakhaie	 2006;	
Yap	 et	 al.	 2010b).	 Studies	 have	 shown	 visible	 minorities	
are	obtaining	more	 education	 (Grant	 and	Shevaun,	 2007;	
Hou	 and	 Coulombe	 2010;	 Reitz,	 Zhang	 and	 Hawkins	
2011;	Martel	 et	 al.	 2011)	 than	 non-visible	minorities,	 yet	
despite having a Canadian degree, they are less likely to 
find employment than their White counterparts (Samuel 
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When it comes to matching people’s skills and 
education to the job they are currently working in, all groups 
identified underemployment as a problem. In addition, 
all groups identified not ‘fitting’ into their organization’s 
culture” as a barrier as well. 

“Finding employment is not the problem. It 
is matching your qualifications to the right 
job and growth." 

- Employed Canadian-born Female  
Black participant

Both the Black and Korean groups were optimistic 
about their career success. In the Korean group, the older 
participants were quite pessimistic while the younger 
participants were more optimistic, most likely due to the 
fact that they had just recently graduated from universities 
in Canada and one university in the United States. 

"I think when you face disappointment so 
many times you say not likely because that 
is what you know." 

- Employed Immigrant Male  
Black participant

The groups also shared some similar experiences in the 
workplace. The Korean and Latin American participants 
stated they felt that their workplaces were diverse; however, 
as one Latin American participant pointed out, the diversity 
was concentrated at the lower levels of the organizational 
hierarchy. The Black and Korean groups felt they were being 
treated differently and held to a different standard than 
other employees. The Black participants did not feel that 
they were held to a different standard, but they had no room 
for error while the participants in the Korean group noted 
that they had to work three times as hard as everyone else. 
The Black and Latin American groups stated that the effects 
of discrimination can definitely affect a person, especially in 
relation to their job satisfaction. Furthermore, participants 
in both the Black and Latin American groups were open to 
considering employment opportunities outside of Canada.

“You cannot screw up…there's less room for 
error. It is almost like you feel you better 
not screw up because then they’ll take the 
opportunity to sideline you." 

- Employed Immigrant Male  
Black participant

sTUDy DesIgN
This exploratory study is one of the first attempts to 

explore the similarities and differences in the labour market 
barriers faced by Blacks, Koreans and Latin Americans in 
the Greater Toronto Area (GTA). Three focus groups were 
conducted, one for each of the three ethnicities. The goal 
was to better understand the labour market experiences of 
these three groups in areas including finding employment, 
finding employment that matches their skills, advancement 
and retention.

In recruiting participants for the focus groups, a number 
of public, private, and third sector organizations were 
contacted. They included large publicly traded and privately 
held Canadian corporations, professional associations,  
social services (including employment agencies) and 
settlement services. Most of the organizations contacted 
expressed interest in the study. Organizations which agreed 
to help with the recruitment efforts distributed the invitation 
to their employees and/or service users through postings 
on their websites, posting of hardcopies on their premises 
or via email through their employee network groups. Over 
60	 individuals	 expressed	 interest	 in	 participating	 in	 the	
focus	 groups	 and	28	 individuals	 participated	 in	 the	 three	
focus groups. 

fINDINgs 
There are a number of similarities with regards to the 

labour market experiences of these three groups. All three 
groups found that language, foreign work experience/
credentials, and not having a strong network were challenges 
to finding employment. Furthermore, participants in the 
Black and Latin American groups stated that sometimes 
when they showed up at an interview, the hiring managers 
looked surprised that their names and looks did not always 
match up.

"When you come here people think 
that because you don't have Canadian 
experience that you don't have experience." 

- Employed Immigrant Male  
Latin American participant

"Regardless of my qualifications, it took me 
three years to get this job."

- Employed Immigrant Female  
Korean participant
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The Latin American group was more optimistic and 
hopeful about their chances of gaining career success than 
the other groups, and felt they had just as much of a chance 
to be successful as anyone else. 

"I think that I have the same chances that 
any other White Canadian would have." 

- Employed Immigrant Male  
Latin American participant

When it came to feeling comfortable enough to 
express their opinions at work, the groups had different 
perspectives. Some of the Black participants felt they were 
able to express their views, some participants felt they were 
not able to do so because their ideas may be “stolen” and 
they would not receive any recognition. 

The Korean group was the only group where 
participants were not looking for employment outside 
of Canada. The other two groups were quite open to 
considering other opportunities within or outside their 
organizations and were willing to relocate to further their 
career development.

There were a few differences between the groups on 
what they thought businesses could do. The Black group 
wanted to see businesses keep track of which diversity 
programs work and which ones don’t. The Latin American 
group wanted to see changes in diversity implemented 
from a top down strategy. 

There were also differences between the groups on 
what they wanted to see government do to assist with 
diversity in the labour market. The Black group wanted 
to see a clear definition of what constitutes diversity and 
have a policy that is consistent and complimentary between 
the federal and provincial governments. The Korean 
group wanted to see changes to the minimum language 
requirements to enter language training as many people 
are often ineligible because they do not meet the minimum 
requirements and by the time they do, they have been in 
the country too long. The Latin American group wanted to 
see the government do more to keep people motivated, as 
many new immigrants settle for jobs simply to survive.

CONClUsION
Findings from this exploratory study show that 

there are similarities and differences in the labour market 
experiences of visible minorities of Black, Korean and Latin 
American heritage in the Greater Toronto Area. Further 
study on a national level may allow a better understanding 
of the labour market experiences of the different visible 
minority groups and the barriers they face to full economic 
integration in their new home.

"How can I be fast here? It is first time to 
adjust to the system."

- Unemployed Immigrant Female  
Korean participant

“My strategy is to abandon the need to be 
accepted by everyone.”

- Employed Canadian-born Male  
Latin American participant

All three groups believe that organizations should 
make the hiring process more transparent, thus eliminating 
people being hired simply due to tight networks and 
favouritism. Organizations should also provide more 
opportunities for employees to find, and benefit from, a 
mentor. Both the Black and Korean groups would like 
to see changes to the performance appraisal process. 
Specifically, appraisals should set goals that are meaningful 
while providing honest feedback that includes areas for 
improvement. All three groups would like organizations 
and government to provide more professional and language 
training opportunities.

The Korean and Latin American participants would 
like to see government continue to fund community and 
social services, as they provide invaluable services. The 
Black and Korean participants would like to see more 
government guidelines for the percentage of employees 
in an organization that should be visible minorities. The 
Korean group used the word “quotas”. All three groups said 
they would like to see the government do more to facilitate 
the employment of new and skilled immigrants. 

The Korean and Latin American groups thought that 
improving language/communication skills, volunteering 
and getting outside of their comfort zone were things  
they could do to improve their career success. The Black 
group and some participants from the Korean group 
thought that improving soft skills would be useful. The 
Black and Latin American groups thought that staying 
motivated was important to career success and all three 
groups thought expanding networks were imperative to 
improving one’s situation. 

All three groups did identify not being a good ‘fit’ as an 
obstacle to career advancement, however, the Korean and 
Latin American participants were more willing to adapt 
themselves to the Canadian culture.

“Companies call it ‘fit’, visible minorities 
call it discrimination.”

- Employed Canadian-born  
Black Male participant 

SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES IN LABOUR MARKET ExPERIENCES OF 

MINORITIES OF BLACK, KOREAN AND LATIN AMERICAN HERITAGE
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afRICaN CaNaDIaNs: emPlOymeNT 
aND RaCIsm IN The WORkPlaCe
David Este

aBsTRaCT
This article discusses the experiences of African Canadians in Toronto, Calgary and Halifax with racism they have encountered in 
workplace environments. Attention is paid to how these manifestations of racism impact the well-being of people of African descent. 
A series of strategies based on Canada’s Employment Equity act are provided to ensure that workplaces are free from racism.
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BaCkgROUND
The “Racism, Violence and Health” (RVH) project 

was a five year action research project that addressed the 
impact of racism and violence on the health and well-being 
of African Canadians in three Canadian cities. The RVH 
research study determined perceptions of both global and 
race-related stress in the indigenous African Canadian 
community, the Caribbean Canadian community and 
the African immigrant community in three Canadian 
cities, Halifax, Toronto and Calgary. We documented 
the first voice accounts of Black men, their families 
and communities about their experiences of violence 
(including the violence of racism), and analyzed how those 
experiences differed across gender and age as well as how 
they are related to individual, family, and community 
health status. The research program integrally involved 
community members at all stages of the research process, 
thereby increasing their capacity to take action on their 
own behalf. 

The specific objectives of the research were as follows:
•	 To	 investigate	 perceptions	 of	 both	 global	 and	 race-

related stress in indigenous, Caribbean, and immigrant 
African communities in Halifax, Toronto, and Calgary

•	 To	document	the	first	voice	accounts	of	Black	men,	their	
families and communities about their experiences of 
violence (including the violence of racism)

•	 To	analyze	how	those	experiences	differ	across	origin,	
gender, age, education, and income

•	 To	 analyze	 how	 these	 experiences	 are	 related	 
to individual, family, and community health and  
well-being

•	 To	 develop	 culturally	 relevant	 health	 education	
materials that address issues of racism, violence, gender, 
and health across the lifespan of African Canadians 

The research program included a quantitative survey 
and qualitative interviews. The active involvement of 
community members through annual community forums 
and community-based reference groups was integral to the 
success of the research. 

In this paper we explore the experiences of African 
Canadians with workplace racism as well as how this 



41

AFRICAN CANADIANS: EMPLOyMENT AND RACISM IN THE WORKPLACE

Community forums
 Annual community forums provided opportunities 

for community members to actively participate in the 
research process. Three were held at each site, in years 
one, two and four of the project, and mini community 
meetings were held in year three. The community forums 
served a capacity building function, as they helped to 
increase the respective communities’ capacity to work 
with issues of violence, gender, and health. They were 
open to all interested community members, including 
policy makers and health and social service providers. 
Each forum addressed concrete questions and concerns, 
providing space for people to tell their stories and respond 
to the stories of others. The forums also offered practical 
information concerning the intersection of violence, 
gender and health; an introduction to current policy 
concepts and planning initiatives; updates on the research 
program and findings; and the opportunity to evaluate the 
research annually. 

fINDINgs
For African Canadians who enter the labour market, 

securing employment is often considered to be the most 
difficult challenge. One young man from Africa described 
what he confronted when looking for work:

A person’s colour, his race and the way he 
looks affects his opportunity of getting a 
job. You are judged based on your colour. 
The lighter you are, the closer you will get to 
these people. The darker you are the further 
down you get and the lowest job.

Many African Canadians have the experience of 
gaining employment and then finding that their experience 
in the workplace is marred by racism. In the interviews 
and community forums, African Canadians shared their 
experiences in the workplace, which included having their 
efforts minimized, not getting credit for their work or ideas 
and not being taken seriously. Participants also talked 
about having to fight against the stereotype that people 
of African descent lack a work ethic or are “unintelligent, 
uninventive and not capable of abstract thinking.” 
Several participants recalled times when their ideas were 
downplayed or ignored, or they were not given credit “for 
ideas that were stolen by others.” At the same time, many 
face significant pressure to perform beyond that which is 
expected of their white co-workers. “Because of the colour 
of your skin,” an African man from Calgary stated “you 
have to perform above the rest of the workforce or pay a 
higher price when you make mistakes, compared to the 
rest of the people.” Many research participants reported 
feeling emotionally drained by the pressures of having to 
work “ten times harder” than white co-workers. 

form of institutional racism impacts the well-being of 
members of this community. For the purposes of this 
paper, institutional racism exists when the established 
policies and practices of a particular organization reflect 
and produce differential treatment towards and outcomes 
for various groups. In the process, institutional racism 
serves to maintain social control and uphold the status 
quo	in	favour	of	the	dominant	group	(Skillings	&	Dobbins,	
1991).	Finally,	we	also	provide	some	strategies	designed	to	
deal with the racism and discrimination encountered by 
African Canadians in the workplace.

DaTa COlleCTION meThODs
This was a mixed methods research study that 

included	 a	 survey	 (900	 participants-300	 in	 each	 site),	
qualitative	 interviews	 (120	 participants-40	 in	 each	 site),	
two-year micro-ethnographies (six young Black men-
two in each site), and annual Black community forums 
and smaller community meetings in each site. In addition, 
there was ongoing involvement of diverse community-
based reference group members in each site that helped us 
to bridge the community/academic divide. 

quantitative data
After a year of community consultation in each site, a 

90-minute	face-to-face	questionnaire	was	administered	to	
community members by trained members of diverse Black 
communities. The questionnaire included a significant 
number of demographic questions, standardized 
instruments that addressed perceptions of general health 
status	 (the	 SF-12	General	Health	 Survey;	Ware,	Kosinski	
&	Keller,	 1996),	 global	 stress	 (the	 Perceived	 Stress	 Scale;	
Cohen,	Kamarck,	&	Mermelstein,	1983)	and	racism-related	
stress	 (Harrell,	 2000,	 1997),	 as	well	 as	 project-developed	
scales focusing on responses to racism, violence, and 
immigration (adapted from the New Canadian Children 
and	Youth	Study	(Beiser,	et.	al.	2005)).

qualitative data-interviews
In-depth qualitative interviews were conducted with 

120	 participants,	which	 included	 40	 participants	 at	 each	
site	(a	total	of	63	women	and	57	men).	A	semi-structured	
interview guide was used that provided an opportunity for 
interactive discussion that explored experiences from the 
perspective of the participants using their meanings and 
interpretations. A purposive sampling was used to recruit 
participants for the in-depth interviews. Participants 
included community members and key informants from 
various sectors, such as advocacy and service, health care, 
and criminal justice. The interviews were transcribed  
and the data coded and analyzed using qualitative  
software (Atlas Ti), from which descriptive feedback 
reports were developed.
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us of her experience of being underpaid. She said that her 
boss believed that “me being an African woman, I would be 
more inclined to settle for something less than what I am 
worth.” Being unable to secure employment comparable to 
Whites with similar education and experience leaves many 
African Canadians in the position of having to work two or 
more jobs in order to support their families. 

The combination of the stress of trying to make ends 
meet and the anger and frustration of not being able to work 
up to one’s potential negatively impact African Canadians’ 
self-esteem. “If you are an engineer and end up driving a 
cab,” said a young African woman who had been in Calgary 
for	 15	 years,	 “that’s	 subjugating	 you	 to	 a	 level	where	 you	
have lost your self-esteem.” Not having their skills and 
abilities affirmed resulted in huge frustration, which some 
individuals likened to being beaten up.

Participants also indicated that their treatment in 
the workplace was compounded when those in power 
ignored problems of racism, or condoned unfair treatment 
of employees. Through their deliberate ignorance or 
condonation of systemic and individual expressions of 
racism, those in leadership positions sent the message that 
they supported, or did not care about, how people of colour 
and other marginalized groups were treated. 

Participants also pointed out that they often faced the 
additional burden of educating their peers about racism, 
either in response to questions from co-workers, or because 
they could not leave incidents of racism unchallenged. 
Participants indicated that even well-intentioned co-
workers would make offhand comments or express negative 
ideas that were impossible to ignore. For some, it became 
a significant and exhausting part of their job. As a woman 
from Halifax remarked, “Sometimes I just tell people, I’m 
off-duty…. I am not doing any more educating today.” 

 A number of participants spoke of not being 
recognized as professionals, “It is a constant struggle,” one 
man said. Another recalled that in the university at which 
he worked, he was constantly being mistaken for a student 
and was continually asked, “What courses are you taking?” 
Another participant with two PhDs talked about how his 
employer used his qualifications as bait to bring in large 
contracts, but the participant was still refused a salary that 
reflected his skills and qualifications. 

A few male and female participants suggested that 
Black women have some advantage over Black men in the 
job market because Black men are particularly vulnerable 
to systemic racism in the workplace. They are, as one 
African woman stated, “seen as being more of a threat to 
the White men who own the system.” 

The economic marginalization of Black men in the 
labour market contributes, in part, to difficulties and 
tensions in marriages and family relationships. Many 

Some participants reported that they found a job and 
a work team that they were happy with but found that their 
options within the organization were restricted by policies 
and practices that limit career and job advancement of 
African Canadians and other people of colour. Frequently, 
African Canadians find themselves trapped in entry level 
or low paying jobs. The resulting economic marginalization 
brings with it a wide range of economic and psychosocial 
problems for individuals, families and the African 
Canadian community. Many participants reported being 
passed over for other positions for which they were fully 
qualified, oftentimes in favour of lesser qualified people. 
One woman from Halifax remarked that she had become 
so frustrated with other people getting the job she applied 
for, that she had stopped applying for promotions. However, 
instead of thinking that there was a fault in the system, 
she blamed herself for her lack of advancement. “I used to 
ask myself what was wrong with me,” she said. Blaming 
herself for the organization’s inability to acknowledge her 
skills and abilities because of the colour of her skin has 
undermined her confidence in herself and her enthusiasm 
for her life. Other participants reported that they no longer 
even bothered applying.

Denied the opportunity to demonstrate their skills, 
these African Canadian employees felt devalued. All of 
these everyday experiences, respondents agreed, erode 
one’s confidence: “making you feel you have to measure 
up to some standard that you cannot see,” and you “always 
feel you’re just below that standard.” Being in a position 
where their work is expected to be inferior is particularly 
difficult for immigrants who feel marginalized because 
of their perceived substandard credentials and lack of 
Canadian experience. “When you are forced to work for 
people whose qualifications and experience and ability are 
less than yours, that is difficult,” said a female participant 
living in Toronto. 

Black men and newcomers to Canada in particular 
stated that their credentials were overlooked when it 
came to job competition, and that they were required to 
jump through a significant number of hoops to secure 
employment. A female participant at a community forum 
in Calgary stated, “We do not have opportunities to gain 
good jobs despite our educational credentials.” Time and 
time again, first generation participants talked about 
their inability to get jobs despite their qualifications 
and experience. Holding several degrees and being a 
professional in their country of origin did not offer a 
guarantee that they would not end up in low-wage jobs, 
such as janitors or laundry workers. 

Participants pointed to the generally low socio-
economic status of many Blacks and noted that they are “well 
represented in low paying jobs.” One Calgarian woman told 
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employees feel safe to engage in open dialogues on racism 
and other forms of oppression that systematically and 
negatively impact racialized persons at various critical 
milestones throughout their employment tenure (hiring, 
retention and promotion).

Workplace environments must develop clear anti-
harassment policies and ensure that all employees are 
aware of these policies. The policies need to include 
specific penalties for infractions as well as a process for 
implementing the policies when required.

Finally, support for employees who are from equity 
seeking groups is required. Quite frequently, these 
individuals are isolated, marginalized, and devalued in 
their workplace and have little support. Organizations 
need to create strategies, practices, and policies to ensure 
that employees are not isolated and have opportunities to 
fully utilize their knowledge and skills in the workplace. 
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young women become single mothers because of the 
structural forces that operate to marginalize Black men. 
Quite often couples do not marry because Black men are 
unable to find work to support their families. In some cases, 
males give up earning a living through legitimate means, 
a decision that the women in their lives may disapprove 
of. Underemployment, unemployment, and the struggle to 
make ends meet financially create a great deal of tension, 
particularly when there are children to care for, and this 
forces couples apart.

The everyday facets of life like having a good career, a 
well-paying job and one’s material needs taken care of are 
tightly connected to a person’s ability to function in and 
contribute to society. “It is terrible,” one African man in 
Calgary commented, “What’s annoying is that the racial 
pressure is not something you can clearly grasp. It’s not 
something that is quantitative. It’s very subjective and you 
don’t always know where it’s coming from or why people 
are doing that.”

mOvINg TOWaRDs RaCIsm fRee WORkPlaCes
In	 1986,	 Canada	 passed	 the	 Employment	 Equity	

Act. The primary goal of this legislation is to ensure that 
qualified members of designated groups are represented 
in the workplace in accordance with their availability in 
the workforce and have opportunities to realize their full 
potential in safe, fair and inclusive workplace environments. 

Using the Employment Act as our guide, the following 
represents a series of strategies that will contribute to 
racism free workplaces. 

Strategic and bold initiatives are required to implement 
employment equity in more proactive ways that will ensure 
that all racialized employees will not experience racism 
and, will have genuine opportunities for occupational 
mobility within organizations. Senior managers must 
assume leadership roles to create more diverse workplaces 
that place greater emphasis on equity for all employees. 

Clear and open communication at all levels in the 
workplace regarding why employment equity is required, 
the benefits of these programs, the specific strategies used 
in the workplace and how they are being implemented is 
required. Organizations also need to create spaces where 
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aBsTRaCT
In this article, I use findings from studies I conducted over a twenty-two year period with African Canadians about their  
educational and occupational/career aspirations, employment experiences and achievements, and their experiences with  
racism and discrimination. Using three themes – optimism, self-confidence, and working harder – that emerge through the  
years from the data, I discuss the experiences and achievements of seven individuals who participated in a follow-up study  
in 2006. All seven participants remained persuaded that their strategies of optimism, self-confidence and hard work made  
it possible for them to realize their aspirations.
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Initially	 interviewed	 in	 1984	while	 in	her	 third	 year	
at	 university,	 and	 again	 in	 1991	 and	 2006,	 Michelle’s	
reflections above are informed by her understanding 
of the “hurdles” that racism and discrimination posed 
for her in attaining the career to which she aspired. Yet 
despite these apparent hurdles, she was not deterred. In 
fact,	 she	 remained	 determined	 and,	 as	 she	 said	 in	 1991,	
“optimistic,” despite becoming “a little more realistic” 
with	age	So	by	2006	–	married	with	children,	a	house	 in	
the suburbs, a comfortable salary, and working in a large 
business	firm	 in	a	downtown	Toronto	office	 tower	–	one	
would think that Michelle would have concluded that her 
strategy of determination and optimism had paid off and 

she had “made it.” Racism was not the “hurdle” that she 
had feared. However, Michelle, like the seven (two males 
andfour females) other participants in the follow-up study 
I	conducted	in	2006,	maintained	that	race	and	racism	were	
factors in their “struggles” to negotiate and attain their 
current jobs, and therefore something which mediated 
their opportunities and was a constant in their everyday 
lives (NFB, Making It, 2006).1

In this article, I use findings from the studies I 
conducted	over	a	22	year	period	with	African	Canadians	
about their educational and occupational/career 
aspirations, employment experiences and achievements, 
and their experiences with racism and discrimination.  

You have to overcome [discrimination]. Not because it exists I am going to lay down and die 
and don’t bother trying. I know that it exists... and I know what I have to do to overcome it. It 
calls for working hard (Michelle, 21 years, 1984).

I am as optimistic…. maybe now I am more realistic and I think it is possible [to make it] but 
with a big BUT. But you have to take certain strategies to get there. It is not going to be easy…, 
but I can do it because I understand the hurdles and what you have to do to get over them 
(Michelle, 28 years, 1991).

I wanted to make sure that I had everything that there was – nothing that the potential 
employer could look at to discount me. I heard the saying that Black people had to work twice 
as hard to get half as far. There was always that sense that you couldn’t just be equal, you had 
to be better than (Michelle, 43 years, 2006).

 Carl E. James
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when I was little. ‘Well you know, you’re 
representing Black people, you have to 
achieve. Your work will be examined under 
a microscope, whereas your colleagues’ may 
not be.’ And I don’t know if I disagreed at 
that time, I don’t think so. I think I just went 
ahead…. I think part of that is because of 
that sort of fear that if you don’t do well, 
you’re not going to represent your race well 
and they’ll say ‘Oh that Black, you know, 
they really can’t do things the way that 
others can” (July 2006).

The optimism of many of the participants seemed to 
be nurtured by their commitment to positively ‘represent’ 
their community, believing that their hard work would be 
evidence enough to challenge the stereotypes of Blacks as 
shiftless and incompetent. In Sharon’s words, “I worked 
really, really hard because of that, and I wasn’t being paid 
a whole lot of money.” Interestingly, rather than rejecting 
this racialization and inherent essentialism, Sharon and 
her peers used it as inspiration, believing that through their 
attitudes and actions they would be seen as one among 
many Black individuals who capably apply themselves to 
their education and employment. 

self-CONfIDeNCe 
Participants’ optimism was maintained by the self-

confidence they had cultivated. They believed that they 
had what it took, and were doing what was necessary, to 
surmount the hurdles and struggles that they had come 
to accept as part of their everyday life. Take Larry, for 
example, who had just started work as a tool and die maker 
when	he	was	interviewed	in	1984.	He	was	optimistic	and	
confident that he would become “a foreman at [his] shop;” 
and as he later added: 

Another ten years I will have my own 
business even though there is discrimination, 
because I’m a hard worker... there is always 
going to be discrimination but there is 
always someone out there who is going to 
stand by your side. They don’t necessarily 
have to be Black (Larry, 1984).

As adolescents, participants held confidently to the 
idea that their education, hard work, skills and tenacity 
were sufficient to ensure they reached their goals; it 
was largely about their own agency and the recognition 
that they would receive from people who, as Larry said, 
would stand by them. However, by their late twenties, 
the participants started to suggest that they could not 

The seven participants I reference in this article were  
among	 the	 60	 young	 people	 (ages	 17	 to	 22)	who	 I	 inter- 
viewed	 in	1984/85.	 I	 re-connected	with	22	of	 them	(then	 
ages	24	to	29)	seven	years	later	(1991)	to	find	out	if	they	were	
“still optimistic that with self-confidence, determination 
and	education,	they	would	achieve	their	goals”	(James	1993,	 
p.	3).	 In	 this	article,	 I	 examine	primarily	 the	experiences	
and	comments	of	the	seven	2006	participants,	examining	
both consistencies and changes in their ideas over the 
years and noting the extent to which their aspirations 
were realized. In doing so, I draw on critical theories 
which hold that the social, educational, and employment 
opportunities to which individuals have or gain access, are 
not simply a result of racial, ethnic, class, gender or other 
differences, but are a consequence of social inequities that 
are structured and sustained through classism, racism, 
xenophobia and patriarchy which are inherent in society. As 
such, critical theorists call into question society’s claims of 
meritocracy, equal opportunity, democracy, colorblindness 
and	multiculturalism	(see	Hinchey,	2008;	Porfilio	&	Malott	
2011;	Yosso,	2005).	Within	this	framework,	I	discuss	three	
themes	–	optimism,	self-confidence,	and	working	harder	–	
that emerge from the data through the years. 

OPTImIsm
Most	of	the	participants	(25/60	or	42%)	in	the	1984/85	

study aspired to professional and white collar careers, 
such as medicine, law, business, teaching and social work. 
They were optimistic that, even in the face of racism, they 
would realize their career aspirations. And while race was 
generally perceived to be one “hurdle,” gender, for females, 
was	another.	Sharon,	for	instance,	stated	in	1984/85,	“Being	
a Black woman means that I have two strikes against me to 
start with, but that makes things challenging.” So for many 
of the then youth, racism was taken to be a challenge by 
which they were invigorated or inspired to pursue their 
career	goals	–	something	which	they	carried	into	their	40s.	

Seven	years	later,	many	of	the	22	participants	admitted	
that their optimism had waned somewhat, suggesting that 
the hurdles of racism and discrimination were not as easy to 
overcome as they had indicated in their earlier interviews. 
But they were not deterred from pursing their career goals, 
believing that the education and skills they had acquired 
would allow them to realize their ambitions. Accordingly, 
when	we	met	Sharon	in	2006,	she	had	this	to	say:	

When my kids were small, and I was still 
in the early part of my career, I worked 
extremely long hours– you know, I really 
wanted to do well, and I think it’s because 
of that optimism too, that I am in my field.  
I really want… to succeed. But I have to 
say it’s also because of… what was said 
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the job and was working “harder” than his co-workers 
“to achieve what a White person will achieve” (in James, 
1990,	p.	87).	This	was	also	because	he	wanted	to	become	a	
foreman,	which	he	did	by	2006,	as	noted	above.	Similarly,	
Michelle, whose comments are noted in the introduction, 
obtained the “financially rewarding” job she wished for in 
1984	when	she	was	first	interviewed.	She	said	then	that	she	
was looking for “a job in health administration that would 
pay me a salary where I could afford a nice house and a 
car… [and] not worry about making ends meet with every 
cheque,	and	I	could	pay	all	my	bills”	(in	James,	1990,	p.	63).	

Michelle, too, worked harder than her white 
counterparts. And like many of the other participants, 
she attributed the idea of working hard to her parents. As 
Michelle put it:

My mom says that because you’re Black 
you have to try twice as hard and you 
always have to beat them [Whites] by full 
percentages – you can’t tie and you can’t get 
lower. It has to be by a significant amount so 
that there would be no argument, because 
whenever… a White person and a Black 
person go for a job and have the same 
qualifications, ninety per cent of the time 
the White person will get it… (in James, 
1990, p. 39). 

This parental schooling about the benefits of hard 
work as a means to counteract racism and discrimination, 
and participants’ self-confidence, seemed to maintain 
their optimism even as they were faced with racism 
which, by their late twenties, they had experienced in 
their job searches and employment. For Michelle, it was 
her experience at one of her job interviews that seemed 
to have been the most memorable. She told us the same 
story	in	2006,	as	she	did	in	1991.	She	recalled	that	as	she	
sat alone in the lobby one Sunday morning waiting to be 
interviewed, the interviewer came, looked pass her, and 
seeing no one else asked: “Oh, are you Michelle?” with what 
Michelle	read	as	a	surprise	that	she	was	Black	–	because,	
as she proffered, she was not the person they had expected 
for the senior position to which she had applied, since her 
name, qualification (an MBA) and accent on the phone did 
not	signal	her	skin	colour	(James,	1993,	p.	10).	

Looking back at her experiences fourteen years later, 
Michelle, was convinced that her confidence and hard 
work had brought her to where she was. She remarked: 

It is really scary embarking on a career not 
knowing what’s going to happen. You hear 
things about barriers and qualified people 
who could not find jobs. I wanted to make 

achieve	 the	 opportunities	 they	 sought	 by	 themselves	 –	
they	needed	to	work,	as	Sonia	said	in	1991,	“in	concert	with	
other people of like minds because you can’t take on the 
system by yourself even if you prove to be the brightest or 
best”	 (in	 James,	 1993,	 p.	 16).	 By	 1991,	 then,	 participants	
were confessing their “naivety” and were shifting their 
focus from exclusively individual efforts to ones that 
addressed the system. Yet they remained confident that 
their knowledge and understanding of the system as well as 
their education and abilities were sufficient to enable their 
successes in a structure they accepted as “not perfect.” 

Larry,	for	example,	in	2006	recalled	going	through	“a	
lot of struggles when I took over as being a Black manager in 
the tool and dye business because, as far as I’m concerned, 
it’s unheard of.” He attributed this situation to the fact that, 
as he estimated, only about one percent of tool and dye 
workers were Black even though there were “a lot of tool 
and dye shops in the area.” Larry went on to suggest that 
even though he was an example of an accomplished tool 
and die maker, and was now in a position to employ more 
Blacks in the business, systemic issues made it difficult for 
him to do so. He explained:

When I’m hiring, I find that if I hire a Black 
kid everybody around me says he’s related 
to me… It runs all over the shop. If I hire 
somebody White, Chinese, Indian, they 
never say a word, it never comes out. Now, 
… basically it means that you’re not able to 
bring your kids to see what you’re doing to 
get a good life (July 2006).

When asked how he handled such situations, Larry 
responded by saying: “I hire the best candidate for the job. 
Colour is not an issue. Racism to me is… there if you want 
it to be there.” He also made the point that self-confidence 
–	in	other	words,	being	“strong	enough	in	mind	and	body,	
[and]	basically	speak	up	for	yourself”	–	makes	it	possible	to	
handle situations like that. He went on to say:

I believed in myself more than anything 
else. I believed that I could do it. And I also 
believed that colour was not going to stand 
in the way. And going back 22 years…, it’s 
hard for a young kid, even a young Black 
kid, to think that way, because why wouldn’t 
colour stand in the way? (July 2006).

haRD WORk
When	 we	 talked	 with	 Larry	 in	 1984,	 he	 had	 been	

working in the tool and dye company for about two years. 
At that time he pointed out that he was well qualified for 
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maintained them. They did not seem to have become 
cynical or disillusioned, but appeared strengthened by 
their accomplishments, confident in the necessity and 
usefulness of their strategies, and determined that they 
would be able to sidestep, if not surmount, racism . They 
refused to let the system make them fail.

NOTES

1 A portion of this research was made into a video, Making It, 
Citizenshift,	NFB,	2006.
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sure that I had everything that there was – 
nothing that the potential employer could 
look at to discount me. I heard the saying 
that Black people had to work twice as 
hard to get half as far… For me that was  
a motivating factor. I felt that that saying 
had come about from real life experience 
and I wasn’t willing to take the chance that 
it wasn’t true. I wanted to cover my bases…. 
I have had some experience with that in the 
school system as well, where I felt that to be 
‘just as good as’ didn’t pay off for me. You 
always have to be better than… (Michelle, 
July 2006).

CONClUsION
The sample of seven young people I interviewed 

22	 years	 after	 their	 first	 interview	 and	 15	 years	 after	
their second about their educational and employment 
experiences and their aspirations remained persuaded that 
their strategies of optimism, self-confidence and hard work 
made it possible for them to realize their aspirations. This 
is understandable, in part, since they were all employed 
in occupations from which they were gaining much 
satisfaction.	 In	 their	 1991	 interviews,	 they	 indicated	 that	
they were less naïve and more realistic about the impact 
that racism would have, and had had, on their employment 
opportunities	 and	 experiences.	 By	 2006,	 they	 seemed	 to	
have come to an understanding that individual modeling 
of a good worker and citizen was not enough to change 
the system of racism and the structure of inequities that 

MAKING IT: STILL "WORKING TWICE AS HARD TO GET HALF AS FAR"
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La déqualification, définie comme le fait d’occuper 
un emploi en dessous des compétences que l’on possède, 
est un problème qui affecte un pourcentage élevé de 
personnes immigrantes. Elle est souvent attribuée 
presqu’exclusivement à la non reconnaissance, par les 
ordres professionnels et les employeurs, des diplômes et 
de l’expérience obtenus au pays d’origine. Bien que cela 
représente effectivement un facteur de poids, il est difficile, 
à partir de ces deux variables, d’expliquer pourquoi, au 
Canada, selon les données les plus récentes, le taux de 
déqualification est plus élevé pour les femmes immigrantes. 

Afin de mieux comprendre les causes de cet écart 
lié au genre, nous avons réalisé une recherche de type 
qualitatif sur le processus d’intégration en emploi des 
immigrantes hautement qualifiées établies à Montréal. 
(Chicha	 2009).	 Trois	 séries	 de	 variables	 explicatives	 ont	
été examinées : la reconnaissance des diplômes étrangers, 
les pratiques discriminatoires de gestion des ressources 
humaines des entreprises ainsi que la stratégie de l’unité 

familiale immigrante. Dans ce court article, nous nous 
attarderons à cette dernière, qui en général est ignorée 
dans la plupart des études qui ne prennent pas le genre 
en considération. Après avoir exposé en quoi consiste 
ce concept ainsi que les indicateurs qui permettent de le 
représenter, nous illustrerons son rôle à partir des résultats 
de notre recherche.

le CONCePT De sTRaTégIe  
De la famIlle ImmIgRaNTe

Le concept de stratégie de la famille immigrante 
s’applique à la décision prise par les couples immigrants 
de donner priorité à l’un ou l’autre des conjoints en ce 
qui concerne le parcours d’intégration professionnelle au 
pays d’accueil. L’intégration professionnelle généralement 
souhaitée par les immigrants hautement qualifiés est 
celle qui leur permet d’obtenir un emploi correspondant 
à leurs qualifications. Cela exige dans de nombreux 
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Comment expliquer un tel résultat qui va certainement 
à l’encontre de ce que prévoyaient ces travailleuses 
hautement qualifiées avant de quitter leur pays d’origine ? 
Pour essayer d’y répondre, il faut examiner les impacts 
d’une stratégie inégalitaire donnant priorité au conjoint. 
Le facteur déterminant le plus important est la présence 
d’enfants d’âge préscolaire dans un contexte où l’accès à 
des services de garde à prix modique est restreint (Chicha 
et	Deraedt	 2009	;	Dumont	 et	 Isoppo	 2005	;	 Raghuram	 et	
Kofman	2004).	À	cela	 s’ajoute	un	 facteur	 souvent	 ignoré,	
soit l’alourdissement des responsabilités domestiques et 
familiales comparativement au pays d’origine. D’une part, 
plusieurs immigrantes ne peuvent plus compter sur une 
aide domestique rémunérée comme c’était le cas dans leur 
pays d’origine ; elles doivent donc consacrer un nombre 
élevé d’heures aux diverses tâches domestiques ; d’autre 
part, ce sont elles qui doivent aider les enfants à s’adapter 
au nouvel environnement social dans lequel ils sont 
transplantés, ce qui exige également un investissement en 
temps	(Cardu	et	Sanschagrin	2002	;	Purkayastha	2005).

Dans le cadre d’une stratégie inégalitaire, on peut 
conclure que l’immigrante subira de fortes contraintes 
de temps, ce qui ne lui permettra pas de participer à des 
activités d’apprentissage de la langue du pays d’accueil ou 
de formation continue pour adapter ses qualifications aux 
exigences du marché du travail. Si elle reste longtemps en 
dehors du marché du travail, ses qualifications risquent 
d’être rapidement dépassées et auront encore moins de 
chances d’être reconnues. 

Des DéBOUChés faCIles D’aCCès POUR  
les ImmIgRaNTes : le seCTeUR Des seRvICes  
aUx PeRsONNes 

Lorsqu’une garderie à coût modique a été trouvée ou 
lorsque les enfants sont d’âge scolaire, une autre situation 
couramment rencontrée est celle où l’immigrante va 
prendre le premier emploi qui lui est offert pour subvenir 
aux besoins de la famille, alors que son conjoint immigrant 
investit son temps dans les études ou dans la recherche 
d’un emploi correspondant à ses qualifications. Or, les 
emplois facilement accessibles, ceux où la demande de 
travail féminin est particulièrement élevée, sont dans le 
secteur de services aux personnes : gardienne d’enfants, 
soins aux personnes âgées, femme de ménage. Il s’agit 
d’emplois considérés comme peu qualifiés, précaires et 
à faibles salaires, qui sont de plus en plus des ghettos de 
travailleuses immigrantes. En occupant de tels emplois 
pendant un certain temps, les immigrantes universitaires 
risquent de subir une très forte déqualification. 

cas d'entreprendre un long et coûteux processus de 
reconnaissance des diplômes, de suivre des cours de 
langue ou de participer à une formation d’appoint  
requise par les Ordres professionnels. Ces activités 
requièrent d’importantes ressources de temps et d’argent 
dont la plupart des familles immigrantes ne disposent 
pas, d’où la nécessité d’avoir une stratégie qui dirige ces 
ressources, dans un premier temps, vers l’un ou l’autre des 
deux conjoints. 

Comment est décidée cette stratégie ? Sur quels 
éléments se base-t-elle ? Selon la théorie du capital 
humain,	 (Becker	 1971)	 rationnellement,	 cette	 stratégie	
devrait favoriser le conjoint dont le potentiel de gain est 
le plus élevé. Étant donné l’écart salarial en défaveur des 
femmes qui existe sur le marché du travail, ce sera, donc, 
en général l’homme immigrant qui aura priorité. Parmi les 
3	stratégies	alternatives	qui	peuvent	être	suivies-priorité	à	
l’immigrant, priorité à l’immigrante ou aucune priorité, ce 
sera	donc	la	première	qui	l’emportera.	À	l’opposé	de	cette	
analyse, on trouve la théorie des rôles de genre, qui postule 
que la stratégie choisie sera déterminée par les valeurs de la 
famille immigrante au sujet du rôle respectif de chacun des 
conjoints	 (Cooke	 2008).	Cette	 stratégie	 est	 généralement	
inégalitaire car des rôles de genre spécifiques sont attribués 
respectivement à l’homme (principal gagne-pain) et à la 
femme (principale responsable des tâches domestiques 
et des soins aux enfants). Elle s’expliquerait donc par la 
force des traditions plutôt que par un calcul économique 
rationnel. Ces valeurs sont égalitaires lorsque la carrière 
des deux conjoints est considérée également importante, 
et c’est seulement dans un tel cas que l’on pourrait observer 
une stratégie donnant priorité à la conjointe immigrante. 
Une	enquête	de	Ghazal	et	Read	(2007)	vient	renforcer	cette	
théorie en montrant que le poids des traditions varie en 
fonction du pays d’origine et influence différemment la 
participation des immigrantes au marché du travail : selon 
leurs résultats, les immigrantes originaires de l’Inde ou 
des pays arabes auraient moins tendance à participer au 
marché du travail que celles qui sont originaires de Cuba 
ou de Porto-Rico, et ce, à revenu familial net comparable. 

la PRéseNCe De JeUNes eNfaNTs : haNDICaP maJeUR
Selon	Cooke	(2008	;	172)	:

There is overwhelming evidence that family 
migration generally harms the employment 
and earnings of married women, even 
among women who should be benefitting 
from migration, that bearing children 
multiplies the effect, and that underlying 
this seemingly economical irrational 
decision-making are the gender role beliefs 
of husbands and wives.
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•	 le	 groupe	 1	 comprend	 une	 forte	 proportion	 de	mères	
d’enfants de 5 ans ou moins à l’arrivée ;

•	 le	 groupe	 2	 comprend	 en	 plus	 grande	 proportion	 des	
mères d’enfants d’âge scolaire à l’arrivée ;

•	 le	groupe	3	est	celui	qui	comprend	proportionnellement	
le plus d’immigrantes sans enfants à l’arrivée.

Les participantes ont souligné qu’elles se sont heurtées 
à un obstacle qu’elles ne prévoyaient pas du tout, soit le 
manque de places en garderies. Certes, cette difficulté 
affecte un grand nombre de mères de jeunes enfants au 
Québec ; ce qui est différent pour les immigrantes, c’est 
que cet obstacle se cumule à d’autres, comme la non 
reconnaissance de leurs diplômes ou la nécessité de suivre 
des cours de francisation. 

On pourrait penser que les immigrantes peuvent 
avoir recours à leur famille ou leurs amis. En fait, on 
constate	 que	 ce	 sont	 celles	 du	 groupe	 3,	 mieux	 nanties	
financièrement étant donné leur emploi qualifié, qui ont la 
possibilité de faire venir la parenté restée au pays d’origine 
pour	s’occuper	des	enfants.	Celles	du	groupe	1	ont	de	trop	
faibles revenus pour pouvoir financer ces déplacements et 
doivent donc uniquement compter sur elles-mêmes.

gRaNDe fORCe D’INeRTIe DaNs le PaRTage  
Des TâChes DOmesTIqUes

Nos résultats convergent aussi avec ceux des  
autres chercheurs, à savoir que le partage des tâches 
domestiques reste très inégalitaire, contribuant ainsi à 
la déqualification. Comme le mentionne au sujet de ses 
compatriotes une immigrante originaire du Maroc et 
travaillant dans une ONG :

Ils vivent comme ils sont dans leur pays. 
C’est-à-dire que le mari en fait très peu 
en ce qui concerne l’enfant (…) c’est pas 
son rayon, tout ce qui concerne les tâches 
ménagères, c‘est pas son rayon. Je veux dire, 
il ne peut même pas prendre en charge 
l'enfant pendant que la femme va faire de 
quoi. Non, non tout ce qui concerne l’enfant 
c’est en dehors du mari. Alors c’est très 
lourd, c’est très très lourd. En tout cas moi 
j’en ai vu des dizaines et des dizaines dans 
les programmes que je gérais.

Ce bref survol de la littérature met en évidence le 
fait que l’intersection des caractéristiques d’immigrante, 
d’épouse et de mère créé une situation très défavorable 
pour les immigrantes du point de vue de l’emploi. Cette 
situation défavorable résulte des interactions entre divers 
acteurs, notamment la famille immigrante, l’État ainsi que 
les employeurs. 

l’éTUDe De Cas à mONTRéal
Les résultats de l’étude que nous avons réalisée sur 

44 immigrantes hautement qualifiées établies à Montréal 
illustrent très clairement le lien entre stratégie de la 
famille immigrante et déqualification1. En examinant 
la correspondance entre les diplômes obtenus au pays 
d’origine et ceux exigés par leur emploi au moment de 
l’entrevue, nous avons pu répartir les participantes en  
3	groupes	selon	leur	degré	de	déqualification	:	
•	 Groupe	 1	 :	 Fort	 degré	 de	 déqualification	 :	 l’emploi	

occupé n’exige aucun diplôme post secondaire ; ce 
groupe	comptait	43	%	d’immigrantes.

•	 Groupe	 2	 :	 Degré	moyen	 de	 déqualification	 :	 l’emploi	
occupé exige un diplôme post secondaire de niveau 
inférieur à celui obtenu au pays d’origine ; ce groupe 
comptait	25	%	d’immigrantes.	

•	 Groupe	 3	 :	 Aucune	 déqualification	 :	 l’emploi	 occupé	
exige un diplôme de même niveau que celui obtenu au 
pays	d’origine	;	ce	groupe	comptait	32	%	d’immigrantes.	

Très clairement, l’analyse des résultats a montré que 
le degré de déqualification était affecté par la stratégie 
familiale et ses diverses dimensions. 

 
JeUNes eNfaNTs eT faIBle aCCès  
aUx gaRDeRIes à mONTRéal

On	 note	 ainsi	 dans	 le	 tableau	 1,	 que	 la	 priorité	
accordée au conjoint est la plus élevée pour le groupe le 
plus	déqualifié,	alors	qu’elle	est	de	0	%	dans	le	groupe	non	
déqualifié. C’est aussi dans ce groupe que l’on retrouve le 
plus grand nombre d’immigrantes sans conjoint, entrées 
au pays comme requérante principale. 

Nos résultats indiquent aussi très clairement que 
la présence d’enfants à l’arrivée, notamment de jeunes 
enfants, est associée à une déqualification marquée. Ainsi, 

TaBleaU 1:  Priorité de carrière et degré de déqualification

DEGRé DE DéqUALIFICATION PRIORITé AU MARI PRIORITé à L’éPOUSE éGALITé SANS CONjOINT  
à L’ARRIVéE TOTAL

Groupe 1 47 % 11 % 31 % 11 % 100 %

Groupe 2 36 % 0 % 46 % 18 % 100 %

Groupe 3 0 % 7 % 43 % 50 % 100 %
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Elle ajoute :

Parce qu’elles restent beaucoup plus de 
temps dans le domaine qui ne leur convient 
pas, alors je pense que c’est ça (…), chaque 
moment passé dans un travail qui a des 
moindres qualifications t’éloigne de ça. 

la DyNamIqUe De la DéqUalIfICaTION : 
l’ImPORTaNCe Des TRaJeCTOIRes PROfessIONNelles

Selon	une	analyse	de	Galarneau	et	Morissette	(2008)	
en	 2006,	 40	%	 des	 immigrantes	 arrivées	 au	 pays	 depuis	
moins de 5 ans étaient déqualifiées, comparativement 
à	29	%	pour	celles	qui	étaient	là	depuis	plus	de	10	ans,	ce	
qui demeure assez élevé. Afin de comprendre pourquoi, 
en dépit d’une légère baisse, la déqualification demeure 
substantielle à long terme, il faut examiner son aspect 
dynamique à travers les trajectoires d’activité suivies par ces 
immigrantes depuis leur arrivée à Montréal, notamment le 
type d'emploi qu’elles ont successivement occupé. 

Un aspect ressort avec évidence : les immigrantes du 
groupe	 1	 se	 sont	 continuellement	 déplacées	 d’un	 emploi	
précaire à un autre emploi précaire : par exemple, une 
ingénieure, a été successivement travailleuse agricole, 
femme de ménage, masseuse et enfin camelot ; une autre, 
biologiste, a été ouvrière dans une manufacture, vendeuse 
et	 enfin	 femme	 de	 ménage.	 À	 force	 de	 ne	 pas	 utiliser	
leurs qualifications, ces immigrantes les perdent de façon 
irréversible ; pour quitter ces emplois précaires, elles 
doivent reprendre de nouvelles études, ce que leur manque 
de ressources ne leur permet pas. 

À	 l’opposé,	 certaines	 immigrantes	 du	 groupe	 3	 ont	
occupé des emplois précaires et peu qualifiés uniquement 
pour une très courte période ; d’autres ont immédiatement 
débuté leur carrière dans des emplois qualifiés bien que 
d’un niveau inférieur au leur, ce qui leur a permis de 
développer un réseau professionnel dans leur domaine. 
Elles ont pu rapidement consacrer leurs énergies à 
développer leur capital humain, par exemple en suivant 
une formation d'appoint en génie ou en médecine. Alors 
que	les	immigrantes	du	groupe	1	ont	suivi	une	trajectoire	
professionnelle stagnante ou même descendante, celles 
du	 groupe	 3	 ont	 très	 rapidement	 suivi	 une	 trajectoire	
professionnelle ascendante, évitant ainsi une dégradation 
de leurs qualifications. 

CONClUsION
Cet article a souligné le fait qu’en contexte 

d’immigration, le rôle traditionnel attribué aux 
femmes, risque d’être particulièrement défavorable 
professionnellement, même aux immigrantes hautement 

Elle ajoute que lorsque le mari est au chômage, cela 
rend les choses encore plus difficiles, confirmant ainsi 
que ce n’est pas le manque de temps qui cristallise cette 
répartition inégale des tâches ménagères dans la famille 
immigrante, mais plutôt les rôles de genre :

Et puis, pour l’homme, c’est… le fait de 
partager les tâches ménagères. Quand il 
combine ça avec des problèmes d’emploi. 
… mais pour eux c'est une dégradation, je 
veux dire très importante, parce que non 
seulement il ne retrouve pas de travail qu’il 
avait dans son pays et en plus il doit faire un 
travail de femme…

le ReNONCemeNT à faIRe valIDeR leURs DIPlômes
Nous avons pu observer aussi très clairement à travers 

nos entrevues que les immigrantes qui appartiennent à des 
familles où leur conjoint a priorité, ont parfois renoncé dès 
le départ à entreprendre les démarches de reconnaissance 
de leur diplôme. Le faible taux de réussite anticipé, en 
raison des rigidités des Ordres professionnels, joint au 
manque de ressources monétaires et de temps, en raison 
de la stratégie familiale, les en dissuade et contribue à leur 
déqualification. Dans un contexte où l’accès à plusieurs 
ordres professionnels s'apparente à un vrai parcours du 
combattant, l’intersection des critères d’immigrante, 
d’épouse et de mère de famille leur est ainsi très défavorable. 

 
l’eNfeRmemeNT DaNs Des emPlOIs PRéCaIRes

Dès qu’elles ont pu se libérer de la nécessité de garder 
les	enfants,	les	immigrantes	du	groupe	1	ont	été	nombreuses	
à accepter un emploi précaire pour assurer un certain bien-
être économique minimal à leur famille, pendant que leur 
conjoint cherchait à améliorer sa situation professionnelle. 
Une de nos participantes illustre très bien l’impasse vers 
laquelle cela les mène : 

C’est un constat, je voulais dire que les 
femmes vont accepter un travail ou un poste 
moindre parce qu’elles veulent permettre 
à leur mari d’obtenir une certaine 
qualification pour assumer leur poste pour 
obtenir un titre par exemple. Alors elles 
prennent ce choix là pensant que d’ici deux 
ans, bon, mon mari aura fini ses études, 
je vais penser à intégrer le travail et avoir 
les qualifications nécessaires pour pouvoir 
avancer dans mon domaine.

STRATéGIES FAMILIALES ET DéqUALIFICATION DES IMMIGRANTES UNIVERSITAIRES: 

UNE SITUATION DE DISCRIMINATION SySTéMIqUE



52

MARIE-THéRèSE CHICHA

NOTES

1 Pour connaitre la méthodologie de cette étude ainsi que les résultats 
détaillés	obtenus,	voir	Chicha	(2009).
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qualifiées. Les participantes à notre enquête avaient toutes 
effectué des études universitaires et obtenu un emploi 
qualifié dans leur pays d’origine. En immigrant au Québec, 
province reconnue pour ses lois et programmes favorisant 
l’égalité économique des femmes, plusieurs d’entre elles ont 
subi un net recul dû à l’intersection de leurs caractéristiques 
d’immigrante, d’épouse et de mère de famille. Cet impact 
défavorable est dû aux interactions entre les divers  
acteurs : famille, État, Ordres professionnels, employeurs, 
qui ne prennent pas en compte dans leurs pratiques et 
leurs décisions la situation des immigrantes mères de 
famille. En ce sens, on peut analyser leur déqualification 
comme étant le résultat d’une discrimination systémique. 
La complexité de la variable genre a souvent été ignorée au 
Québec, tant dans les recherches que dans les politiques 
relatives à l’immigration et à l’intégration professionnelle. 
À	 l’heure	où	 le	Québec	a	décidé	de	maintenir	un	niveau	
soutenu d’immigration, il est indispensable d’accorder 
une attention spécifique à la situation professionnelle des 
immigrantes hautement qualifiées, tant celles qui sont déjà 
établies depuis plusieurs années que celles qui entreront au 
pays dans les années à venir. 
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aBsTRaCT
Racism is often thought of as a form of individual prejudice. This article proposes instead that racism be understood as a form of 
exclusion that has significant consequences for victims of discrimination. The article explains what constitutes racism and examines 
an issue of harassment in the workplace, in order to compare the two understandings of racism mentioned above.

Racism is often seen to be the result of difference; for 
example, it may be a response to human diversity. According 
to this view, racists are flawed or mean-spirited individuals 
who react irrationally to people who are different. In this 
case, racism is the combination of prejudice and power.1 
In Canada, racism becomes an exception, a kind of break 
in the great Canadian sea of polite discourse. If we follow 
this view, the accompanying solutions to racism also 
focus on individuals, and include remedies such as re-
educating racists “to tolerate” difference. Larger patterns 
of institutional racism quickly become explained as the 
product of a few bad apples.2 Furthermore, racism is seen 
as endemic to diverse societies because of our natural 
tendency to be prejudiced towards those who are different. 
It is countered, according to this view, by changing  
people’s beliefs. The notion that racism is an individual 
problem is deeply flawed and results in flawed solutions 
and policies. It fundamentally misunderstands both the 
nature and effects of racism. It ignores the social dimension 
of individual prejudices and focuses unnecessarily on 
difference. Moreover, this view denies the history of  
racism, which shows that racist attitudes are repeatedly 
directed at groups that have historically been excluded 
and denied their rights; and that while human beings 
have found all sorts of nasty ways of treating each other, 
racism is a recent human invention. In Canada, this view 
disregards the recurring testimony of Inuit, Métis and 
First Nations people, African, Asian, Jewish and Muslim 
Canadians that racism is constant, and is either in play or 
in imminent danger of coming into play.3 Far from being 
the exception, racism is all too often the norm. That racism 
is embedded in social and political structures and is not an 
individual flaw has been argued by leading scholars for well 
over a century.4 

  Consistent with this scholarship, I argue 
that racisms are exclusions.5 They are exclusions of  
particular kinds that can be understood as meeting the 
following conditions:
•	 Racisms	involve	racializations
•	 Racisms	organize	racializations	into	exclusions
•	 Racisms	 have	 significant	 negative	 consequences	 for	 

the excluded
•	 Racisms	exist	in	the	plural

Racialization is the social process of making “race,” or 
categorizing people by race. Today in Canada, people tend 
to see “race” differences as natural and obvious. In fact, 
the way these differences are perceived changes with time 
and	place.	For	example,	in	Britain	until	at	least	the	1980s,	
the term “Black” applied to all people of colour-including 
people of Chinese origins as well as people of African 
origins. This makes very little sense in North American 
contexts. Today in Canada, many African immigrants  
think of themselves as Somalis or Kenyans or Nigerians. 
They become “Black” or “African” only once they are in 
Canada. Meanwhile, common sense notions of “race” 
as skin colour groups are imagined rather than natural.6 
Racializations are always enacted with respect to one 
alleged group in relation to another. For example, to say that 
Snaidanacs do not like hockey is to say that there is some 
other group-non-Snaidanacs-that does. Racializations 
are always absolute. Someone is slotted into one group or 
another. We generally do not see that people can be varying 
degrees of Snaidanac or non-Snaidanac.7 

Racializations alone are not necessarily racist, but 
they start to become such when they are organized 
into exclusions. Exclusions can take different forms. 
They can range from excluding the viewpoints of 
members of racialized groups to excluding racialized 
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Let’s take a common example of racism in the 
workplace and explore the consequences of the two 
approaches to racism discussed above. A Snaidanac 
employee approaches you because she has overheard her 
supervisor saying disparaging things about Snaidanacs. 
Let’s assume that you are the supervisor’s manager. What 
do you do? 

When we ascribe to the view that racism is a form 
of individual prejudice, we often focus our efforts on the 
offender. Your reaction might depend on the nature of the 
reported remarks. For example, you might take an ethnic 
joke less seriously than hateful comments. If you have a good 
relationship with the supervisor, you might say something 
like, “I will speak to him.” You might even dismiss the 
complaint if you think the comments were not that 
serious. In private, you might suggest that the supervisor 
be careful about what he says in front of others because it 
is affecting office morale. If this is the latest in a series of 
complaints about the supervisor, you might send him for 
some kind of training on leadership or cultural sensitivity. 
Alternatively, you might feel that a disciplinary approach is 
needed. In unionized environments, this quickly becomes 
a question of collective agreements and grievances, official 
investigations, and “He said... She said...” This is an all-too-
familiar nightmare for many busy managers, which is why 
it is often easier to ignore or downplay the initial complaint.

 If racisms are exclusions that have negative 
consequences, our approach needs to begin with really 
listening and taking seriously what the Snaidanac employee 
is saying. What is she saying about the consequences of 
what she overheard? This is almost certainly not the first 
time that she has heard such negative language. In Canada, 
most people of colour first experience racist name calling 
in elementary school. What may seem a small matter-
name-calling-can quickly become a big one if the name-
calling is not properly addressed. Having said this, racist 
names are always hurtful, even when directed at adults. So 
the first thing to focus on is this hurt, and its attendant 
feelings of isolation. Is this employee in effect saying that 
she is feeling so isolated and singled out that she can no 
longer function effectively? Think for a moment about what 
must be involved and how someone must feel to even think 
of making such a complaint to their boss’ boss? Can they 
trust their supervisor in any of their interactions? In all the 
efforts focusing on the offender in the racism as prejudice 
response, nothing was done to address this feeling of 
isolation and exclusion. Even if the individual offender is 
ultimately removed, this underlying problem of isolation 
has not been addressed.8

Understanding racisms as organized exclusions 
reframes what is actually going on in the comment of the 
supervisor. His comments, however intended, are organizing 

members themselves from access to particular cultural, 
institutional or physical spaces. Creating exclusions always 
simultaneously creates inclusions. If someone is being 
excluded, someone else is being included. Exclusions are 
matter of fact. Someone is either excluded or not. This is 
to say, the intentions of the “excluder” do not influence 
whether or not something is racist. What matters is the 
effect, the exclusion and it consequences. 

When racialized exclusions enact negative 
consequences on the racialized and excluded, they become 
racisms. How do you determine negative consequences? 
You need to talk to those who have been targeted by  
racism and take seriously what they say. You may not  
agree with what they say, but you need to listen and 
understand why they say it. Indeed, if you do not, you enact 
a racialized exclusion.

For example, consider the statement, “John is the 
Snaidanac in the corner.” This is always a racialization, 
but it is not necessarily racist. Snaidanacs exist in relation 
to another group of non-Snaidanacs, and the difference 
between the two is always represented as total. If John 
is in the corner with a group of people and he is the 
only Snaidanac, this statement while racializing, is not 
necessarily racist. Indeed, to pretend that you do not 
see his Snaidanacness would probably be racist in itself, 
because you might be excluding how John self-defines 
himself. However, if John is the only person in the corner, 
to say, “John is the Snaidanac in the corner” (as opposed 
to saying, “John is in the corner”) is to reduce him to his 
Snaidanacness and that would also be a form of exclusion 
(excluding the complexity of meanings that make up John) 
and hence would be racist. 

Racisms exist in the plural because there are different 
racisms, each with their own effects and consequences. 
For example, anti-First Nations racisms in Canada are 
very different from Anti-Semitism. Amongst other things, 
this means that someone can be racist with respect to 
one racism at the same time that they are anti-racist with 
respect to another. 

Understanding racisms as forms of exclusion allows 
us to identify workable strategies for challenging and 
responding to racisms. Anti-racisms can address any one 
of the four conditions I identified above, either singly or in 
combination. They can challenge racializations, or in other 
words, the representation of difference as absolute and 
exclusive. They can organize inclusions. They can mitigate 
consequences. Since racisms are multiple-meaning a 
strategy designed to respond to one racism may leave 
another racist unaffected-but all anti-racist strategies 
begin with taking the meanings of the racialized and 
excluded seriously, and with learning from and engaging 
with these perspectives. 
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 NOTES

1 See, for example, the definition of racism in the glossary provided by 
the Canadian Race Relations Foundation, http://www.crr.ca/.

2 As argue Frances Henry and Carol Tator, Racial Profiling in Canada: 
Challenging The Myth of 'A Few Bad Apples' (Toronto: University of 
Toronto	Press.	2006).

3 See , for example, Frances Henry and Carol Tator, with a chapter  
by Tim Rees, The Colour of Democracy: Fourth Edition (Toronto: 
Nelson	 Education,	 2010);	 Camile	 A.	 Nelson	 and	 Charmaine	
Nelson, Racism, Eh?: A Critical Inter-disciplinary Anthology of 
Race and Racism in Canada	 (Concord,	Ont:	Captus	 Press,	 2004);	
Randy Enomoto and Genevieve Johnson, Race, Racialization, and 
Antiracism in Canada and Beyond (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press,	2007);	Paul	R.	Carr	and	Darren	E.	Lund	(eds.),	The Great White 
North?: Exploring Whiteness, Privilege, and Identity in Education 
(Rotterdam,	The	Netherlands:	Sense	Publishers,	2007).

4 For an introduction to this literature, see Philomena Essed and David 
Theo Goldberg (eds.), Race Critical Theories: Text and Context 
(Oxford:	Blackwell	Publishers,	2002).	

5 For a forceful reminder of this, see David Theo Goldberg, The 
Threat of Race: Reflections on Racial Neoliberalism (Malden, Mass.: 
Blackwell	 Publishing,	 2009).	 My	 analysis	 follows	 that	 of	 Robert	
Miles, Racism	(London:	Routledge,	1989)	and	David	Theo	Goldberg,	
Racist Culture: Philosophy and the Politics of Meaning (Malden, 
Mass.:	 Blackwell,	 1993).	 See	 also,	 Timothy	 J.	 Stanley,	 Contesting 
White Supremacy: School Segregation, Anti-Racism, and the Making 
of Chinese Canadians (Vancouver:	UBC	Press,	2011).	

6 The interactive website of the American Anthropological Association, 
“Race: Are We So Different?” http://www.understandingrace.org, 
provides an excellent discusison of race as a socially imagined rather 
than natural classification. See also Awad, Ibrahim, “Becoming Black: 
Rap and Hip Hop, Race, Gender, Identity, and the Politics of ESL 
learning,” in P. Matsuda, et al (eds.), Second-language Writing in the 
Composition Classroom: A Critical Sourcebook,	131-148	(New	York:	
St.	Martin's,	2006).

7 I use the term “Snaidanac” as a fictive racialized group to reflect the 
way that in Canada racialized difference is most often constituted in 
relation to “Canadians.” The latter are usually thought of as “white” 
and somehow other groups are never seen as quite “Canadian” or as 
naturally belonging. 

8 Manju Varma-Joshi, Cynthia J. Baker and Connie Tanaka,  
“Names Will Never Hurt Me,” Harvard Educational Review,  
Summer	2004:	175-208.
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two groups: an excluded group of “them Snaidanacs” and 
an included group of “us non-Snaidanacs.” The supervisor 
may not consciously intend his comments to do this; he 
might be making the comments to appear funny (in the 
case of ethnic humour) and/or to be accepted by a group, 
but whether intended or not, he is creating a situation of 
exclusion. Is the Snaidanac who approached you the only 
one who is experiencing this kind of exclusion? How do 
the other Snaidanacs feel? How do the non-Snaidanacs 
feel? Do any of them feel the same thing? Are other people 
also feeling excluded? Do other employees also commonly 
make racist remarks, if not in front of the people from that 
background (because, as we know, that would be rude), 
then as soon as they leave the room? In many workplaces, 
this kind of complaint is merely the tip of the iceberg that 
reflects an underlying pattern of exclusions. How then do 
these exclusions get created? Do the Snaidanacs all sit at 
the same table in the lunchroom? Do they never get to be 
project leaders? Are all the executives non-Snaidanacs? Do 
only non-Snaidanac holidays get signified with welcoming 
displays in the reception area? Are the Snaidanacs paid less 
than the non-Snaidanacs? Are they not being hired? Can 
you answer and address these questions without singling 
out the Snaidanac employee so that she is not seen to be the 
problem, as having a chip on her shoulder or as being “over-
sensitive.” In other words, how can you and your colleagues 
foster de-racialized inclusions? Can you make those in 
your organization aware of the negative consequences of 
exclusion both for the excluded and for themselves, without 
singling out the excluded for even greater exclusion? 

Finally, can you challenge the Snaidanac-non-
Snaidanac binary? Are there common ways of talking in 
your workplace that foster this idea of absolute difference? 
What about the vocabularies that you and other leaders 
use? This involves arming your people to challenge racist 
stereotypes when they hear them: do all Snaidanacs  
really hate hockey? Or do the ones that you know? Or 
do you know any Snaidanacs? Even more importantly, 
you need to challenge hidden racializations; for example, 
statements that represent Canadians and immigrants as 
mutually exclusive. 

Rethinking racisms as exclusions rather than 
individual prejudices is difficult. This is not a magic 
formula. It requires us to use all of our knowledge and 
skills and understandings of people and how they work. 
Nor is it something that can be done once and then be 
forgotten. Rather, it is an on-going engagement of listening 
and learning, seeking out excluded knowledge, and helping 
people to see that the differences that people bring to our 
workplaces and the rest of our lives are not deficits that 
need to be overcome, but advantages that will allow us all 
to contribute to the best of our ability.
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aBsTRaCT
Representation of visible minorities in leadership roles goes beyond the paradigm of employment equity to that of ethno-cultural 
identity within an organizational context. Intercultural leadership competence at both the leader and organizational level is a key  
to contemporary leadership.

 “Diversity works here.” This is the recently introduced 
message of a Canadian bank. It’s an interesting play on 
words with a dual meaning. “Diversity works” may represent 
the employee base, itself composed of diverse backgrounds, 
perspectives, and ways of life. The action statement also 
denotes diversity is working at the organization; in other 
words, the mix of employees works well together and the 
working environment is inclusive. Simply put, diversity 
is the mix. Inclusion is making the mix work together. 
“Diversity works here” might further suggest that diversity 
and inclusion are core values that differentiate and produce 
results; a statement that evokes the relationships between 
employees, clients, and communities. It’s the kind of 
leadership and rallying call that ethical organizations have 
embraced. And with good reason. Not only are strong 
diversity policies and practices expected from a regulatory 
perspective, but they are also a talent and market reality 
in Canada today. However, does “Diversity work here” in 
leadership roles? This article will briefly explore diversity 
programs in corporate Canada and, in particular, the issue 
of visible minority leadership representation.

Corporate diversity programs have evolved in phases 
starting	 with	 the	 equity	 act	 of	 1986	 stressing	 fairness	
and equality through to a market based focus and finally 
expanding to consider both diversity and inclusiveness 
in	 social	 interactions	 (Ely	 &	 Thomas,	 2001).	 The	 Royal	
Bank of Canada (RBC)hired its first equity employment 
opportunity	coordinator	in	1975.	IBM	made	its	first	policy	
statement	on	diversity	in	1953.	Attention	to	diversity	and	
inclusiveness has been slow to build, but it is essential to 
drive employee engagement across all groups. A structure 
of policies and practices needs to be integrated into talent 
management systems at the critical phases of recruitment, 
employee development, and succession planning. Best 
practices can be articulated and shared in explicit ways. 
Companies now compete for best employer awards and 
recognition, which has created some momentum toward 
positive change. Companies have also sponsored research 

and immigrant associations in an effort to bring about 
change	 in	 the	broader	community.	The	Top	50	Survey	at	
Diversity Inc. indicates that successful companies start with 
expressed diversity values and stress the importance of 
diversity leadership councils and employee resource groups. 
Diversity and inclusion programs are associated with 
improved workplace experiences for visible minorities. In a 
study by Giscombe and Jenner, companies with mentoring 
programs	saw	a	22%	higher	satisfaction	level	 in	perceived	
opportunity for career advancement than companies 
without programs. If employee resource groups or effective 
employee networks are in place, perceived satisfaction of 
career	 advancement	 increased	 to	 24%.	 Diversity	 training	
for	 managers	 or	 employees	 accounted	 for	 20%	 higher	
scores in perceived advancement compared to companies 
that	 did	 not	 have	 these	 practices	 in	 place.	 (Giscombe	 &	
Jenner,	2009).	However,	diversity	best	practices	are	not	as	
widely used as they could be. Of the employers in corporate 
Canada	 that	 took	 part	 in	 the	 study,	 only	 65%	 stated	 a	
commitment to diversity in their mission, vision, and/or 
had a business case. 

Visible minority leadership representation is an 
important hallmark of inclusiveness that has been an 
elusive goal for corporate Canada. The Diversity Institute 
of Management and Technology at Ryerson University 
is currently conducting a three-year study of minority 
employment in leadership roles. Final findings have revealed 
that	of	3,330	leaders	in	the	Greater	Toronto	Area	only	14.5%	
are visible minorities, a number far below the percentage 
of visible minorities residing in the Greater Toronto Area, 
which	 stands	 at	 49.5%.	 Furthermore,	 the	 study	 found	
that	 only	 4.2%	 of	 senior	 executives	 in	 corporate	 sector	
companies are visible minorities. These findings validate 
the notion that the lack of visible minority representation 
in leadership roles is a Canadian trend for both new 
immigrants and the existing Canadian population (Cukier 
&	Yap,	2011).	Catalyst	Canada,	a	research	firm	specializing	
in	diversity,	 launched	 a	multi-year	 study	 in	 2007	 focused	
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Such beliefs are held as subconscious mental models and 
thus	 stereotyping	 is	 denied	 as	 a	 practice	 (Dovidio,	 2001).	
Thus, fully qualified individuals from outsider groups have 
reduced	access	to	leadership	roles	(Heilman	&	Eagly,	2008).	
Stereotype threat also contributes to the problem. In such 
cases, minorities come to believe the stereotype ascribed to 
them and therefore personal doubts about their leadership 
ability prevent them from pursuing leadership positions 
(Davies,	Spencer	&	Steele,	2005).

Leadership practice in organizations has evolved 
as a function of the broader cultural landscape and thus 
our perspective on leadership remains mostly western-
based	 (Dickson,	 Den	 Hartog	 &	 Castano,	 2009;	 Parry	 &	
Bryman,	2006).	However,	notable	scholars	have	introduced	
empirical works on cultural differences in leadership 
practice	(Hofstede,	2001;	House	et	al.,	2004;	Triandis,	1989).	
The GLOBE study identified and linked culturally specific 
leadership	behavioural	styles	from	upwards	of	62	cultures	 
at the national, organizational and individual levels  
among	 17,370	 mid	 level	 managers	 and	 three	 industries	
(House	 et	 al.,	 2004).	 As	 Bhawuk,	 Landis	 and	Munusamy	
observed, “all cultures socialize people to become 
ethnocentric”	 (2009,	 p.8).	 Culture	 is	 shaped	 by	 ecology,	
history, and leadership. Leaders are compatible with culture 
but can also bring about change. Therefore leaders have a 
reciprocal	relationship	in	shaping	human	behaviours	(p.8).	
Organizations are micro cultures and contain subcultures 
such	 as	 diversity.	 Schein	 (2010)	 argues	 that	 learning	
organizations make a commitment to diversity and that 
“diversity	 increases	adaptive	capacity”	(p.	284).	Connerley	
&	 Pedersen	 (2005)	 note	 that	 people	 who	 have	 lived	 in	
unfamiliar cultures posses more intercultural awareness 
and learn to respond in unique ways; therefore, promotion 
of ethnocultural individuals may help to foster an inclusive 
culture, build the skills of the organization, and enhance 
leadership	depth	(p.	41).	Bennett	(2009)	asserts	the	current	
view in the diversity field has shifted from celebrating, 
appreciating or managing diversity to inclusion and 
intercultural	 competence	 (p.	124).	She	 further	posits	 that	
intercultural competence is a prerequisite for addressing 
racial, class, and gender issues. In an increasingly 
multicultural urban Canada, it is unknown whether new 
“fusion” styles of leadership could reflect bicultural and even 
multicultural identities, and whether this could conflict 
with more static leadership practices held by organizations. 
Eagly	&	Chin	(2010)	argue	the	paradigm	shift	to	recognize	
ethnic identity in leadership practice will make leadership 
and organizations more inclusive. 

on visible minority executives, managers, and professionals, 
employed	 in	 large	 Canadian	 organizations.	 Over	 17,000	
survey	responses	in	43	firms	were	catalogued.	The	findings	
report that visible minorities are less satisfied with their 
careers than their white/Caucasian colleagues. They feel 
that their education and training are being underutilized 
in their current roles, that they have access to fewer career 
opportunities, and that talent management practices 
are not fair. Moreover, they feel they lack equal access to 
valuable networks and mentors. Some visible minorities 
feel that stereotyping poses a barrier to advancement. In 
order to “fit” and better match the image of a leader held by 
others in the organization, there is a need to “Canadianize.” 
The report concludes that there is “imperfect execution” 
of diversity initiatives and goals as stated in the corporate 
objectives	of	Canadian	companies	(Giscombe,	2008).	While	
this is a fair assessment, perhaps there is more at work in 
our social interactions that creates barriers to diversity and 
inclusion in leadership roles.

Scholars have investigated the existence of gender bias 
in leadership and have noted the importance of gender in 
our understanding of leadership. Less has been said about 
how intercultural leadership can be integrated. Zweigenhaft 
&	Domhoff	 (2006)	 claim	 that	 diverse	 leaders	 are	 “willing	
to	join	the	game	as	it	has	always	been	played”	(Chin,	2010,	
p.	 151)	 by	 reducing	 visible	 signs	 of	 their	 ethnic	 origins.	
This occurs because stereotypes about a social group are 
incongruent with the attributes they believe are required for 
success	in	leadership	roles	(p.	217).	These	social	constructs	
sometimes surface in general and subjective statements  
like “they just don’t have what it takes” for successful 
leadership. The remedy is to understand how people think 
about leadership. Ideas of leadership are influenced by 
situational and organizational contexts; however, beliefs 
weigh more heavily in the judgment of leadership quality. 
Eagly	&	Chin	(2010)	claim	that	common	leadership	beliefs	
sustained in North American hegemonic constructs are 
strongly correlated to masculine qualities; for example, 
women	 are	 not	 seen	 as	 particularly	 agentic	 (p.	 218),	 and	
Asians are seen as quiet and unassertive (Madon et al., 
2001,	pp.	999-1000).	Both	negative	and	positive	beliefs	are	
constructed. A more recent stereotype, described as the 
model minority myth, asserts that Asians have overcome all 
the barriers to success because of their hard work and high 
levels of education. This myth creates unrealistic pressure 
on Chinese Canadians and also ignores the realities of subtle 
discrimination	 in	 the	workplace	 (Cheng	&	Thatchenkery,	
1997;	 Hyun,	 2005).	 This	 is	 an	 example	 of	 a	 positive	
stereotype that can still disadvantage Chinese Canadians. 
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intercultural to describe leadership, rather than other terms 
that might be considered synonymous, such as multicultural, 
cross cultural or diverse. Intercultural leadership implies 
diverse representation and ethno-cultural qualities but also 
refers to the social relations between people. Intercultural 
leadership competence is differentiated by inclusiveness and 
interaction that seeks to leverage different world views. Kim 
(2009)	defines	intercultural	competence	as	“an	individual’s	
overall capacity to engage in behaviours and activities that 
foster cooperative relationships in all types of social and 
cultural contexts in which culturally or ethnically dissimilar 
others	 interface”	 (p.	 62).	 While	 intercultural	 leadership	
competence is thought of as an individual skill, companies 
also need to be interculturally competent. Individuals, 
not groups, act within organizational cultural norms. The 
extent to which individuals act within a context,makes an 
interaction	intercultural	(Deardorf,	2009,	p.	7).	

In summary, diversity management within 
corporations has largely been driven by programmatic 
initiatives. Culture and discourse regarding expectations 
for effective intercultural leadership are equally important 
factors. What are the most successful diversity management 
practices? They are those with measurable results that both 
increase cultural competence and deliver strong results 
that align with the company's business goals (Diversity 
Inc.,	2011).	But	if	diversity	2.0	was	about	winning	in	diverse	
markets,	 diversity	 3.0	 could	 be	 about	 greater	 employee	
participation and engagement, participation at all levels 
and engagement that is shaped by personal identity and 
experience. In sum, intercultural leadership competence, at 
both the leader and organizational level, is a key to success 
in contemporary leadership.
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aBsTRaCT
This article summarizes the findings of a pilot study investigating how employers unwittingly limit their ability to capitalize on 
immigrant employee talent. Groups of managers, human resource professionals, and skilled immigrants that were interviewed 
revealed practices intended to foster high performance that seem to do the opposite. Responses of employees with different cultural 
norms and workplace expectations may result in suboptimal outcomes for the employer, including employer turnover. It is proposed 
that managers learn self-awareness and be mindful of the impacts of workplace practices, and adapt current practices so as to 
reveal hidden talent in immigrant employees and maximize organizational capacity.

INTRODUCTION
The aging of Canada’s workforce has prompted 

several immigration policy shifts to attract immigrant 
skilled professionals and entrepreneurs, and to encourage 
international students to apply for permanent residence. 
Employment and training programs for immigrants 
work to prepare them for and help them to obtain jobs 
commensurate with their competencies and credentials. 
Immigrant candidates can get help with language and 
culture, job search, and job matching. Collaboration 
among service provider organizations (SPO), communities, 
and governments is building a network of support for  
successful employment outcomes across Canada. Similar 
programs are available for employers facing skills shortages, 
so they are better equipped to attract and hire qualified 
immigrant talent.

To compete in world markets, Canadian employers 
must be able to retain qualified talent and to position  
them in line for promotion into management and  
leadership positions. The promise of immigrant talent for 
Canadian business cannot be fully realized until employers 
recognize and minimize the bias inherent in their talent 
management practices. 

In interviews with middle managers, human resource 
professionals, and skilled immigrants, two areas of talent 
management were identified as critical to the retention 
and advancement of immigrant employees: (i) employee 
engagement and (ii) performance appraisal. The role 
of managers as facilitators of employee networks also 
emerged as a key factor in the success of immigrants in  
the workplace. 

TaleNT maNagemeNT TO fOsTeR PeRfORmaNCe 
aND ReTeNTION

Talent management comprises a number of different 
activities aimed at strategic management of employee skills 
and competencies, and is intended to engender a sense of 
belonging and commitment to the organization as well as 
self-efficacy for career development.

Talent management practices identified by participants 
tended to be those considered “good practices” for employee 
engagement and performance appraisal. These practices are 
embedded in corporate culture and are among those taught 
as effective tools for fostering productivity in individuals 
and teams. They have been reinforced and passed on 
through generations, and are used as a matter of course. 
It is noteworthy that the use of these practices was not 
viewed by any of the participants as overtly discriminatory, 
even when they resulted in marginalization of immigrant 
employees. Unintended outcomes occurred because the 
cultural norms and expectations of the managers were 
different from those of the immigrant employees. 

We found this result intriguing because of the 
common assumption that it is prejudice that leads to 
employee marginalization, a cause which prompts calls for 
social justice and employment equity legislation solutions. 
This study suggests that culture-bound behaviours and 
expectations of the manager, the organization, and the 
immigrant employee jointly create unwanted outcomes. 
Although everyone has good intentions, they fall into 
“culture traps” because neither managers nor immigrant 
employees understand the power of cultural norms. 
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a conversation or they might be offended because the 
question about their wellbeing seems insincere (Manning 
and	Engelking	2010).

PeRfORmaNCe aPPRaIsal
It can be tough to be from a culture where harmony 

is a primary goal in society when the workplace culture 
in North America rewards those who are perceived as 
aggressive and demanding (Judge, Livingston, and Hurst, 
forthcoming). Both informal and formal evaluation 
practices in Canada are informed by culture, yet we typically 
are not aware that we are following the implicit rules of our 
culture or how this impacts our ability to effectively and 
fairly evaluate the skills and competencies of employees 
from different cultures. Consequently, both formal and 
informal evaluation mechanisms can result in undervaluing 
immigrant skills and competencies. 

In formal evaluation situations, managers may feel 
frustrated because an employee has difficulty articulating 
an achievement. It is expected that individuals “own” their 
achievements and accomplishments and are ready to share 
them as proof that they stand out in the crowd (a positive 
attribute in Canadian workplaces). Yet, a reluctance to 
broadcast accomplishments should not be assumed to 
reflect an actual lack of accomplishment or weakness. To 
better assess the accomplishments of employees, managers 
can ask probing questions, for example, “Can you recall 
an	 incident	 while	 working	 on	 the	 XX	 project	 where	
you demonstrated cooperation with your colleagues?” 
(Manning	and	Engelking	2010a).	

Informal performance appraisal is also fraught with 
potential culture traps. Individual verbal contributions 
of ideas, opinions and questions are highly valued in the 
Canadian business, and this is often at odds with the cultural 
norms of immigrant employees. There are a number of ways 
managers can foster more contributions. They can provide 
a clear description of what it expected, and for example, 
invite employees to share ideas, opinions and questions by 
email to the manager personally, especially before meetings. 
Managers can even let employees know that they will solicit 
employee ideas and opinions beforehand.

ORgaNIzaTIONal NeTWORks
Access to networks in the workplace was identified 

as a barrier in every single focus group and interview. 
Managers who help employees develop social capital within 
the organization make a major contribution to employees’ 
performance potential and sense of belonging. Two of the 
forms	 of	 social	 capital	 identified	 by	 Coleman	 (1988)	 are	
relevant here:

For example, in Canadian organizations, employees 
are expected to show ‘initiative’ and showcase their 
achievements. It is a behavioural norm that Canadian 
employees tend to understand and anticipate, even without 
anyone articulating it. Those from a different cultural 
background, with different expectations about the role of 
the manager in recognizing employee competencies and 
contribution to the organization, may have difficulty being 
and feeling valued. These employees may be undervalued 
and overlooked for training, development and promotion—
facing the “sticky floor”. The cost to employers of sticky 
floors is lost productivity and employee turnover. The 
replacement costs of employees who leave are prohibitive 
(Holden	2011),	and	finding	qualified	replacements	is	getting	
ever more difficult because of the global competition for 
talent. Not only do employees leave employers, but they 
also	 leave	 the	 country	 –	 40%	 of	 skilled	 and	 professional	
male immigrants leave Canada permanently within  
10	years	of	arrival	(Griffiths,	2008).	

emPlOyee eNgagemeNT
The direct manager is the key to influencing an 

employee’s	 level	 of	 engagement	 (Gibbons,	 2006),	 and	 is	
particularly important in the engagement and retention of 
immigrant	 employees.	Chrobot-Mason	 (2004)	 found	 that	
managers who exhibit diversity role behaviours-such as 
making the attempt to get to know their employees and 
showing an interest in them personally; and being mindful of 
and removing barriers, such as language, that exclude some 
employees-tend to develop relationships with employees 
characterized by trust and mutual sharing. Nishii and 
Mayer	 (2009)	 found	 that	 in	 an	 inclusive	workplace,	 trust	
between employees and the manager has a positive impact 
on the relationship between diversity and turnover.

In our research, several practices were identified that 
are not intended to be exclusionary, but that can create 
distance and distrust between employees and managers. A 
simple example noted several times in interviews was the 
tendency for managers to pass by an employee in the hall, 
while nodding and smiling and asking “how are you,” and 
then continuing down the hall without stopping to hear the 
response. In North America, this is simply a greeting ritual 
that signals polite acknowledgement of another’s presence, 
and may not be an invitation to talk about how that person 
is. It is one of the ways that people in North America 
display respect when encountering others. For employees 
from a different culture, respect may be demonstrated by a 
greeting that displays genuine interest in the well-being of 
the employee and his or her family. If immigrant employees 
do not understand North American expectations, they 
may either believe the greeting is an invitation to begin 
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Although an organization can limit a manager’s ability 
to change practices, when managers are able to overcome 
this hurdle and begin making small changes, they have 
the power to impact the organizational culture. To foster 
changes in talent management practices, we recommend 
a comprehensive training approach for managers that 
will affect the manager, the organization, and immigrant 
employees. The training should start with awareness 
building—beginning with awareness of cultural norms that 
drive certain behaviours and expectations of individuals. 
This awareness will motivate efforts to change behaviours.

A common method of motivating employers to become 
more inclusive is to use social justice and employment equity 
legislation. However, it is difficult to engage employees on 
the strength of a social justice argument. This is because 
these arguments imply that the goal is to retain immigrants 
because it is the “right thing to do,” a position that is 
typically met with limited enthusiasm from employers. 
Compliance with legislation tends to motivate employers 
to meet requirements, but it does not motivate them to do 
more. The most substantial argument in favour of changing 
workplace practices is the need to retain and develop 
employees in order to maximize organizational capacity. 
To that end, managers need training that, in addition to 
increasing awareness, builds situation-specific skills that 
can be applied on a daily basis. Manager development 
requires a final stage of mindful action whereby they 
practice new skills, testing them and learning what works 
for them, until overtime, the new behaviours replace the 
old ones automatically.

An inclusive workplace can be viewed as a three-legged 
stool, supported equally by adaptation by the immigrant 
employee, the manager, and the organization. These 
“legs” are held together by mutual learning in the form of 
awareness building, development of knowledge and skills 
(K&S),	and	the	practice	of	mindful	action.

•	 obligations,	 expectations	 and	 trustworthiness	 of	
structures-which refers to the understanding that if 
one does something for someone else, they can trust 
that their actions will be reciprocated sometime in  
the future 

•	 information	 that	 is	 inherent	 in	 the	 network	 –	 which	
refers to the idea that people within the network can 
take advantage of the resources that others have, such 
asknowledge, skills and other forms of human capital

Each of us holds various resources that may be useful 
to others, and likewise, we can benefit from the resources 
of those in our networks. When employees are able to 
leverage their own resources to make use of others’, the 
likelihood of high performance is greater. But in order for 
this to happen, employees must be able to access resources 
from the network that can help them meet their objectives 
(Hatala	2007).	

Lack of access to social networks in an organization 
affects immigrant employees in at least two ways. Their 
performance is limited by their inability to draw on 
resources embedded in other employees. And they are likely 
to be overlooked for training and promotion in favour of 
someone who is better connected. Facilitating social capital 
for employees will tend to improve performance.

maNageR TRaININg aND DevelOPmeNT
Considerable resources are allocated for the training 

and development of immigrants to ensure employability 
and access to the labour market. While employment levels 
continue to be lower than the general population, they are 
certainly high enough for us to consider what happens 
after the hiring process. Immigrant employees tend to be 
lower paid, are promoted less frequently, and experience 
higher rates of termination than the general population. 
In our investigation of workplace practices, we found that 
managers, while not deliberately biased, continue to use 
practices informed by Canadian culture without awareness 
of the inherent bias embedded in those practices. Canadian 
organizational culture reinforces these practices through 
rewards and compensation. 

The manager plays a significant role in the engagement 
and performance appraisal of employees, and with training, 
can become instrumental in improving retention and 
advancement of immigrants. However, it is important to 
remember that the practices currently in use have been 
developed as “good practices” over a long period of time 
and have been passed on through generations of managers. 
Changing this type of engrained behaviours is difficult to 
accomplish, especially in light of organizational constraints 
imposed by a company’s culture. Managers participating in 
our study reported concerns about penalties for changing 
their practices.
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CONClUsIONs
Although immigrants receive support from a variety 

of sources to adapt to Canadian workplace culture, their 
employment success continues to be limited by employer 
practices that inhibit recognition of their competencies, 
their engagement, and their access to networks to achieve 
their goals. Differences in cultural norms create culture 
traps that harm the immigrant employee, the manager’s 
performance, and the organization’s capacity. A focus on 
employer engagement and training is recommended that 
includes awareness building, development of knowledge 
and skills, and mindful action.
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aBsTRaCT
Informed by feminist political economy, this article explores the policy implications for health reform directions, organizational 
capacity, and the nursing profession to more effectively prevent, address and respond to violence in nurses’ practice settings. 
Grounded in key informant interviews, our analysis underscores the importance of understanding violence against nurses as 
embedded within organizational practices that, in turn, are informed by health reform directions and other social and political 
dynamics, including the intersections of gender and race. There are implications for a policy agenda encompassing comprehensive 
and multilevel strategies that foster supportive environments and equity. 

seTTINg The CONTexT
In this article we identify the policy implications 

arising from recent research1 examining the risk and 
violence encountered by Ontario nurses. These policy 
recommendations are grounded in key informant (KI) 
reports of the dynamics of race and gender, and their role in 
shaping the violence nurses face. We also draw on previous 
analysis interrogating these dynamics and intersections 
(Choiniere,	MacDonnell	and	Shamonda,	2010)	to	focus	on	
policy suggestions for the health care system, health care 
organizations, and the nursing profession. 

It is important to contextualize our analysis  
within the key assumptions informing our path of  
inquiry. First, our critical feminist political economy 
lens, in assuming the influence of broader social and 
economic structures on health care settings and nurses’ 
work environments, increases our concern that current 
discourses about violence against nurses lack compre-
hensive racialized or gendered analyses of that violence 
(Armstrong	 2001;	 Das	 Gupta	 2009).	 Secondly,	 it	 is	 well	
documented that workplace violence is a serious obstacle 
to health and quality care, with significant implications 
for nurses, families and communities (Registered Nurses 
Association	of	Ontario	[RNAO]	2009a;	2009b;	Shields	and	

Wilkins,	2006).	Since	employment	and	working	conditions	
are major determinants of health, it is important to examine 
the historical, social, political, economic and cultural 
contexts shaping the work and health of diverse groups 
within this female-dominated health profession. A growing 
body of literature points to how the social organization of 
race, class, gender and language contributes to negative 
workplace dynamics for racialized2 nurses (Das Gupta 
2009;	Giddings	2005;	Hyman	2009;	McGibbon	and	Etowa,	
2009;	Modibo	2004).	Yet,	little	is	addressed	in	mainstream	
nursing	or	occupational	health	literatures	(Messing	1998).	
Consequently, in spite of increased levels of immigration, 
an increasingly racialized nursing workforce, and growing 
attention to diversity, access and equity in Canada,  
gaps remain in our understanding of these issues and  
their	 implications	 for	 nursing	 (e.g.,	 Giddings	 2005;	
Gustafson	2007;	RNAO	2009a;	Khanlou	and	Jackson	2010).	

Elsewhere we have detailed the patterns of violence 
across settings and sectors, demonstrating its everyday 
nature	 for	 nurses	 (Choiniere	 et	 al.	 2010).	 Here	 we	 focus	 
on the policy recommendations, emanating from quali-
tative interviews with a purposeful sample of seven 
KIs, five with significant expertise in nursing adminis- 
tration, research, education, practice and policy. Two of 
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suggest that health management and leadership curricula 
must more effectively incorporate the current workplace 
complexities of race, language and gender, making it a 
legitimate focus rather than simply an “add-on.” This will 
improve the organizational capacity to identify conditions 
contributing to increased risk and violence for diverse 
nurses, and to create much needed programs and tools to 
address these complexities. 

ii. Organizational programs of support:
The KIs identify that managers and other key personnel 

require broader organizational backing to effectively create 
and enact programs of support. One KI shares how it is 
a problem when this is lacking. “…[T]he person who was 
responsible for the program… got totally burned out and… 
left the position…[explaining that], 'I bring these issues to 
the senior team and they don’t even take it on.’… It’s not 
saying ‘Yes, we have a diversity coordinator’ or ‘We have a 
black person as part of our senior team or a green person as 
part of our senior team’, it’s what you do with that person 
and	how	you	help	them	understand	their	roles”	(#2).	They	
identify that despite organizational resources for diversity, 
tokenism can too often prevail with little attention to 
creating space for meaningful dialogue or challenging 
the status quo.“…you can write policies, you can write 
procedures but you’re really changing a culture. It’s having 
honest dialogue with people about how it impacts you, 
right?”	(#3).	

Programs such as recruitment, hiring, orientation 
and mentoring are identified as critically important to 
support nurses as they interact with patients and colleagues 
and also have implications for retention. Orientation and 
education programs are cited as necessary to create a 
welcoming environment and reduce isolation for all recent 
employees, especially those who are new to the setting, 
such as internationally educated nurses. One KI noted 
the value of these programs,“… Meeting people where 
they’re at [is important]…. Start[ing] from the interview…
[and then] giving opportunities for the individual…to feel 
heard and to feel that they can come and speak with you 
and	not	be	judged…”	(#2).	It	is	during	these	programs	that	
information about human rights and violence reporting 
policies, professional values, codes of conduct and other 
infrastructure in place to guide the relations of care, are 
made explicit. To facilitate the effectiveness of these 
programs, KIs recommend that organizations need to focus 
more resources on educating all of their managers and 
resource personnel on key legislation and information. As 
one KI illustrates, “[There are] different pieces of legislation 
to address different points on the spectrum…[such as,] 
violence that’s directed towards a person because of their 
race… the continuum of harassment to violence… anti-

these KIs, while not nurses, possess broad expertise in issues 
of equity and violence. In this article, we address the policy 
recommendations relevant to: i) health system reform 
directions; ii) organizational programs of support; and  
iii) nursing profession issues, within the Canadian context. 

POlICy ImPlICaTIONs
i. Health system reform directions

The KIs link the capacity of the organization and the 
quality of organizational support to broader reforms. They 
note that the trend of the past two decades to apply market-
based reforms to the health care sector interferes with an 
organization’s capacity to prevent violence, or to provide 
adequate support when it occurs. Other research affirms 
similar implications of this trend in health care reform, in 
which care is devalued relative to measurable aspects of 
treatment and cure, shifting attention away from the system 
and organizational resources needed to support nurses in 
all aspects of care. This has significant implications given 
that nursing is a highly racialized and gendered workforce 
(Choiniere	2011;	Varcoe	and	Rodney	2009).

In	 this	 business	 model	 approach	 (Armstrong	 2001),	
agencies are reorganized, with each manager responsible 
for more units and many more staff. Efficiencies and cost-
savings take priority rather than leadership in care-related 
activities, as one KI notes, “…you know, [we have] multiple 
unit responsibility… [there is a] focus on the economic 
model, case management, all these trends… [it’s] cheaper 
to have one manager in charge of multiple units…cost 
efficiency	certainly	is	first	and	foremost…”	(#2).	As	a	result,	
work intensity has increased, while attention to and support 
of nurses at the point of care has decreased. As another 
KI explains,“…owing in part to the nature of the work, 
you know, [we are] understaffed…” (#5). The KIs link the 
direction of reform with the intensification of nurses’ work 
and their experiences of violence. Business or efficiency 
assumptions have resulted in problematic decisions, as the 
KIs suggest, when “…people are warehoused… with very 
little nursing care, um, because of chronic understaffing…
(#5) or because… “there’s a lot of de-skilling… [and] we 
certainly need to have a better skill mix” (#4). These KI 
recommendations identify the need to challenge the 
business-model norms that are contributing to inequity 
and violence against nurses within the health sector. 

Improvements to the quality of health management 
leadership are suggested to facilitate a more critical 
response to reform trajectories and, as is noted, to “help 
leaders in the health care sector recognize, [and] address…
racism and ethnicity and especially the intersections… it’s 
not talked about… beyond policies and guidelines… they 
won’t tell you how to implement [these policies]… [But it’s] 
not	just	what	you	do	but	how	you	do	it…”	(#1).	They	also	
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participants or shutting down dialogue. As one KI illustrates 
"…how [do] you teach people to cope effectively when… 
being abused…when… being disrespected… being not 
included… tokenized?… how do you deal with a particular 
situation to be able to respond and then to walk away feeling 
respected?”	(#2).	

iii. Nursing Profession Issues: 
Throughout the KI interviews is the argument that the 

costs to individual nurses and the nursing profession are 
too high to ignore the building tensions and contradictions 
between professional expectations and current reform 
directions. KIs report that nurses are too often caught 
between patient needs and professional standards on the 
one hand and organizational demands on the other hand. 
Furthermore, the reply, “you know, it’s part of the job…” 
in response to this fundamental conflict has very serious 
individual and professional implications. 

A key policy response offered to address these 
ongoing tensions is for professional, regulatory and 
union organizations to better fulfill their mandates in 
ensuring healthy workplaces for nurses, especially those 
who are on the margins, such as internationally educated 
and minoritized nurses. They recommend that nursing 
organizations should take a stronger role in educating 
their members, calling on union, professional association 
and regulatory body collaboration to address these 
contradictions; “…[there] needs to be more education 
[and] acknowledgement…where people are feeling 
excluded	 [and]oppressed…”(#3).	 “…[W]ork	 needs	 to	 be	
done… from a broader analytical perspectives of gender, 
race	 [and]	 class…(#1).	 The	 KIs	 suggest	 that	 regulatory	
colleges should expand their focus beyond “weed[ing] out 
the incompetent [individuals]…” (#4). They also propose a 
broader regulatory role in ensuring safe work environments, 
including engaging in issues of violence, whether it happens 
“through a patient… another colleague or… the employer” 
(#2).	“[I]f	they	are	serious	about…	addressing	this	issue	then	
it’s	got	to	move	beyond	the	rhetoric”	(#1).	The	suggestion	
is also made that tools such as Best Practice Guidelines 
(BPGs), although useful, require more attention to the 
organization’s capacity to implement and support the 
changes. “That policy statement or practice guideline… has 
to	get	linked	to	the	actions	of	that	organization	(#1).	Gaps	
were also noted in union support regarding the need for 
“more rigorous education of … local representatives” (#5). 
The need for all nursing organizations to attend to their 
own organizational inequities and “…look at some of their 
own	processes…”(#1)	was	also	emphasized	by	most	KIs.

The KIs call for changes in nursing curricula to better 
address the invisibility of racialization, gender-bias and 
broader issues of reform to more effectively engage with the 

harassment	and	anti-discrimination	policies”	(#3).	Because	
of this complexity, serious problems can arise because too 
often, “they [organizations] are not equipped to deal with 
violence”	(#3).

The KIs advocate for expanding access to mentoring 
programs, which are primarily found in urban hospitals, 
as a means to address the particular needs of racialized 
and minoritized nurses and enhance their resilience and 
capacity to work within the system. Effective mentoring 
programs would build on nurses’ strengths and respond 
in relevant ways to the interrelationships between their 
personal and professional lives. “Simple questions like ‘what 
rubs you the wrong way?’...’how could we help you cope in 
an effective way in this environment?’...[we] need to… ask 
those questions… to even make it a culturally competent 
environment”	 (#2).	 Another	 key	 recommendation	 is	 the	
need to address barriers to finding jobs and going through 
the hiring process. “New immigrants... are telling me they 
can’t get through the front door either through the interview 
or even finding out that there’s jobs available…[There] is 
a shortage of people to provide that mentoring (#4). Also 
important is access to meaningful programs for diverse 
groups, including those with “variable linguistic ability… 
If you’ve got marginalized workers, how are they…going 
to make progress…if they are… not given opportunities 
to improve their language” (#4). Providing improved 
mentoring has implications for their career trajectories.

In-service training to raise awareness of diversity 
was frequently suggested by KIs as a strategy to foster 
organizational capacity. While the KIs reported on a variety 
of potentially helpful training and workshop initiatives,  
they also noted limitations linked to clinical setting 
challenges or power differences and uneven organizational 
commitment. Mandatory diversity training is 
recommended “for all staff based on the anti-racism, anti-
oppression	framework”	(#1).	Another	KI	identifies	the	need	
for opportunities for nurses and other staff to dialogue 
about “workforce diversity and how it impacts on people’s 
abilities to work together as a team” (#4). Thus diversity 
education, along with other programs and policies that 
consider the processes of racialization and the dynamics 
of gender, would better equip health care professionals to 
address violence within organizations. 

Skilled educators and strong organizational supports 
are required for effective training initiatives. Yet training 
challenges are found in both content and process. While 
several KIs suggest that knowledge of intersecting 
oppressions and an understanding of individual needs 
are critical, they observe that group members can be very 
uncomfortable while participating in workshops that 
address issues of power and privilege. These workshops 
may also have unexpected outcomes, such as silencing 
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NOTES

1 This research initiative: Armstrong, P (PrincipaI Investigator), 
H. Armstrong, J. Choiniere, T. Daly, W. Giesbrecht, M. Lilly, 
J. MacDonnell, P. Tulloch (Co-Investigators). Nurses at Risk: 
Exploring gender and race in workplace illness, injury and violence 
was supported by funding from the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada.

2 We draw on the Canadian Research Institute for the Advancement 
of Women for the following definition of racialization… “racialized 
will refer to anyone who experiences racism because of their race, 
skin colour, ethnic background, accent, culture or religion. In this 
fact sheet, ‘racialized’ includes people of colour, Aboriginal peoples, 
and ethnic, linguistic, religious or cultural minorities who are 
targets of racism. When terms such as ‘women of colour’ are used, 
it refers only to that group, as Canadian statistics are often collected 
separately for ‘visible minority’, ‘Aboriginal’ and ‘immigrant’ groups. 
Racialized women have different cultures, histories, religions, family 
norms, life experiences, and are subject to different stereotypes. 
What they have in common is they are racialized	–	they	are	subject	
to racism and made to feel different because of their racial/ethnic 
background”	(p.	2).
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problem of violence in all settings. They note the invisible 
or marginalized course content and limited representation 
by racialized faculty members as very problematic, “[too 
often they are] elective courses… marginal to the whole 
curriculum”	 (#6).	 The	 KIs	 reported	 on	 the	 implications	
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The need for an anti-oppression lens to examine curricula 
was strongly recommended in order to more effectively 
address the root causes of violence and marginalization, 
retention, education needs and career mobility for diverse 
groups of nurses.

DIsCUssION
This article foregrounds the importance of a policy 

agenda that attends to the broader structural constraints 
to the wellbeing of diversely situated nurses. These KI 
recommendations echo other literature demonstrating that 
business or market-based reforms are inappropriate for the 
health	care	system	(Adams	and	Nelson,	2009;	Armstrong,	
2001;	 Varcoe	 and	 Rodney,	 2009).	 Our	 analysis	 of	 their	
interviews, emerging from a feminist political economy 
lens, underscores the costs to nurses, and consequently 
to care, when health system reforms and organizational 
practices ignore the relational aspects of nurses’ work and 
the conditions that support them. Indeed, an unmistakable 
implication of this analysis in its foregrounding of structures 
and conditions that underpin health and equity is that 
organizational cultural competence cannot be achieved 
without	this	broader	focus	(Östlin	et	al.	2011).	

These experts in nursing emphasize the need for 
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supportive practice environments. They advocate an 
approach that is in concert with employing broader 
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consistent with the health promotion strategies reflecting 
primary health care principles that aim for social justice, 
as articulated in the Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion 
(World	 Health	 Organization	 1986).	 It	 is	 a	 reaffirmation	 
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of public policies that affect determinants of health, 
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achieving true health equity. 
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aBsTRaCT
Evidence indicates that Employment Equity (EE) has had a moderate success in achieving its goals. The lack of practical and 
promising models for implementing EE seems to be one of the reasons for this moderate success over time. I propose EE is a change 
management issue because it requires major changes in employees’ values, attitudes and behaviour. Using the most promising 
theories and concepts in the change management literature, I propose a practical model for implementing EE. The model highlights 
the critical role of leadership, organizational learning culture, effective communication, education, and employee participation in 
successfully achieving EE related policies. This paper highlights that paying attention to policy implementation is as important as 
policy development. 
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INTRODUCTION
The Employment Equity Act (EEA) aims to achieve 

equality in the workplace by increasing the representation 
of four groups that have been historically disadvantaged in 
employment. These groups include women, aboriginals, 
visible minorities and persons with disabilities. Passed in 
1986,	 the	 original	 EEA	 was	 aimed	 at	 federally	 regulated	
employers in the private sector and was broadened a decade 
later to include the federal public service. The EEA required 
employers to take special measures to ensure fair hiring 
and promotion processes in regards to the four designated 
groups. Using a system of compliance audits, the Human 
Right Commission is responsible for auditing employers. 

The	 Commission	 data	 (2010)	 indicate	 that	 the	
gap between representation and availability among the 
four	 designated	 groups	 was	 reduced	 from	 8.6%	 in	 1992	
to	 4.2%	 in	 2008	 in	 the	 Federally	 Regulated	 sector.	 The	
Commission attributes this improvement to the positive 
effect of Employment Equity (EE). However, while 
evidence shows that EE has contributed to the increased 
representation of the four designated groups, disparities in 
access to employment for some of the designated groups 
and disparities in wage and types of positions for all four  
groups remain.

In addition, attitudes toward EE are less than positive. 
A number of early studies suggest a low level of support 

for	 EE	 among	 Canadians	 (Fletcher	 and	 Chalmers	 1991;	
Sillars	1994).	 In	a	 recent	study,	Ng	and	McGowan	(2010)	
found that EE was problematic and not well-understood  
among	757	employees	at	a	mid-sized	Canadian	organization	
having to comply with EE. It has been suggested that 
changing attitudes toward EE is an important factor 
contributing	 to	 its	 success	 (Falkenberg	 and	Boland	 1997;	
Ng	and	McGowan	2010).	

I propose that changing attitudes toward EE should 
be viewed within the broader framework of the EE 
implementation process. The moderate success of EE and 
the continuous negative or ambivalent attitudes toward 
it could be related to how EE efforts are designed and 
implemented within organizations. Indeed, there seems to 
be a major gap between the current literature and available 
resources related to the EEA on how to effectively implement 
EE. I aim to address this gap by proposing a practical and 
theoretically-driven model of EE implementation. 

Given that EE requires a significant amount of change in 
organizations’ and employees’ values, norms and practices, 
I propose that EE implementation should be viewed as a 
change management issue. In the following pages, I first 
provide a very brief overview of the change management 
literature and then propose an EE change implementation 
model informed by the most promising theories, concepts 
and practices in the change literature. 
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the behaviours desired and establish reward systems to 
directly benefit those who change their behaviours to 
the	 desired	 ones	 (Burke	 2008).	 The	 self-efficacy	 theory	
(Bandura	 1982)	 proposes	 that	 for	 behaviours	 to	 change,	
a person must believe in her or his capability to perform 
a new proposed behaviour. Evidence indicates that the  
self-efficacy theory provides a useful concept to explain  
why and how individuals accept or reject change  
(Herold	 et	 al.	 2007;	 Wanberg	 and	 Banasa	 2000).	 
According to the theory of planned behaviour, the key 
determinant of behaviour is the intention to perform that 
behaviour	 (Ajzen	 1991).	 In	 essence,	 it	 proposes	 that	 to	
make any change in behaviour, one has to change beliefs 
and attitudes in regards to that behaviour. 

A number of integrated theories which look at change 
at both individual and organization levels have also been 
proposed	 by	 scholars.	Those	 theories	 (e.g.,	 Argyris	 1999)	
suggest that change begins when individuals identify a 
problem and act to resolve it and this in turn results in 
change at the organizational level. 

Each of the theories mentioned above provides novel 
insights into the change process and a number of key 
elements from each group of theories will be incorporated 
into the proposed model of the EE change implementation. 

aTTITUDe-BaseD sTUDIes 
Regardless of the type of theory being applied, one 

of the consistent themes in process-focused studies of 
change is employees’ reactions to change during the change 
implementation phase. The attitudes formed in response 
to change are the most common reactions to change that 
have	been	 studied	 (Herold	 et	 al.	 2007).	 In	 a	 review	of	 58	
articles	 related	 to	change	attitudes,	Bouckenooghe	 (2010)	
reported	that	92%	of	the	articles	focused	on	two	constructs:	
resistance to change and readiness for change. 

Resistance to change is one of the most widely discussed 
topics in the study of individual and organizational change 
(Langton	 et	 al.	 2010).	 Coetsee	 (1999)	 views	 resistance	
along a continuum that ranges from passive or indifferent 
to active and destructive. Five main sources of resistance 
to change include: perceived threat to self-interests, 
misunderstanding, different assessment of change, low 
tolerance for change, and cynicism or loss of faith and 
trust	 in	 change	 leaders	 (Kotter	 and	 Schlesinger	 2008).	
Some scholars have argued that individuals are not 
normally resistant to change. Rather, they tend to resist 
the way change is introduced and implemented (Choi 
and	 Ruona	 2011).	 Therefore,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 minimize	
resistance to change through using appropriate strategies 
such as education, communication, participation, support, 
negotiation, cooperation and even coercion (Kotter and 
Schlesinger	2008).	

a BRIef OveRvIeW Of The ChaNge  
maNagemeNT lITeRaTURe

Change process is defined as the actions undertaken 
during the implementation of change and how change 
actually occurs. Change process is generally viewed either 
from a strategic management perspective or Organizational 
Development	 (OD)	 perspective	 (Choi	 and	 Ruona	 2011).	
In the former, key decision-makers implement change as 
a corporate strategy while in the later one change is an 
intentional effort to enhance individual development and 
improve organizational performance. Given that the goal of 
EE is more akin to the OD perspective, I will focus on the 
change management literature from this perspective. This 
literature will be reviewed in two categories: theory-based 
studies and attitude-based studies. 

TheORy-BaseD sTUDIes 
Process theories and models of change can be 

categorized based on their primary focus on the change 
process within an organization or an individual (Choi 
and	 Ruona	 2011).	 Lewin	 and	Kotter’s	 theories	 are	 at	 the	
organizational level, whereas the classic learning theory, 
self-efficacy theory, and the theory of planned behaviour 
are at the individual level.

The commonality among organizational-level theories 
is that organizations are seen as the target for change 
processes. The majority of theorists assume that change in 
organizations will result in change in its people. Some of 
those theorists propose strategies to create an environment 
that	 is	 conducive	 to	 change.	 Kurt	 Lewin’s	 (1951)	 classic	
theory of change suggests that a successful change process 
in any organization should follow three main steps: (i) 
unfreezing old behaviours, habits and the status quo, (ii) 
moving to a new state (actual change), and (iii) refreezing 
the new change to make it sustainable. Building on Lewin’s 
model,	John	Kotter	(1996)	developed	a	number	of	practical	
guidelines for implementing change. Overall, Lewin and 
Kotter’s theories are useful in providing a simple and 
heuristic framework for thinking about the complex 
phenomenon of organizational change. 

Built on adult learning theory and psychological 
development theory, individual-level theories of change 
view organizations as the context for change, not the target 
of	 change	 (Henderson,	 2002).	 Individual-level	 theories	
of change focus on the change in people’s behaviours 
and transformative learning, which occurs as a result of 
examining, questioning, validating, and re-visiting one’s 
perceptions	of	 the	world	 (Henderson	2002).	Accordingly,	
learning and change must begin with individuals and then 
the change can spread to the organizational level. According 
to classic learning theories, organizations need to identify 
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actively involving organization members (participation) in 
the	change	process	(Chin	and	Benne	1985).	

CONTexT Of ChaNge
Leadership and the organizational learning culture 

are two main contextual factors contributing to effective 
change implementation. A positive relationship between 
leaders	 and	 employees	 (Nystrom	 1990);	 employees’	 trust	
in	 leadership	 (Rousseau	 and	 Tijoriwala	 1999;	 Sackmann	
et	 al.	 2009);	 and	 visionary	 leaders	 who	 authentically	
communicate with employees, empower employees and 
tend to their needs are more likely to increase readiness 
for	change	in	employees	(e.g.,	Herold	et	al.	2008).	What	is	
more, individuals are more likely to be open to change if 

To shift the overwhelming negative view of change, 
a number of scholars have proposed the positive concept 
of readiness for change (Choi	and	Ruona	2011;	Holt	et	al.	
2007)	which	 refers	 to	 individuals’	 beliefs	 in	 their	 change-
specific efficacies, subjective appropriateness of change 
and interpretation of personal benefit from change. 
The main factors contributing to readiness for change 
include providing change information and effectively 
communicating the purpose of change (Choi and Ruona 
2011;	 Jimmieson	 et	 al.	 2004),	 especially	 through	 the	 use	
of normative-reeducative strategies. Such strategies go 
beyond mere exchange of technical information about 
change and re-examine the more subtle aspects of change-
including attitudes, values, and organizational norms-by 

figure 1: a proposed model of ee Change implementation

Phases of change

movingUnfreezing

•	 Change	in	attitudes	
(Theory of Planned 
Behaviour)
-  increased change 

acceptance
-  decreased resistance  

to change
•	 Increased	self-efficacy	

(Self- Efficacy theory)

•	 Information	(Education)
•	 Communication	
•	 Participation

•	 New	behaviour	is	
learned (Positive 
Reinforcement and  
Self-efficacy Theories 

•	 As	a	result	of	change	
in individuals, the 
organization begin  
to change

•	 Integrated	theories	
(Argyris	&Bridges)

Context:
leadership

Organizational learning culture

•	 Participation
•	 Information	(Training)
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2. Phases of change
Consistent with the dominant view in the change 

literature, the model proposes that change occurs in three 
phases	of	unfreezing,	moving	and	refreezing	(Lewin	1951).	
The unfreezing phase entails collecting self-identification 
data and developing a plan for addressing the under-
representation of the four designated groups. During 
this phase, organizations communicate the purpose 
and necessity of EE to employees and encourage their 
participation in the self-identification survey. Analyzing 
and reflecting on the self-identification data and with the 
participation and input of employees, organizations then 
design a step by step plan to increase the presence of the 
under-represented groups within their workplace. The 
moving phase entails implementing the plan, and the 
refreezing phase entails reinforcing the newly implemented 
change by rewarding those who do change their behaviour. 
The unfreezing, moving, and refreezing phases are iterative 
processes that can be repeated during the implementation 
ofeach step of the EE plan. 

3. Target of change
Given that EE is directed toward human resources 

within an organization, the target of all recommended 
strategies in the proposed model includes employees.

4 and 5. Strategies for implementing change and the pro-
cess of change 

Key change strategies recommended include 
information, communication, participation, reward, and 
feedback. In addition, the classic learning theory, self-
efficacy theory, the theory of planned behaviour, and 
Argyris integrated theory provide insight on how and why 
each strategy is useful (the process of change). While most 
of the strategies suggested for the three phases are similar, 
the emphasis that should be placed on each strategy differs 
slightly for each phase.

UNfReezINg Phase 
Providing sufficient information in this phase about 

the purpose of EE is likely to change employees’ attitudes 
toward EE efforts and this, in turn, will facilitate the 
necessary behavioural changes. This is consistent with the 
premise of the theory of planned behaviour, which proposes 
that change in attitudes is a pre-requisite for change in 
behaviour. This is also consistent with the proposition of 
self-efficacy theory which suggests that gaining knowledge 
about change is likely to influence employees’ belief in their 
ability to implement the change.

they perceive their organization as cultivating a learning 
culture	(Bouckenooghe	2010;	Choi	and	Ruona	2011).	In	a	
learning culture, individuals are regularly encouraged to 
modify their behaviours and organizational practices and 
also	to	propose	new	practices	(e.g.,	Latta	2009;	Watkins	and	
Marsick	1993).	

Overall, the above overview shows that a number 
of useful theories, concepts and strategies have been 
developed in the change management literature. Lewin’s 
theory of phases of change provides a useful framework 
within which strategies to decrease resistance to change and 
increase readiness for change can be applied. Committed 
leaders and organizational learning culture also provide 
the necessary context for successful implementation of 
change. The application of these theories and concepts to 
EE implementation will be discussed in the next section.

a PROPOseD mODel Of  
ee ChaNge ImPlemeNTaTION

In this section, a practical model of EE change 
implementation is proposed that integrates key theories, 
concepts and strategies highlighted in the previous 
section. This model focuses on the strategies for change 
implementation at the individual level, while taking into 
account a number of key organizational level factors 
(leadership and organizational culture). The proposed 
model	 (See	 Figure	 1)	 comprises	 several	 components,	
including i) context of change; ii) phases of change; iii) 
targets of change; iv) strategies for implementing change; 
and v) process of change. Each of these will be discussed 
in turn. 

1. Context of change
Senior management and the leaders of 

organizationsneed to demonstrate public and authentic 
commitments to EE efforts. Implementing EE is often 
viewed as the responsibility of organizations’ human 
resources departments, overlooking the fact that if not 
supported by senior management such efforts will not be 
taken seriously by employees. 

EE efforts require change in values, attitudes and 
behaviours. Thus, organizations that embrace a learning 
culture and constantly encourage their employees to  
reflect and give suggestions to improve organizational 
processes provide an ideal context for successful 
implementation of EE efforts. Organizations that have rigid 
structures and inflexible processes are likely to implement 
EE as a result of an external force (e.g., law) or for fear of 
punishment, which results in superficial compliance rather 
than a true commitment 

LOOKING AT THE EMPLOyMENT EqUITy IMPLEMENTATION FROM THE CHANGE MANAGEMENT PERSPECTIVE
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implementation process is effective or if it needs further 
modifications. Again, this is consistent with the Argyris 
(1999)	 adult	 learning	 theory	 (double-loop	 learning)	
which proposes both organizations and their members 
can learn from and change each other through the 
mutual reflection and feedback process. In addition, 
continuous communication, encouraging participation and 
maintaining rewards is critical for the sustainability of the 
changed behaviour at this phase.

Taken together, committed leaders in organizations 
with a learning culture can gain employees’ support for EE 
change efforts through providing sufficient information 
and training, clear communication, establishing a reward 
system for those who do change their behaviours, and 
providing meaningful opportunities for employees to 
participate in planning, implementation and modification 
of EE efforts. 

CONClUsION
Promising models of EE implementation seem to 

be missing in the existing EE literature and available 
resources. To respond to this gap, I suggest a model of EE 
implementation informed by the most promising concepts 
in the change management literature. The proposed model 
is a practical model rather than a theoretical one, which can 
be applied for the purpose of building an inclusive workplace. 
The use of the model by practitioners can help to identify its 
effectiveness and areas for further improvement. This paper 
highlights that paying attention to policy implementation 
is as important as designing strong policies to begin with.

NOTES

1 This paper is a summary of a comprehensive report written for 
the Labour Standards and Workplace Equity division of Human 
Resources and Social Development Canada. Readers who wish to 
see the full paper may contact the author at maria@visibletalent.ca.
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la DIsCRImINaTION à l’emBaUChe 
sUBIe PaR les mINORITés RaCIsées 
à mONTRéal : RésUlTaTs D’UNe 
ReCheRChe emPIRIqUe meNée  
DaNs le gRaND mONTRéal
Paul eid est professeur au département de sociologie de l’UQAM. Détenteur d'un doctorat en sociologie (University of Toronto), il est 
membre de la Chaire de recherche en immigration, ethnicité et citoyenneté de l’UQAM. Il a notamment publié sur différentes formes  
de discrimination ciblant les minorités racisées et issues de l'immigration.

RésUmé
Dans cette étude, 581 paires de CV fictifs ont été envoyées en réponse à de véritables offres d’emplois qualifiés et non qualifiés  
à Montréal. Les CV étaient similaires à tout égard hormis que l’un indiquait un nom « franco-québécois », et l’autre un nom  
tantôt arabe, latino-américain et africain. Le candidat majoritaire a au moins 60% plus de chances d’être invité à un entretien  
que les candidats minoritaires, et plus d’une fois sur trois, le traitement différentiel pourrait être attribuable à la discrimination.  
Ces résultats militent en faveur de l’adoption par le gouvernement québécois d’une politique de lutte contre le racisme et  
la discrimination.
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INTRODUCTION
Selon plusieurs données et études, les immigrants 

arrivés récemment au Québec, dont la majorité est issue de 
minorités racisées, connaissent en général des difficultés 
d’intégration socioéconomique considérables par rapport, 
non	 seulement	 aux	 natifs	 (Boudarbat	 et	 Boulet,	 2007),	
mais également aux immigrants d’origine européenne ou 
nord-américaine	 (Renaud,	Godin	 et	 Piché,	 2003	;	 Renaud	
et	Cayn,	2006).	Comment	expliquer	 la	persistance	de	ces	
inégalités sur le marché du travail québécois ? L’explication 
tient certes en partie au fait que le domaine de formation et 
l’expérience de travail des immigrants récents sont parfois 
mal arrimés aux besoins, réels ou perçus, du marché du 
travail et des employeurs québécois (Chicha et Charest, 
2008).	Bien	que	ce	type	de	facteurs	soit	fort	pertinent	pour	
tout effort de compréhension et d’intervention en matière 
d’intégration professionnelle des immigrants, ils ont 
tous en commun de braquer les projecteurs uniquement 
sur les « déficiences » de certains individus et groupes, 
en termes de capital humain et social, pour expliquer 
leur marginalisation sur le marché du travail. Or, dans 

la mesure où, depuis quelques années, l’attention des  
médias et des décideurs tend à être focalisée 
presqu’exclusivement sur cette catégorie de facteurs, le rôle 
du racisme et de la discrimination tend trop souvent à être 
occulté, voire ignoré.

Chez les sociologues, on observe une certaine réticence 
à imputer à la discrimination les inégalités structurées sur la 
base de catégories sociales telle que la « race », l’origine ou le 
genre. C’est que la discrimination constitue un phénomène 
extrêmement difficile à démontrer en sciences sociales 
(Ducharme	 et	 Eid,	 2005),	 tout	 comme	 en	droit	 d’ailleurs	
(Bosset,	2005),	à	cause	des	formes	beaucoup	plus	subtiles	
et voilées qu’elle revêt de nos jours, ce qui en fait un facteur 
dont l’impact sur les inégalités est difficile à pondérer par 
rapport aux autres facteurs explicatifs sociologiquement 
pertinents. Comment, en effet, peut-on mesurer l’impact des 
préférences proprement discriminatoires des employeurs 
sur le processus d’insertion en emploi des immigrants et de 
leurs descendants, c’est-à-dire les préférences qui reposent 
non pas sur une appréciation—socialement légitime—des 
« caractéristiques productives » des candidats (ex.: niveau 
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testing	d’Oreopoulos	(2011),	les	chercheurs	n’ont	répondu	
qu’à des offres d’emploi rédigées en anglais, auxquelles 
n’ont été soumises que des candidatures « majoritaires » au 
patronyme anglo-saxon. Notre testing est donc le premier 
à mesurer la discrimination à l’embauche dans le segment 
francophone du marché du travail montréalais.

2. la méThODOlOgIe
Dans le cadre de ce testing réalisé entre  

décembre	 2010	 et	 mai	 2011,	 nous	 avons	 envoyé	 par	
courriel	 581	 paires	 de	CV	 fictifs	 en	 réponse	 à	 des	 offres	
d’emplois (libellées en français) qualifiés et peu qualifiés, 
publiées sur Internet par des entreprises privées, des 
institutions publiques et des organismes sans but lucratif 
(OSBL) du Grand Montréal. Pour les emplois qualifiés, 
nous	 avons	 répondu	 à	 76	 offres	 en	 marketing,	 à	 119	 en	
ressources	 humaines	 et	 à	 149	 en	 communications.	 Pour	
les	emplois	peu	qualifiés,	nous	avons	répondu	à	109	offres	
en	 service	 à	 la	 clientèle	 et	 à	 128	 offres	 pour	 des	 postes	
de secrétaire. Pour chaque offre d’emploi testée, nous 
soumettions à l’employeur une candidature au prénom 
et au nom à consonance « canadienne-française », ainsi 
qu’une candidature au prénom et au nom à consonance, en 
alternance, arabe, latino-américaine et africaine. 

Pour chaque profession ou catégorie d’emploi 
testée,	 nous	 avons	 créé	 2	CV	 types	 qui	 ont	 été	 attribués	
en alternance aux candidats de chaque paire. Dans tous 
les CV, les candidats se voyaient attribuer des diplômes 
correspondant au niveau et au domaine de formation 
requis pour exercer l’emploi postulé. Leurs diplômes ont 
été obtenus dans des établissements d’enseignement 
montréalais de prestige comparable. Les paires de CV ont 
été révisées et calibrées par des experts ou des praticiens 
de chaque domaine afin de s’assurer que les expériences 
professionnelles des candidats soient, non seulement en 
phase avec la nature des emplois testés, mais surtout, 
les plus similaires possible à celles de leur jumeau. 
Les entreprises ou organisations dans lesquelles nos  
candidats fictifs indiquent avoir travaillé antérieurement 
sont presque toutes des entreprises réelles. Enfin, lorsque 
l’un de nos candidats était rappelé pour être convoqué à 
un entretien, nous ne tardions pas à décliner l’offre par 
téléphone ou par courriel.

3. l’aNalyse Des RésUlTaTs
Dans les lignes qui suivent, le taux net de discrimination 

associé à chaque type d’emploi ou de profession a été 
calculé en appliquant la formule recommandée par le 
Bureau	International	du	Travail	(Bovenkerk,	1992)	:

(A — B) / (A + B + C)2

d’instruction, expérience, maîtrise de la langue, etc.), 
mais plutôt sur des préjugés et des stéréotypes à caractère 
raciste, qu’ils soient conscients ou non ? 

Dans cet article, nous exposerons succinctement 
les	 résultats	 d’une	 recherche	 réalisée	 en	 2011	 pour	 la	
Commission des droits de la personne et des droits de la 
jeunesse, qui mesure la discrimination à l’embauche subie 
par les minorités racisées à Montréal. La recherche repose 
sur une méthode semi-expérimentale, dite du « testing », qui 
permet d’isoler avec précision le poids de la discrimination 
dans l’explication des inégalités intergroupes.

1.  le TesTINg COmme OUTIl De mesURe  
De la DIsCRImINaTION à l’emBaUChe

Le testing consiste à mesurer l’impact discriminatoire 
d’une caractéristique donnée (le sexe, l’origine ethnique 
ou le handicap, etc.) sur l’attribution de ressources en 
soumettant au moins deux couples de candidatures fictives 
en réponses à de véritables offres d’emploi ou de logement 
à louer, par exemple. Seul l’un des deux candidats doit 
présenter la caractéristique discriminante à l’étude, alors 
que, sous tous les autres rapports, leurs dossiers, sans être 
identiques—pour ne pas éveiller les soupçons—, sont du 
moins similaires. L’écart entre le taux de réponses positives 
(ou le taux de succès) obtenu par l’un et l’autre candidat, 
ou encore l’écart entre la proportion de traitements 
préférentiels accordés à l’un candidat par rapport à 
l’autre, donne la mesure de l’impact discriminatoire de la 
caractéristique	à	l’étude	(Riach	et	Rich,	2002	;	Pager,	2007).	

Les premiers testings ont été menés en Grande-
Bretagne	à	la	fin	des	années	1960	par	des	sociologues	tels	
que	Daniel	(1968)	et	Jowell	et	Prescott-Clarke	(1970)	pour	
mesurer la discrimination en emploi. Mais il faut attendre 
les	années	1980,	et	surtout	1990,	pour	voir	l’usage	de	cette	
méthode se multiplier chez les chercheurs européens 
et américains désireux de mesurer la discrimination 
« ethnoraciale » à l’embauche. Au Canada, seuls trois 
testings mesurant la discrimination à l’embauche ont 
été réalisés jusqu’à présent. Le premier, qui date de 
1984,	démontrait	que	 lorsque	des	 acteurs	blancs	 et	noirs	
postulaient en personne sur des emplois non qualifiés 
à	 Toronto,	 les	 premiers	 avaient	 presque	 2	 fois	 plus	 de	
chances que les seconds de se faire offrir un poste (Henry 
et	Ginzberg,	1985).	Les	deux	suivants,	réalisés	par	envoi	de	
CV	en	2008	 (à	Toronto)	et	en	2010	 (à	Montréal,	Toronto	
et Vancouver), ont révélé qu’à qualifications et à profil 
similaire, les candidats au nom à consonance anglo-
saxonne avaient toujours plus de chances de se faire 
rappeler pour un entretien que les candidats aux noms à 
consonance	 étrangère	 (Oreopoulos,	 2009,	 2011).	 Notons	
que dans le cadre du volet montréalais du plus récent 
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recruteur a contacté par téléphone l’employeur le plus 
récent indiqué au CV du candidat minoritaire, pour ensuite 
faire savoir à ce dernier qu’après vérifications, personne 
ne le connaissait dans l’entreprise où il prétendait avoir 
travaillé. Aucune vérification de la sorte n’a été effectuée 
pour le candidat majoritaire.

3.2  La discrimination selon l’origine ethnique du candidat 
minoritaire 
Dans la catégorie des emplois qualifiés, des trois 

CV de postulants minoritaires, c’est celui au nom à 
consonance africaine qui génère le taux de rappel le plus 
élevé	(22,1	%),	ceux	des	candidats	aux	noms	à	consonance	
arabe et latino-américaine n’ayant généré un rappel de 
l’employeur	que	dans	environ	16,5	%	des	cas.	Le	candidat	
africain	 a	 donc	 approximativement	 34	%	plus	 de	 chances	
d’être rappelé pour un entretien que les candidats arabe 
et	 latino-américain	 (22,1/16,5).	 Cependant,	 on	 note	 des	
résultats différents lorsqu’on se penche, non plus sur les 
taux de rappel, mais sur les taux nets de discrimination. 
Dans la catégorie des emplois qualifiés, on obtient des taux 
nets	de	discrimination	de	38,3		%	pour	le	candidat	au	nom	à	
consonance	africaine,	de	33,3	%	pour	le	candidat	au	nom	à	
consonance	latino-américaine	et	de	30,6	%	pour	le	candidat	
au nom à consonance latino-américaine. Il s’ensuit que le 
candidat africain a plus de chances d’être rappelé pour un 
entretien que les candidats arabe et latino-américain mais 
que, paradoxalement, il est plus à risque que ces derniers 
de subir la discrimination dans la mesure où, lorsqu’elle 
est retenue, sa candidature est plus souvent ignorée au 
profit de celle du candidat majoritaire. Quant à l’analyse 
sur les postes peu qualifiés, elle a mis au jour les mêmes 
« préférences ethniques » des employeurs, mais de manière 
encore plus tranchée.

3.3  La discrimination selon que l’employeur est un  
organisme public, un OSBL ou une entreprise privée
Dans le secteur privé, les probabilités pour le candidat 

majoritaire	d’être	rappelé	en	vue	d’un	entretien	sont	de	1,71	
fois	 supérieures	 à	 celles	 du	 candidat	 minoritaire	 (37,8	%	
c.	 22,1	%).	 Des	 résultats	 similaires	 ont	 été	 obtenus	 en	 ce	
qui a trait au secteur des OSBL, au sein duquel, d’après 
notre étude, les chances du candidat majoritaire d’être 
rappelé	sont	1,64	fois	plus	grandes	que	celles	du	candidat	
minoritaire. En revanche, dans le secteur public, on peut 
conclure qu’il n’existe aucune tendance à la discrimination 
de la part des employeurs testés, chaque candidat ayant 
attiré l’attention des recruteurs un nombre égal de fois 
(13)	et	chacun	ayant	été	préféré	à	 l’autre	un	nombre	égal	
de fois (5), ce qui donne un taux net de discrimination de 
0	%.	 On	 peut	 avancer	 l’hypothèse	 que	 cette	 absence	 de	
discrimination constatée chez les employeurs du secteur 

Le taux net de discrimination permet de calculer 
la proportion que représentent les cas où le candidat 
majoritaire a été préféré au minoritaire sur l’ensemble des 
cas où au moins l’un des deux candidats a été rappelés. 
L’autre indicateur que nous utilisons pour mesurer 
l’existence d’un traitement préférentiel est l’écart, sous 
forme de ratio, entre les probabilités que chaque candidat 
se fasse rappeler en vue d’une invitation à un entretien. 

3.1  La discrimination selon que le poste soit qualifié ou non
En ce qui concerne les taux de rappel correspon- 

dant aux postes qualifiés, les chances du candidat majori-
taire	 d’être	 convoqué	 à	 un	 entretien	 sont	 de	 30,2	%	 
(104	 sur	 344),	 alors	 qu’elles	 ne	 sont	 que	 de	 18,3	%	 
(63	sur	344)	pour	le	minoritaire.	Le	candidat	majoritaire	a	 
donc	 65	%	 plus	 de	 chances	 que	 son	 vis-à-vis	 mino- 
ritaire de réussir à obtenir un entretien d’embauche pour 
un des postes qualifié testés dans le cadre de cette étude 
(104/63).	 Alors	 que	 le	 candidat	 majoritaire	 n’a	 besoin	
que	 de	 postuler	 3,3	 fois	 en	 moyenne	 pour	 être	 invité	 
à un entretien, le candidat minoritaire doit soumettre  
5,5 candidatures avant d’obtenir le même résultat. 

En ce qui concerne les postes peu qualifiés, les chances 
des candidats d’être retenus pour un entretien sont de 
46,4	%	pour	le	majoritaire	(110	sur	237)	et	de	28,7	%	pour	
le	minoritaire	(68	sur	237),	ce	qui	signifie	que	le	premier	a	
62	%	plus	de	chances	d’être	rappelé	que	le	second	(110/68).	
Le candidat majoritaire n’a donc besoin que d’essuyer  
2,2	refus	avant	d’être	convoqué	à	un	entretien,	tandis	que	
le	candidat	minoritaire	devra	en	essuyer	3,5	pour	obtenir	
le même résultat.

Pour obtenir une mesure plus fine de la discrimination, 
il importe d’appliquer la formule du BIT rapportée ci-
haut. En utilisant celle-ci, on obtient un taux net de 
discrimination en défaveur des candidats minoritaires de 
34,5	%	dans	la	catégorie	des	emplois	qualifiés	(marketing,	
ressources	 humaines	 et	 communications),	 et	 de	 34,7	%	
dans la catégorie des emplois peu qualifiés (secrétariat et 
service à la clientèle). 

En bref, qu’on s’appuie sur le taux net de discrimination 
ou sur les chances de chaque candidat d’être contacté 
par un employeur, une tendance significative à la 
discrimination ressort de l’analyse. Notons enfin que le 
traitement discriminatoire du candidat minoritaire a pris, 
dans certains cas isolés, des formes plus subtiles. Ainsi, 
un recruteur cherchant à combler un poste peu qualifié, 
bien	 qu’ayant	 rappelé	 les	 2	 candidats,	 a	 fait	 miroiter	 au	
majoritaire un poste permanent, alors qu’il a mentionné 
au minoritaire qu’il s’agissait d’un poste temporaire. Pour 
deux offres d’emplois qualifiés, le recruteur a demandé 
uniquement au candidat minoritaire des références de 
ses employeurs précédents. Dans un de ces deux cas, le 
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NOTES

1	 Cet article constitue une version abrégée d’une étude publiée pour le 
compte de la Commission des droits de la personne et des droits de 
la	jeunesse	en	2011.

2	 A = nombre de cas où seul le majoritaire est invité à un entretien.
 B = nombre de cas où seul le minoritaire est invité à un entretien.
 C =  nombre de cas où le majoritaire et le minoritaire sont tous deux 

invités à un entretien.
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public est due, au moins en partie, au fait que ces derniers 
sont assujettis, de par la loi, à des programmes d’accès à 
l’égalité en vertu desquels ils ont l’obligation de veiller à 
ce que les membres des minorités ethniques et/ou racisées 
soient représentés de manière équitable au sein de leur 
personnel. Cependant, soulignons qu’il est risqué de tirer 
des conclusions fermes à cet égard étant donné le faible 
nombre d’employeurs du secteur public ayant répondu 
favorablement	à	nos	candidatures	(soit	18	en	tout).

CONClUsION
À	qualifications	et	à	profil	égaux,	un	Tremblay	ou	un	

Bélanger	a	 au	moins	60	%	plus	de	chances	d’être	 invité	 à	
un entretien d’embauche qu’un Sanchez, un Ben Saïd ou 
un Traoré. En outre, tant pour les postes qualifiés que peu 
qualifiés, les taux nets de discrimination, calculés selon 
la	formule	préconisée	par	le	BIT,	sont	environ	de	35	%,	ce	
qui signifie qu’en moyenne, un peu plus du tiers des refus 
essuyés par les candidats des minorités racisées pourraient 
être attribuables à la discrimination. Les résultats de ce 
testing doivent nous amener à élargir, et par-là enrichir, la 
réflexion menée actuellement au Québec sur les facteurs 
explicatifs des difficultés d’intégration socioéconomique 
des immigrants. Selon un certain paradigme libéral 
dominant, les succès et les échecs des individus, tout comme 
ceux des groupes, sont expliqués en termes de mérite et 
de démérite, ou encore d’accès différencié au capital et aux 
ressources requis pour connaitre une mobilité réussie sur 
le marché de l’emploi. Dans cette perspective, les difficultés 
d’insertion professionnelle des immigrants récents et des 
minorités racisées sont attribuées presque exclusivement à 
leur inadaptation à la réalité et aux besoins du marché du 
travail	(Winant,	2004).	

La présente étude nous rappelle que les difficultés 
d’insertion en emploi que rencontrent certains groupes 
d’immigrants tiennent également aux préférences 
discriminatoires des employeurs. Ces derniers, sans 
nécessairement adhérer à un discours explicitement 
raciste, tendent, souvent inconsciemment, à rechercher 
des « personnes qui leur ressemblent », ou parfois même à 
éviter certains groupes socialement stigmatisés. Dans un 
contexte où tous les groupes ne partent pas sur un pied 
d’égalité dans la course à l’emploi, où le marché du travail, 
lorsque laissé à lui-même, tend à (re)produire l’exclusion 
de groupes historiquement dominés, une politique globale 
de lutte contre le racisme et la discrimination devrait être 
adoptée sans tarder par le gouvernement québécois. Une 
telle politique devrait notamment prévoir de nouveaux 
leviers juridiques pour stimuler la mise en place de 
programmes d’accès à l’égalité (PAE) dans le secteur privé, 
et devrait veiller à ce que les PAE en cours d’implantation 
dans le secteur public soient appliqués avec plus de rigueur, 
ce qui n’est pas toujours le cas actuellement.

LA DISCRIMINATION à L'EMBAUCHE SUBIE PAR LES MINORITéS RACISéES à MONTRéAL: 

RéSULTATS D'UNE RECHERCHE EMPIRIqUE MENéE DANS LE GRAND MONTRéAL
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INTegRaTINg ImmIgRaNTs INTO The 
laBOUR maRkeT: INTeRveNTIONs aT 
The lOCal level
lucy Pyne is an OECD LEED Consultant working on local governance, skills and employment related issues. She has contributed to a 
number of LEED publications such as a recent learning manual for local and national policy makers on ensuring labour market success 
for ethnic minority and immigrant youth. Lucy holds a BA in European Studies and a Masters in Regional and Urban Planning.

francesca froy is a Senior Policy Analyst at the OECD and coordinates activities in the OECD LEED Programme on employment,  
skills and local governance. She co-edited and written a number of OECD publications including From immigration to integration: local 
solutions to a global challenge; Designing local skills strategies; Breaking out of policy silos – doing more with less and Ensuring labour 
market success for ethnic minority and immigrant youth. She holds a BSc in Anthropology and an MA in the Body and its Representation.

aBsTRaCT
This article puts forward a three pronged approach developed by the LEED programme, to assist local policy makers and practitioners 
in best supporting the integration of recent and long established immigrants into the labour market at the local level. Emphasis is 
placed not just on ensuring that migrants access the labour market but that there is a clear pathway to quality employment with 
prospects for career development. It provides examples of successful local initiatives and concludes by outlining the importance of 
good governance.

INTRODUCTION
Overall, people from immigrant backgrounds 

are less likely to succeed in the job market, and long-
term unemployment among non-natives is on the rise. 
Furthermore, the economic downturn has hit foreign-
born workers hard, particularly young migrants (OECD, 
2011a).	 (OECD,	 2011a).	 Nevertheless,	 outcomes	 for	 the	
foreign born and those from ethnic minorities are far from 
homogeneous and differ depending on a wide range of 
factors, such as country of origin, age of arrival, country of 
destination, and socio-economic background. 

The value of employment is well understood. 
Prosperity is strongly linked with paid employment, and 
higher employment rates mean less risk of poverty and 
exclusion. Better work and higher quality jobs not only 
provide greater earnings but also a chance to progress, seize 
opportunities and gain more satisfaction and enjoyment 
from	work	(Campbell,	2011).	The	benefits	of	employment	
should be accessible to all, however integration into the 
labour market is not always easy. For the advantages of 
immigration to be maximised, it is crucial that regions, 

cities and communities have the right mechanisms in place 
to ensure that long established minorities and newcomers 
alike are effectively incorporated into local labour markets 
(Froy,	2010).	

The importance of investing in skill development 
to improve labour market outcomes for all is becoming 
increasingly recognised. In our globalised economy, where 
both capital and labour are highly mobile and technological 
development is advancing at a fierce pace, human resources 
have an increasing impact on the capacity of businesses to 
react	and	respond	to	new	opportunities	(OECD,	2008a).	If	
communities are to prosper in today’s sluggish economy, 
they need to ensure that their workers have the education 
and skills to meet the demands of employers. In particular, 
higher level skills are becoming ever more critical (OECD, 
2009a),	and	this	trend	will	only	continue	as	low-skilled	jobs	
are lost in the current economic downturn. In this battle for 
talent, skilled migrants, in particular, can offer a significant 
comparative advantage to local labour markets, as long as 
their potential is harnessed. 
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Figure 1:  Three stages of support for  
local labour market integration

Building contacts and networks
Accessing employment is very often not just about 

qualifications and skills, but about having the right 
connections. Like the migration process, immigrant 
employment is a network-driven phenomenon and the 
dynamics of these ethnic social networks can be powerful 
sources of opportunity for finding employment (Froy 
and	 Pyne,	 2011).	 Even	 for	 second	 and	 third	 generation	
immigrants, friends, kin and compatriots are often greater 
sources of support and resources than state-provided 
services. However, the drawback is that such ethnic-bound 
networks -which are often spatially defined-can be limiting; 
while helping immigrants to access initial employment, 
there is a lack of wider networking across the spectrum of 
employment opportunities. Ethnic-bound networks can 
channel migrants towards a narrow set of employment 
niches -such as construction, services and health-and 
career progression outside of these areas may be limited. 

To prevent clustering of migrant employment, it is 
important that integration programmes seek to expand 
migrants’ social networks and to assist them in building 
contacts. A tried and tested method to bring migrants closer 
to meaningful employment is mentoring. The Toronto 
Region Immigrant Employment Council (TRIEC) launched 
the Mentoring Partnership Programme to bring together 
skilled recent immigrants and established professionals in 
occupation-specific mentoring relationships. Often skilled 
migrants have the education, experience and language skills 
to succeed in the labour market, but lack the local insights 

While immigration policy is often determined, 
designed and funded by the federal government, its impact 
on migrants and society is strongly felt at the local level 
where it interacts with other policy areas, including labour 
market	 policy	 and	 economic	 development	 (OECD,	 2006;	
Froy,	2010).	It	is	at	the	local	level	that	many	of	the	barriers	
to employment are experienced. These can include language 
difficulties, limited networks and social capital, lack of 
understanding regarding the function of employment 
and education systems , poor educational performance, 
discrimination, low aspirations and increased likelihood of 
living in deprived neighbourhoods. Immigrant groups often 
become concentrated in particular towns and cities, and 
within	these,	 in	particular	neighbourhoods	(OECD,	2006)
that are often at a distance from employment opportunities 
(Stoll,	1999).	Programs	that	aim	to	prepare	new	immigrants	
for the workforce are challenged by the considerable 
variation in local industrial bases and the nature of available 
employment across different local economies. The specifics 
of the local labour market context, and in particular the 
local “opportunity structure,” should shape employment-
related initiatives to ensure that immigrants are being 
prepared	for	jobs	that	actually	exist	(OECD,	2006).	

It is also at the ground level that local actors come 
together to identify holistic solutions to labour market 
integration problems. Given the different barriers that 
immigrants can face, such responses need to be flexible and 
broad. The diversity of policy responses required becomes 
even greater when we take into account the differing needs 
of two migrant types: i) new arrivals and ii) long established 
immigrants and their children. Policies that support the 
labour market integration of new immigrants frequently 
focus on “management of change,” objectives-for example, 
acquisition a new language, adaptation to different 
employer expectations and workplace practices-and will 
not always be relevant to later generations, which often 
require attention to broader intergenerational issues. 

TOOls fOR laBOUR maRkeT INTegRaTION
This article sets out a three-pronged approach for 

labour market integration, which can be applied at the 
local level: i) building contacts and networks, ii) supporting 
the recognition and validation of skills gained overseas 
and making the labour market more transparent, and iii) 
providing flexible and modular training so that migrants 
can	quickly	adapt	their	skills	to	new	demands	(Froy,	2010).	
Both recent migrants and those long established can  
benefit from these approaches, with some actions more 
directed towards newcomers and others towards more 
established communities.

Adaptation
Recognition

Building contacts

Source:  OPENCities	(2010),	Managing	Diversity,	Integration	and	
Inclusion in OPENCities.
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The local government of Malmö has responded 
innovatively to the challenge and established a Centre for 
Validation where education and skill attainments based 
on foreign formal education and work experience are 
validated. Malmö not only has the highest share of foreign 
born individuals in Sweden, but it has seen that number 
grown	 rapidly,	 nearly	 doubling	 between	 double1990	
and	 2006	 (Bevelander	 and	 Broomé,	 2009).	 Responding	
to relatively high levels of unemployment among the 
immigrant	 population	 during	 the	 early	 1990s,	 local	
authorities, working alongside state and non-state actors, 
began investing in skills recognition for immigrants. Today, 
the Centre for Validation offers a variety of services ranging 
from evaluating individual education and suggesting 
suitable further education and training; evaluating 
acquired work competences and experiences; and offering 
a “competencies portfolio” to make immigrants’ education 
and skills attainment more visible and understandable to 
local employers. The latter is seen as a key document for 
job applications. The number of people who have received 
validation from the centre has increased in all three services 
since	2004.	However,	qualification	recognition	is	restricted	
to secondary level educational attainments; validating 
higher educational attainments can only be done at the 
state	level	(Bevelander	and	Broomé,	2009).	

Informal and non-formal learning
While learning that takes place in formal education 

and training systems is traditionally the most recognised 
in the labour market, in recent years attitudes towards 
the value of informal1 and non-formal2 learning have 
been changing. The European Commission is increasingly 
emphasising the need to take account of the full range of an 
individual’s	knowledge,	skills	and	competences	(2011).	This	
can be especially relevant when working with those who are 
marginalised in the labour market. 

The City of Antwerp in Flanders, Belgium, has sought 
to become a laboratory for innovative practices in the 
validation and recognition of non-formal learning among 
youth, particularly in regards to young people not engaged 
in education programs, employment or training. Having 
attained only a low level of formal skills, or none at all, and 
lacking recognised qualifications, these young people are 
often not aware of the competences they have developed 
in other ways, or cannot convince potential employers of 
these informally-acquired abilities. A number of Youth 
Competence Centres across the city, mainly used by young 
people from an immigrant background, have adopted 
the competency approach to help users gain awareness 
of their competences and receive formal recognition of 
them	 (Froy	 and	Pyne,	 2011).	The	municipality	 supported	
the development of a digital portfolio called C-stick to aid 

and access to professional networks. Thus, the aim of the 
initiative is not for the mentor to find the mentee a job, 
but rather to give new immigrants much needed insider 
knowledge on specific sectors and job search strategies. 
Since	its	establishment	in	2004,	the	Mentoring	Partnership	
Programme	 has	 facilitated	 over	 5,300	 mentoring	
relationships	(TRIEC,	2011a).	

Within more established immigrant communities, 
the children of immigrants have higher school dropout 
rates	 than	 the	 children	 of	 natives	 (OECD,	 2010).	
Moreover, they frequently have limited aspirations as a 
result	of	 intergenerational	poverty	 (Froy	and	Pyne,	2011).	
Expanding the networks of these youngsters can be useful 
in building confidence and identifying new opportunities 
for progression. In the state of Georgia in the United States, 
the	 Steps	 to	College	 Programme	was	 established	 in	 2001	
to expand the networks of young people of Latino origin. 
Developed in response to low graduation rates among Latino 
students, its annual summary test-preparation programme, 
held in Dalston State College, exposes young people to 
university life who otherwise may never have stepped into 
a university campus and who often hope to be the first in 
their families to go to college. One of the greatest benefits 
of the programme is giving participants the opportunity to 
establish relationships with adult role models who motivate 
them to keep working hard and set their sights high, and 
to	meet	other	young,	motivated	migrants	(Morando,	2010).	
Participation has resulted in higher scoring in testing and 
an improved school retention rate among the target group. 

Skills recognition & validation
A second type of action to improve access to 

employment is to support the recognition of skills. As 
regards the validation of formal qualifications, this action 
is mainly relevant for newly arrived immigrants, however, 
recognising and supporting the development of informal 
skills and qualifications is relevant across the board. 

Formal qualifications 
Employers, not to mention educational and public 

labour institutions, do not always respond well to foreign 
accreditations and work experience, a tendency that creates 
a significant problem for localities wishing to harvest 
the	 skills	 that	 migrants	 bring	 (Froy,	 2010).	 To	 improve	
employment outcomes for skilled migrants, which are 
lower in most OECD countries than they are for native-
born workers with the same level of educational attainment 
(Dumont,	2010),	and	to	ensure	that	receiving	communities	
better utilize immigrants’ skills, many localities have taken 
steps to facilitate the recognition of certain types of foreign 
qualifications, while also cataloguing more informally-
attained skills. 
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estimated	38	to	40%	of	the	population	is	foreign	born,	has	
a long history of training and language courses for migrant 
workers, and has also been experimenting with family-
based learning amongst more established immigrant 
communities. The local municipality, together with the 
Office for Multicultural Affairs and the city’s schools and 
nurseries, set up German learning classes that today have 
expanded	 to	 about	 100	 courses	 in	 Frankfurt	 (Froy	 and	
Pyne,	 2011).	 Funded	 by	 city	 authorities	 and	 European	
Union funds, immigrant parents with children in primary 
schooland kindergarten join their children in the classroom 
for two mornings a week to learn German. Such co-learning 
has benefits in addition to language acquisition. Studies 
have shown that children’s academic success is strongly 
influenced by parental involvement; initiatives such as the 
one described above can help form the basis for a stronger 
relationship between schools and immigrant parents. A 
marker of the initiative’s success, Frankfurt is extending the 
programme into secondary schools and the scheme is being 
taken up elsewhere in Germany.

Adaptation is a two-way street
It is important to recognise, however, that for 

immigrants to successfully integrate into the labour 
market, adaptation is not just required from newcomers 
or those from minority groupings, but also from the labour 
market itself. The attitudes and practices of employers 
and organisations play just as important a role in shaping 
employment outcomes as do the backgrounds and aptitudes 
of migrant job seekers. 

Empirical evidence indicates that discrimination 
in the labour market3 may be an important force behind 
large and persistent disparities in employment outcomes 
between migrant and non-migrant populations. While it is 
difficult to say which factors have contributed to individual 
labour market outcomes (such as educational attainment, 
human capital, and individual characteristics) even taking 
into account many of these, discrimination in the labour 
may	 account	 for	 part	 of	 the	 ethnic	 gap	 (OECD,	 2008b).	
Findings from “correspondence tests” (in which fictitious 
job applications are sent in) show that discrimination in the 
hiring process is far from uncommon.4 

Discrimination is not just about ethnicity or 
background, but also colour and religion. A Muslim 
Employment Project in Brisbane, Australia, was initiated 
in conjunction with a number of government departments 
as part of the Australian Government’s commitment to a 
National Action Plan to foster social cohesion. Aiming 
to assist unemployed Muslim people maximise their 
employment opportunities, a key focus area of the project 
has been to work with non-Muslims to change attitudes.
Activities have ranged from organising community 

competency development. A USB flash drive, the C-stick is 
a central database where young people can store relevant 
information such as personal development plans, create 
adjusted CVs and connect with their tutors. Designed 
with an easy reference interface, the C-stick is usable for 
different purposes such as leisure time activities, training, 
and	job	counselling	(Maele,	2010).	

Adaptation
In some cases it is not just enough to recognise and 

document previously acquired skills to make them more 
transparent to employers. Immigrants also need to adapt 
their skills to new labour markets. Many of the tools 
and instruments that local agencies offer to help in this 
adaptation process are similar to those used in mainstream 
active labour market policies. For example, immigrants are 
referred to local education and training courses and are 
offered work experience placements. “Bridging courses,” 
which provide intensive training that builds on previously 
acquired skills and which are available outside college 
calendar years (so speeding up the adaption process),  
are	 especially	 useful	 (OECD,	 2006).	 In	 addition,	 
specialised language training is an important tool, 
particularly when this is offered within the context of 
broader occupational re-training. 

Improving language proficiency
Without a strong command of the dominant tongue, 

immigrants can be blocked from securing employment, 
particularly in medium and high-skilled jobs. For example, 
in New York City, lower levels of English fluency appear 
to	 be	 linked	with	 lower	 income	 levels	 (Grossman,	 2009).	
While the level of language proficiency demanded by 
employers varies, in general, the emphasis in training 
programs should be on ensuring individuals have the 
required language ability to function in a specific workplace 
(OECD,	 2006).	 Programs	 that	 are	 caught	 up	 on	 ensuring	
maximum language competency can delay entry into the 
labour	market	(OECD,	2006).	

While tuition for language training is offered to 
newcomers rather than established migrant communities, 
second and third generations may also experience language 
difficulties, particularly in reading and writing (Froy and 
Pyne,	2011).	This	can	represent	a	barrier	to	labour	market	
inclusion for the children of immigrants who may require 
additional language classes at school if the dominant tongue 
of their country is not spoken extensively in the home. If left 
unaddressed, early language difficulties can affect longer 
term	school	performance	(Nusche,	2009).	

In some cases, local initiatives have been set up to 
address the language problems of adults and children 
simultaneously. The City of Frankfurt, Germany, where an 
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education for professional development. Career pathways 
offer a useful “hook” for bringing together employment 
agencies, careers advisors, education and training bodies 
and industrial consortia to construct road maps into quality 
employment and appropriate training courses. The retail, 
tourism and hospitality programmes in New York have 
demonstrated good completion rates and there is evidence 
that they have led to promotion, enrolment in further 
education	and	job	placements	(Grossman,	2009).	

CONClUsION 
LEED research has identified a variety of effective 

initiatives at the local level which help newcomers and more 
established residents with immigrant backgrounds integrate 
into the labour market. These initiatives are grouped into a 
three-pronged process that focuses on building contacts, 
recognising skills and supporting adaptation to new work 
contexts. However, challenges remain that hamper the 
effective linking of immigrants to sustainable opportunities 
matching their skills and aspirations and offering 
appropriate career progression. The recent economic crisis 
has not made the matching process between migrant skills 
and	employment	opportunities	any	easier	(OECD,	2011a).	

Good governance at the local level is crucial to 
ensuring that resources are combined and fed into 
initiatives which will really make a difference. The 
components of governance are not easy to get right and can 
be undermined by poor coordination and communication 
among stakeholders, a failed prioritisation of resources and 
a dependency on short-term, grants-based funding (OECD, 
2006).	 While	 initiatives	 such	 as	 occupational	 language	
training, mentoring and network building, career bridging 
and setting out career ladders are effective, they are also 
resource intensive and it can be difficult to ”scale them up” 
so as to cover a significant proportion of those experiencing 
problems in the labour market. 

OECD LEED research has identified that in many 
localities support to immigrants is both fragmented and 
piecemeal, with programme funding being spread too 
thinly to effectively create real change in the integration 
process	(OECD,	2006).	This	is	particularly	challenging	at	a	
time when public sector resources are shrinking. Brokering 
agencies (such as the Profession Banlieues in Paris or 
TRIEC, Toronto) can help to create clear road maps for 
local services by acting as intermediary organisations to 
connect services and provide knowledge platforms (Froy 
and	Pyne,	2011).

What is more, often initiatives are not sufficiently 
informed on the local labour market or the local “opportunity 
structure”. In order to support integration into the labour 
market, it is essential that local labour market information 
be available and well disseminated to those who are working 

meetings with police and government representatives, 
to building links with jobs networks and employment 
service providers, to having discussions with employers 
regarding the advantages of employing Muslim workers 
and the preconceptions of Muslims that may exist amongst 
employers(Froy	and	Pyne,	2011).	Numerous	referrals	were	
made	to	employers,	and	almost	40%	of	participants	secured	
part-time	 or	 full-time	 employment	 from	 2006	 to	 2010	
(Hossein,	2010).	

In Flanders, Belgium, an Employment Equity and 
Diversity	 policy	 was	 created	 in	 1999	 with	 the	 long-term	
goal of proportional participation in the labour market of 
immigrants and their children, and two other target groups. 
An accent is put on stimulating companies to become 
involved and supporting them in diversity management. 
Companies (such as Securitas, Brantano, BNP Paribas 
Fortis and Zeeman) voluntarily decide to become involved 
and receive subsidies, counselling and support from a  
team of diversity managers to put in place a tailor-made 
diversity plan. Objectives that companies set for themselves 
are almost always met, and are usually outperformed  
(Froy	 and	 Pyne,	 2011).	 Nevertheless,	 there	 is	 the	 risk	
that signing up to a diversity plan can be more of a “tick 
the box” exercise rather than emanating from a genuine 
commitment by employers.

 Not just accession but progression
In adapting their workforce to reflect a more diverse 

local population, employers need to consider not only 
how they recruit staff from ethnic minorities and with 
an immigrant background, but also how they progress 
in employment over time. People with immigrant 
backgrounds often risk becoming trapped in low skill, low 
income jobs that do not allow them to fulfill their true 
potential	 in	 the	 labour	 market	 (OECD,	 2006).	 One	 way	
in which immigrants can benefit from public support for 
career advancement, along with other people trapped in 
lower skilled employment, is through the implementation 
of “career pathways”.5 In a city where almost half of the 
labour force is immigrants who are concentrated in low-
paid work, the City University of New York (CUNY) 
has developed a “career pathways” approach in three 
key sectors in which immigrants are overrepresented; 
healthcare, retail, and hospitality and tourism. As part of 
the CUNY programme, LaGuardia Community College 
developed a multi-level career pathway programme to help 
employers map potential career progression ladders and 
to offer training courses to help workers to move up the 
ladder. These courses include, initial bridging programmes 
(incorporating English as a Second Language training), 
transition programmes (targeted at workers who have 
already received some training), as well as continuing 
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The extent to which policy interventions are targeted also 
needs	 to	be	considered	(Froy	and	Pyne,	2011).	 “Backdoor	
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tailored interventions built-in to tackle specific labour 
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promising way forward. 

Integration into the labour market is not an 
automatic process and requires the commitment of 
immigrants themselves, local and national institutions, 
and communities. While immigrants are in every sense 
“amateurs” at migration as they often only migrate once 
in their lifetimes, or indeed it was their parents or parents’ 
parents who migrated, it is local actors, cities, rural areas 
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NOTES

1 “Informal learning results from daily activities related to work, 
family life or leisure. It is not structured and usually does not lead 
to certification. In most cases, it is unintentional on the part of the 
learner”	(EC,	2011).

2 “Non-formal learning is not provided by an education or training 
institution and typically does not lead to certification. However, it is 
intentional on the part of the learner and has structured objectives, 
times	and	support”	(EC,	2011).

3 Discrimination in the labour market is defined as “a situation in 
which persons who provide labour market services and who are 
equally productive in physical or material sense are treated unequally 
in a way that is related to an observable characteristics such as race, 
ethnicity	or	gender”	(OECD,	2008c).

4	 Ethnic	minorities	receive	about	30	percentage	points	less	call-back	
for interviews than the rest of the population when sending resumes 
in response to job advertisements. This roughly suggests they need to 
search	between	40	–	50%	longer	to	find	a	job	(OECD,	2008c).

5 The term “career pathways” has been used in the U.S. to refer to  
two	 programme	 models:	 1)	 education	 and	 training	 programmes	 
that help youth simultaneously prepare for careers and transition 
into	 postsecondary	 education,	 and	 2)	 programmes	 that	 are	 
primarily focused on forging strong linkages between education 
and training, and career advancement opportunities for adults in 
the	workforce	 (Grossman,	 2009).	 In	 this	 article	 the	 second	model	
has been selected, although many career pathway models may try to 
integrate both functions.
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aBsTRaCT
Five years ago in Germany the Allgemeines Gleichbehandlungsgesetz (General Act on Equal Treatment, German abbreviation: AGG) 
entered into force, which contained detailed provisions on the protection from discrimination in the workplace. Although the law 
substantially improved the legal remedies for victims, it has a number of deficiencies regarding its effectiveness. This article will 
give an overview of the provisions of the AGG and the developments and initiatives that followed the adoption of the law. In addition, 
it will describe the role of anti-discrimination offices and NGOs as well as the barriers for victims of discrimination in accessing  
their judicial rights. Furthermore, the article will discuss initiatives of the government that address unemployment inequality.
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INTRODUCTION
After a controversial political debate, the Allgemeines 

Gleichbehandlungsgesetz (General Act on Equal Treatment, 
German abbreviation: AGG) came into force in August 
2006.	The	 AGG	 implements	 four	 main	 European	 Union	
Equal Treatment Directives in German Law.1 Because 
the General Act on Equal Treatment improved the legal 
remedies for victims substantially and contains detailed 
provisions on the protection from discrimination in the 
employment sphere, it is perceived to be a milestone in 
German anti-discrimination policy. 

However, according to the Migrant Integration Policy 
Index	 (MIPEX	 2011),	 Germany	 performs	 below	 average	
on	 anti-discrimination	 compared	 to	 31	 EU	 countries,	
the United States and Canada. The authors of the Index 
note that the AGG may in fact be ineffective against 
discrimination, although it formally goes beyond the 
EU	 minimum	 requirements	 (MIPEX	 2011,	 49).	 On	 the	
occasion of the fifth anniversary of the AGG, several anti-
discrimination associations emphasized that the judicial 
barriers are still too high and the institutional framework 
for non-discrimination remains too weak.

On the other hand, structural barriers that prevent 
labor	market	integration	of	immigrants	–	for	example,	the	
recognition of foreign qualifications-are discussed, shifting 

the political debate from a deficiency focused perspectives 
to a resource focused perspective. Furthermore “soft” 
approaches to equality, like Diversity Management, have 
burgeoned since the adoption of the AGG. 

The first part of this article will give an overview of the 
provisions of the AGG. In the second part, I will describe 
the role of anti-discrimination offices and NGOs as well as 
the barriers for victims of discrimination in accessing their 
judicial rights. In the third part, I will discuss initiatives of 
the government that address employment inequality. 

The geNeRal aCT ON eqUal TReaTmeNT
The objective of the AGG is to prevent and stop 

discrimination on the grounds of race or ethnic origin, 
gender, religion or belief, disability, age or sexual 
orientation. It regulates the claims and legal consequences 
in cases of discrimination in the employment sphere and in 
civil law and provides the possibility of positive action. On 
the basis of the EU directives the AGG defines five forms of 
discrimination:
•	 direct	discrimination
•	 indirect	discrimination
•	 harassment/	mobbing
•	 sexual	harassment
•	 instructing	others	to	discriminate	
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ROle Of aNTI-DIsCRImINaTION OffICes aND NgOs 
According to the Migrant Integration Policy Index, 

the AGG may be ineffective because of weak equality 
policies	and	institutions	(MIPEX	2011).	Since	the	adoption	
of the AGG, new stakeholders-governmental and 
non-governmental-emerged. These new stakeholders 
contributed to the specialization and establishment of 
anti-discrimination as a policy field. Furthermore, they 
are engaged in strengthening the horizontal approach in 
anti-discrimination policy, an approach that considers 
multidimensional forms of discrimination and gives no 
precedence to one characteristic of discrimination, for 
example gender. 

Similar to the Federal Anti-Discrimination 
Agency	 (FADA),	 discussed	 earlier,	 in	 2007,	 the	 federal	
state government established an anti-discrimination 
office in Berlin. Like the FADA, the Landesstelle für 
Gleichbehandlung – gegen Diskriminierung (Federal State 
Office	 for	 Equal	 Treatment	 –	 against	 Discrimination,	
German abbreviation: LADS) follows the horizontal 
approach. The LADS advises public authorities in Berlin on 
implementing the AGG and develops legislative initiatives 
to improve the legal remedies in the public service sphere. 
Another anti-discrimination office was established in the 
Federal	 State	 of	Hamburg	 in	 2009,	 but	was	 closed	 down	
in	 2011	 due	 to	 a	 new	 government.	There	 are	 also	 other	
public institutions that are relevant to anti-discrimination  
policy, for example, the Commissioners for Migration, 
Refugees and Integration. However, most of these public 
institutions have no expertise in anti-discrimination and do 
not follow any explicit anti-discrimination approach. Since 
Germany	 consists	 of	 16	 federal	 states,	 the	 governmental	
framework for anti-discrimination policy can be considered 
relatively weak. 

The Anti-discrimination Association in Germany 
(German	abbreviation:	advd)	was	founded	in	May	2007	as	
an	umbrella	organization	of	10	NGOs	and	advice	centers.	
The advd is a voluntary organization and lacks meaningful 
resources. However, despite this challenge, the advd 
has an important monitoring role and has contributed 
to the professionalization of anti-discrimination work 
in Germany-for example, by developing standards for 
the counseling of victims. Another non-governmental 
initiative is the “Bündnis gegen Diskriminierung” (Alliance 
against Discrimination), a network of organizations 
working with migrants, people with disabilities, women, 
LGBTI individuals and senior citizens. The Alliance against 
Discrimination	was	founded	in	2010	and	also	functions	on	
a voluntary basis. 

Employers are obliged to adopt necessary measures 
to protect employees from discrimination. They shall 
inform employees that discrimination and harassment 
are prohibited and, if applicable, should train their 
staff to prevent discrimination. Furthermore, the law 
provides financial compensation for victims in cases of 
discrimination. In the employment sphere, compensation 
can be paid for up to three month's salary. The amount 
of financial compensation is therefore relatively low and 
criticized as not being “dissuasive” enough. Claims have 
to be made within a very short notification period of two 
months, which can negatively affect the access to justice 
for victims of discrimination. The law contains a few 
problematic	 exemption	 clauses	 –	 for	 example,	 article	 9,	
which allows a different treatment for religious communities 
and their organizations on grounds of religion or belief. As 
the Christian welfare organizations Diakonie and Caritas 
are not only the largest welfare organizations but also the 
largest private employers in Germany, this exemption 
clause can effectively exclude persons in certain regions 
from access to work in the social sector. 

Under certain conditions, anti-discrimination 
associations may support victims in court proceedings 
by acting as a counsel (Beistand) in public hearings. 
However, neither do they act on behalf of the person, 
nor does the AGG contain the possibility of collective 
claims, which makes it difficult to address the problem 
of structural discrimination. The AGG also regulates the 
establishment of the Federal Anti-Discrimination Agency 
(Antidiskriminierungsstelle des Bundes) as an equality body. 
While the head of the FADA is politically independent, her 
period of office is bound by the legislative term, something 
which could have a negative effect on her independence. 
The Agency is primarily responsible for counseling victims. 
However, the Agency has neither the competence to 
investigate nor to initiate proceedings. In addition, the 
Agency conducts research and takes measures to increase 
rights	awareness.	The	budget	of	the	Agency	amounted	2.64	
million	Euro	in	2010.	

A labor court survey conducted by the Freie Universität 
Berlin shows that the number of cases with reference to the 
AGG	is	very	small,	and	only	5%	of	them	were	on	grounds	
of	 racial	 discrimination	 (Rottleuthner,	 Mahlmann	 2011).	
One reason for this may be that awareness of the AGG is 
still very low, as a representative study of the European 
Union Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) suggests. In this 
study	Germans	of	Turkish	origins	were	 interviewed,	 61%	
of the interviewed were not aware of a law that forbids 
discrimination in the workplace (Agentur der Europäischen 
Union	für	Grundrechte,	2009).	
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Currently,	only	4%	of	public	servants	come	from	migrant	
backgrounds	 (Statistisches	 Bundesamt,	 2011).	 The	
voluntary agreements established through the dialogue 
forum will be part of the National Action Plan for the 
Integration of Immigrants. While migrant associations 
demand a quota for applicants with migrant backgrounds, 
public authorities voice strong reservations about this 
demand. Nevertheless, the campaign “Berlin needs you!,” 
an initiative of the Federal State of Berlin, is noteworthy in 
this regard. The campaign aims to motivate young people 
to apply for an apprenticeship with the public service. Since 
the start of the campaign, the percentage of apprentices 
with	migrant	backgrounds	doubled	 from	8.6%	 in	2006	 to	
19.5%	 in	 2009	 (Senatsverwaltung,	 2010).	 Furthermore,	
federal programs, like the Netzwerk “Integration durch 
Qualifizierung” (Network Integration by Training) and 
XENOS – Integration und Vielfalt	 (XENOS	–	 Integration	
and Diversity), promote diversity management. 

Companies have also increased their commitment 
to	 diversity.	 In	 2007,	 the	 Federal	 Government	 initiated	
the campaign, Charta für Vielfalt (Charta for Diversity), 
which aims to promote tolerance, fairness, and diversity 
in the workplace. The Charta was signed by more than 
1,000	 companies	 and	 organizations.	 However,	 its	 vague	
commitments have not yet been reviewed. In September 
2010,	 companies	 like	Deutsche	 Telekom,	Deutsche	 Bahn	
and BP Europe founded the organization Charta für Vielfalt 
e.V. (Charta for Diversity) to continue the campaign. 

CONClUsION
The General Act on Equal Treatment is a milestone 

in German anti-discrimination policy. The law substantially 
improved the legal remedies for victims. However, as 
previously described, the Act has a number of deficiencies 
regarding its effectiveness. Judicial barriers, like the short 
notification period of two months, the limited legal role 
of NGOs and the FADA in court complaints proceedings, 
and low compensation negatively affect access to justice for 
individuals as well as the mobilization of anti-discrimination 
rights in general. 

A further challenge for German anti-discrimination 
policy is the weak institutional framework. Although new 
stakeholders have emerged that have contributed to the 
establishment and specialization of anti-discrimination 
policy, without sufficient political support they lack 
meaningful resources to fight discrimination effectively. 

Finally, although diversity management programs  
have increased and initiatives like the Law on the 
Improvement of the Recognition of Foreign Qualifications 
address institutional forms of discrimination, “hard” 
approaches to equality, like quotas, should be considered in 
the integration debate. 

To support the development of NGO networks on 
a	 local	 level,	 February	 2011,	 the	 FADA	 introduced	 the	
support program, “Networks Against Discrimination.” The 
objective of the program is to improve the development 
of advice services for victims. The program amounts to 
1.2	million	Euro,	but	is	currently	threatened	by	a	possible	
budget cut. The program is of great importance since only a 
small number of specialized advice centers exist in Germany. 
For instance, there are only a dozen organizations-
concentrated in the cities of Berlin, Hamburg and in the 
Federal Sate of North Rhine-Westphalia-that can advise 
victims in cases of racial discrimination. 

To fuel the mobilization of anti-discrimination rights, 
the Deutsches Institut für Menschenrechte (German Institute 
for Human Rights) began the project, “non-discrimination: 
competencies	 for	 associations,”	 in	 January	 2009.	 Its	 
objective is to motivate anti-discrimination associations 
to take legal action against cases of discrimination and to 
support victims of discrimination by providing counsel 
(Beistand) in court proceedings. Furthermore, anti-
discrimination associations are encouraged to use strategic 
litigation as an instrument to fight discrimination, especially 
structural forms. 

INITIaTIves fOR eqUal emPlOymeNT OPPORTUNITy
More	 than	 16	 million	 people-roughly19.6%	 of	 the	

German population-have migrant backgrounds.2 The 
migrant population has more than twice the risk of living 
in	 poverty	 (26%)	 than	 the	 population	 without	 a	 migrant	
background	(12%).	The	unemployment	rate	of	the	migrant	
population	is	also	twice	as	high	(12.7%	compared	to	6.2%)	
(Statistisches	Bundesamt,	2010).	Motivated	by	a	discussion	
of the insufficient legal framework for the recognition of 
foreign qualifications-which is perceived as a “labyrinth” 
and has resulted in “brain waste” (Engelmann, Müller, 
2007)-a	 change	 in	 integration	 policy	 has	 been	 brought	
about. While integration policies mostly address the 
“deficits” of immigrants-for example, language skills-
the debate about “brain waste” leads to the identification 
of institutional barriers and considers the potentials and 
resources of immigrants. To prevent “brain waste,” the 
German Bundestag adopted the Law on the Improvement 
of the Recognition of Foreign Qualifications at the federal 
level	in	September	2011.	The	law	greatly	extends	the	right	
to an assessment of foreign professional qualifications, and 
seeks to establish a standardized and transparent procedure. 
. However, as many qualifications must be recognized at the 
federal state level, similar laws still need to be developed. 

“Soft approaches” to equality, like Diversity 
Management, have gained increasing attention in recent 
years. For example, the Federal Government established 
a dialogue forum for public authorities to discuss initi- 
atives that promote diversity in the public service.  
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NOTES

1	 Directives	2000/43/EC,	2000/78/EC,	2002/73/EC	and	2004/113/EC.

2 According to the definition of the Federal Statistic Office the 
population with a migrant background compromises both Germans 
with a migrant background and foreigners. 
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aBsTRaCT
All 27 countries of the European Union now have in place legislation forbidding racial/ethnic discrimination in employment.  
In some countries this has been a recent and entirely new development. This paper looks at how things have changed since  
the mid-1990s, and the role of EU law and research in spreading awareness of the problem of ethnic discrimination in Europe.  
In particular, it focuses on the research and data collection work of the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights in Vienna, which  
has produced comparative research reports on discrimination covering all 27 member states of the European Union.
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All	27	countries	of	the	European	Union	(EU)	now	have	
in place legislation forbidding racial/ethnic discrimination 
in employment. For some, this has been a recent and 
entirely new development. This paper looks at how things 
have	changed	since	the	mid-1990s,	and	the	role	of	EU	law	
and research in spreading awareness of the problem of 
ethnic discrimination in Europe.

Fifteen years ago, in many countries of the EU,  
the issue of racism and ethnic discrimination in the  
labour market and at the workplace was nowhere on the 
agendas of employers, policy makers or trade unions. 
In	 1996,	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 a	 report	 brought	 together	 
the	 evidence	 on	 the	 problem	 from	 all	 the	 (then	 15)	
EU member states1, drawing attention to practices of 
discrimination that were significantly undermining 
employment opportunities for immigrants and minorities 
in	Europe	(EUROFOUND	1996).

One of the most striking findings of the research, 
which was carried out by an EU agency-the European 
Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions in Dublin-was the degree of ignorance 
exhibited by employers, trade unionists and policy makers. 
The	launch	of	the	report	at	a	conference	in	Madrid	in	1996	
elicited responses such as “Racial discrimination isn’t a 
problem in our country because historically we have never 
been a colonial power” or “… because we have traditionally 
been a country of emigration, and understand the problems 

of	 migrants”	 (Wrench	 2000,	 276).	 Three	 of	 the	 most	
important	recommendations	of	the	1996	report	were	(i)	the	
need for an EU directive prohibiting racial discrimination, 
(ii) the need for anti-discrimination legislation at a national 
level in all EU member states, and (iii) the need for more 
awareness-raising, information provision and research on 
the area.

Over	 the	 last	 15	 years,	 we	 have	 seen	 all	 these	
recommendations	take	form.	Firstly,	in	2000,	the	European	
Union adopted the Racial Equality Directive, which prohibits 
direct and indirect discrimination on grounds of racial or 
ethnic origin, religion or belief.2 Secondly, all member states 
now have laws prohibiting racial/ethnic discrimination 
in employment (and other areas). This is a direct result of 
the Directive, and for some EU countries it was the first 
time in their history that anti-discrimination legislation 
covering racial/ethnic discrimination in employment had 
been introduced. Furthermore, the Directive required the 
creation of specialised equality bodies promoting equal 
treatment in each member state, and offering assistance to 
victims of discrimination. 

Thirdly, there have been a number of EU initiatives 
designed to raise awareness and stimulate research in 
the	 area.	 For	 example,	 the	 year	 1997	was	 designated	 the	
“European	 Year	 against	 Racism,”	 and	 in	 1998,	 the	 EU	
created the European Monitoring Centre on Racism 
and	Xenophobia	 (EUMC)	 in	Vienna,	 an	Agency	with	 the	
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bullying against an Asian worker in a Berlin restaurant, and 
‘deliberate, blatant and unfettered racist abuse’ against four 
Polish workers in Ireland, which resulted in compensation 
being	awarded	(FRA	2010a,	49;	FRA	2011a,	112).

The Annual Reports also provide summaries of relevant 
research carried out in member states each year. Three of 
the most valuable types of research for providing data on 
employment discrimination are (i) surveys of employers, (ii) 
victim surveys and (iii) discrimination testing experiments. 

The findings of surveys of employers or of employment 
agency staff often confirm the existence of barriers to 
employment for migrants and minorities. For example, 
interviews	with	 personnel	managers	 in	Germany	 in	 2006	
showed that when recruiting for jobs, they could be 
influenced by cultural stereotypes and prejudices towards 
Turkish migrants (for example, they are “not ambitious,” 
“too macho,” or “incapable of working in a team”)  
(FRA	2007,	56-57).	 In	Belgium,	a	 survey	of	688	members	
of	an	organization	of	self-employed	found	that	80%	would	
not consider hiring a person of foreign nationality, even  
for occupations where there were labour shortages  
(FRA	2008,	 52).	 In	Lithuania,	 40%	of	 surveyed	employers	
reported	that	they	would	not	hire	Roma	(FRA	2009a,	37).

The findings of victims of discrimination surveys are 
increasingly	 reported.	 For	 example,	 in	 2006,	 surveys	 of	
Russian speakers in Estonia, immigrants in Denmark, Turks 
in Germany, Serbs and Bosniacs in Slovenia and Somalis, 
Russians, Estonians and Vietnamese in Finland all reported 
subjective experiences of discrimination in employment 
(EUMC	2006,	48).	In	2010,	surveys	showed	that	in	Germany	
adults of Turkish origin perceived discrimination when job-
seeking, as did Russians, Poles and Belarusians in Lithuania, 
and	ethnic	minorities	in	the	Netherlands	(FRA	2011a,	111).	
In victim surveys, respondents describe suspicions of being 
discriminated against in job applications, or workplace 
experiences of unequal treatment regarding wages, 
conditions, access to training and promotion, or being 
unfairly selected for dismissal. 

The method of discrimination testing utilizes two or 
more testers, one belonging to a majority group and the 
others to minority ethnic groups, all of whom “apply” for the 
same jobs. The testers are matched for all the criteria which 
should normally be taken into account by an employer, 
such as age, qualifications, experience and education. If, 
over a period of repeated testing, the “applicant” from the 
majority background is systematically preferred to the 
others, then this points to the operation of discrimination 
according to ethnic or national origin. Over the last 
two decades the International Labour Office (ILO) has 
sponsored the test in Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands 
and	Spain	(Zegers	de	Beijl	2000),	and	later	in	Italy,	France	
and	Sweden	(Taran	2008).	Overall,	net-discrimination	rates	

primary objective of “providing the Community and its 
member states with objective, reliable and comparable 
data at a European level on the phenomena of racism and 
xenophobia.”	Between	2000	and	2007	the	EUMC	published	
annual reports exposing various aspects of racism and 
ethnic	 discrimination	 in	 the	 EU.	 In	 2007,	 the	 Agency	
was strengthened through its metamorphosis into the  
EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), with a much 
broader mandate, including discrimination on grounds  
of sexual orientation, disability, age, and religion\. The 
Agency’s Annual Reports continue to present yearly 
overviews of developments regarding racism and 
discrimination in EU member states. The latest comparative 
report on the subject of ethnic discrimination and exclusion 
in	employment	in	all	27	EU	countries	was	published	by	the	
Agency	in	2011	(FRA	2011b).	

All of these developments have contributed to a 
broader awareness of discrimination, and placed it on the 
agenda in those countries where it had been absent. By the 
mid-2000s,	it	was	no	longer	common	to	hear	at	European	
conferences declarations of “There’s no problem here”. 

The purpose of this paper is to give a brief description 
of how the pan-EU data collection work of the FRA/EUMC 
has contributed to the body of evidence which has helped 
to bring about this change, and then to give examples of 
how the Agency’s own research can be used to cast light on 
the impact of the EU anti-discrimination legislation itself.

To bring public attention to the issue of employment 
discrimination, the Agency has drawn on three main 
sources of evidence across the EU: (i) official and semi-
official statistics and surveys, (ii) complaints data and legal 
cases, and (iii) research evidence. Official statistics come 
from population censuses, national registers, and official 
surveys. In many countries, statistical comparisons of the 
achievements of immigrants and their descendants with 
those of the majority population show that even when 
taking into account age, gender, educational attainment 
and skills, minorities still perform significantly less well in 
the labour market than their majority peers. This suggests 
that discrimination is the remaining explanatory factor, 
and constitutes valuable indirect evidence of discrimination 
(see	FRA	2007,	46;	FRA	2008,	43;	FRA	2011a,	111).

Complementary to this, the examples of legal cases 
published each year by the Agency provide a direct and 
tangible insight into the character of the problem. For 
example, recent Annual Reports list cases which include a 
baker in France who rejected a job applicant on grounds of 
skin	colour	and	was	fined	€5000;	an	employer	in	Hungary	
who refused to employ a Roma woman because ‘colleagues 
wouldn’t want to work with a Gypsy’; a written instruction 
to a number of supermarket branches in the Netherlands 
‘not to recruit any applicants of Moroccan descent’; racist 
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criticized the “naïve idea that the situation can be changed if 
you come up with a new law”.

Some employers believed that the legislation was 
completely irrelevant to their own organization or 
national context. This was particularly true for employers’ 
organizations	 in	 the	 12	 newer	member	 states	 that	 joined	
the	 EU	 in	 2004	 and	 2007.	 For	 example,	 one	 respondent	
from a Romanian employers’ organization stated, “I do 
not consider that there are racial problems in Romania;” 
a Bulgarian employers' organisation said, “Working people 
from the minorities… do not feel oppressed or discrim-
inated against;” and a Latvian employers’ representative 
stated, “Ethnic discrimination is not a problem, it has never 
been here. Never!” Some of these employers viewed anti-
discrimination legislation as part of a Western package of 
“exotic” issues that were forced upon them from outside in 
the process of EU accession negotiations. 

Not surprisingly, trade union respondents tended to 
be more positive than employers, and many were quite 
convinced that the Directive had helped to spread a more 
general awareness of workers’ rights among the general 
public. However, as with the employers, more negative 
responses came predominantly from trade unionists in 
the	newer	EU	12	member	states.	For	example,	comments	
from the Czech Republic, Estonia and Latvia included, 
respectively: “the racial discrimination issue is marginal,”  
“I think that racial discrimination in the workplace is 
missing in Estonia,” and “The EU non-discrimination law is 
seen as something forced on the country from the outside, 
and non-essential.”

The conclusion of this paper is a mixed one. A great 
deal	has	changed	over	the	last	15	years.	“No	problem	here”	
is no longer an acceptable stance, and the activities at the 
EU level in the areas of law and information provision 
have clearly played a part in this change. However, there 
is a continuing general “awareness” problem. Firstly, most 
immigrants and minorities in the EU are not aware of the 
legislation and their rights in this field. Secondly, employers 
and trade unionists in the member states that joined the 
EU	after	2004	are	far	less	aware	of,	or	sympathetic	to,	the	
Racial Equality Directive and it’s rationale than are their 
counterparts to the west. 

This division may be understandable, in that the social 
partners in the newer member states were not involved in 
the consultations and discussions in the build up to the 
Directive, and these countries have also not had the same 
history of post-war immigration experienced by more 
western countries. However, many of these new member 
states contain significant populations of Roma indigenous 
minorities. In the FRA’s EU-MIDIS survey, the Roma came 
out as experiencing more discrimination than any other 
migrant or minority group. Yet, in the interviews with 

of	up	to	35%	were	found	to	be	common,	meaning	that	in	at	
least one out of three applications the minority candidates 
were discriminated against. Another way of presenting 
results is to state that the minority candidates usually  
have to make three to five times more attempts than 
majority candidates to obtain a positive response. Further 
testing research has been carried out by others in Belgium, 
France, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Slovakia and Sweden, 
providing evidence of similar levels of discrimination  
(FRA	2007,	58;	FRA	2008,	50;	FRA	2009a,	38;	FRA	2010a,	
54;	FRA	2011a,	112).

Over the years, enough of this kind of data and 
information has been generated to marshal against anyone 
who declares “there is no problem here.” However, the 
Agency has done more than collect already existing data. 
It has also initiated its own EU-wide comparative research 
projects, and some of these have been able to throw light on 
the impact of the Racial Equality Directive, ten years after 
the Directive was agreed. 

One of these is the European Union Minorities 
and Discrimination Survey (EU-MIDIS), carried out in 
2008,	 and	 the	 only	 one	 of	 its	 kind	 to	 survey	 minority	
groups across all EU member states using the same 
standardized questionnaire. This provides comparable 
data, covering criminal victimization and policing, and 
also experiences of discrimination in other areas of social 
life,	 including	 employment	 (FRA	 2009b).	 In	 total,	 23,500	
minority respondents were interviewed. The survey asked 
respondents about their awareness of legislation in their 
country forbidding ethnic discrimination in employment. 
Only	 39%	 were	 aware	 that	 such	 legislation	 existed.	
Furthermore, of those who reported experiencing acts of 
discrimination, the survey showed that the overwhelming 
majority did not report them to an organization or at 
the places where they occurred. When asked about their 
knowledge of equality bodies, as established under the 
Racial	Equality	Directive,	80%	of	all	respondents	could	not	
think of the name of a single organization that could offer 
support	to	victims	of	discrimination	(FRA	2010b,	3-5).	

A second piece of research, on the impact of the 
Racial	 Equality	 Directive,	 was	 carried	 out	 in	 2009,	 and	
involved	 a	 total	 of	 344	 interviews	 with	 representatives	
of major employer and trade union organizations across  
27	EU	countries.	The	survey	covered	respondents’	awareness	
of the Racial Equality Directive and relevant national 
legislation, and their opinions on its value and relevance 
(FRA	2010c).	The	employers’	views	ranged	from	positive	to	
overtly critical. Some saw the Directive as making a positive 
contribution to a more open society, and stimulating new 
training, codes of conduct or complaints procedures. Others 
expressed strong resistance to any legally binding instruments 
that might interfere with the freedom of enterprise, and 
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employers and trade unionists in the Impact Study, none 
of them saw employment discrimination against Roma as 
an issue to be addressed. Nor did they even see Roma as 
a group relevant to anti-discrimination measures and the 
Racial Equality Directive. Clearly, even though legislation 
is now in place in all EU countries, continuing research, 
activism and awareness-raising measures are still required. 

All the FRA reports mentioned in this paper are 
available at the Agency’s website: http://fra.europa.eu

NOTES

1	 In addition, Norway was included. 

2	 Council	Directive	2000/43/EC	(implementing	the	principle	of	equal	
treatment between persons irrespective of racial or ethnic origin).
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DIsCRImINaTION aND RaCIsm IN The 
WORkPlaCe The geNeRal eqUalITy laW 
aND The fIghT agaINsT DIsCRImINaTION 
aND RaCIsm IN geRmaNy
I was born in Iran on the 8th of August, 1953. I was teaching law and politics at the University of Tehran when, in 1984, I was forced  
to flee the country. Arriving in the Federal Republic of Germany, I was immediately declared a political refugee. I began to study political 
science, sociology, and media studies in the faculty of communications theory. I received my doctorate in philosophy with my work,  
“A European Comparison: German immigration policy compared with Great Britain and France,” in 1995. Following the completion  
of my doctorate degree, I continued my involvement with issues of racism, discrimination and migration. In 1985, I co-founded  
the “Iranian Refugees Association” in Berlin. In cooperation with other minority associations, I focused on issues of migration, 
development and racism Today I am still working in these fields as a freelance coach and trainer.

aBsTRaCT
The following article highlights the reality of workplace discrimination in modern-day Germany. Firstly, there is an analysis of Sanem, 
a Turkish-born German whose case of discrimination in the working life in demonstrative of how slowly the equality law is being 
acted on. In addition, there is a comparison of Germany with the United States of America, a traditional country of immigration and, 
in order to highlight the imperative for action, an examination of issues of anti-discrimination policy in German history. Finally, the 
article concludes by highlighting the next steps Germany has to take to move toward possible solutions.
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It	 is	 the	21st century and Germany is celebrating the  
50th anniversary of the German-Turkish agreement 
regarding labour recruitment. Even so, racism and 
discrimination continue to be part of many people’s daily 
lives in Germany, particularly in their places of work. 

Consider the example of Sanem1, a German with 
Turkish roots, who began working at an insurance company 
two years ago. While she initially enjoyed her work and 
performed her job well, things changed following the birth 
of her child. After taking maternity leave, Sanem’s boss 
made it clear that he wanted her to go on parental leave 
as well, although this had never been Sanem’s intention. 
Because of her decision not to go on parental leave, 
Sanem’s email account was frozen, she was forbidden from 
participating in a previously authorized training, and she 
was told to leave her position with the company. To top 
off the insult, on her last day at work, her successor was 
introduced to her. All these events caused Sanem to suffer a 
nervous breakdown. It was only after spending two months 
in a psychiatric hospital that Sanem was strong enough to 
take proceedings against her former employer. She was sure 

that her Turkish background played a role in the escalation 
of the process and sued her former employer for ethnic 
discrimination as well as gender discrimination. However, 
the assumption that every employer would be more than 
happy to keep a high-achieving, respected worker led to the 
suspicion that Sanem must have had negative relations with 
her employer prior to taking maternity leave. The lawsuit, 
conducted by a well-known German lawyer, turned out to 
be unsuccessful.

The headings of some German newspapers in  
Autumn	 2008	 were	 alarming:	 “Pregnant	 woman	 bullied	 
and	 neutralized;”	 “Her	 pregnancy	 cost	 a	 38	 year	 old	 
Turkish Woman her job;” “Being both Turkish and 
pregnant is reason enough for firing?” and, “Pregnant, 
Turkish, degraded.” However, not even the public attention 
helped and an action for damages turned out to be hopeless. 
To go through a process like Sanem did, only to experience 
failure, is devastating.

This is only one of the many lawsuits that have been 
filed because of violations of the law against workplace 
discrimination due to the sex, ethnic origin, religion or 

nom auteur??
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DISCRIMINATION AND RACISM IN THE WORKPLACE THE GENERAL EqUALITy LAW 

AND THE FIGHT AGAINST DISCRIMINATION AND RACISM IN GERMANy

European guidelines concerning an appropriate equality 
policy. The result of these events was the General Equality 
Law	(GEL),	introduced	in	2006	after	a	lot	of	hesitation.	

According to the General Equality Law, for example, 
job advertisements must be written in neutral language 
and only requirements related to the job qualifications can 
be obligated. Any information regarding the age, origin, 
marital status or mother tongue of the applicant must not 
be given; not even a photo may be submitted-officially. 
In reality, the only employers who accept an application 
without this information are a few international companies; 
the personnel departments still expect the applicants to 
include these details in their applications. Whoever feels 
that a job advertisement is discriminatory can take the 
matter to court. Presumed discrimination in job interviews 
has	to	be	proven.	About	10,000	appeals	(on	average	about	
2000	 every	 year)	were	filed	 since	 the	Anti-discrimination	
Institution was founded. 

Germany lags behind other countries, such as the 
USA,	 and	 a	 lot	 of	 catching	 up	 is	 needed.	 In	 2009,	 there	
were	93,277	appeals	filed	in	the	United	States.5 Obviously, 
we need to consider the size of the USA, which has  
a	 population	 of	 310	 million	 compared	 to	 Germany’s	 
82	 million.	 However,	 I	 want	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 difference	
between Germany and a traditional country of immigration, 
like the United States. Even if Germany were a state of the 
USA,	 there	would	be	about	26,389	actions	expected	each	
year. That is not even half of what Germany has reached 
in the last five years. This gap is a sign of a lack of political 
interest and social consciousness of the issue. In the USA, 
debates	 like	 this	 have	 been	 ongoing	 since	 the	 1960s	 and	
are even supported by the government. The institution of 
equality encourages employees to take actions if they feel 
somehow discriminated against.

The BaCkgROUND Of The eUROPeaN gUIDelINes
Reconciliation and a breaking down of prejudices began 

in Europe with the first economic treaty, “The European 
Coal and Steel Community,” which was established on the 
23rd	of	July,	1952.	Measures	addressing	diversity	and	equality	
were required for economic development. Based on this 
necessity, the European Council introduced four guidelines 
for	an	appropriate	equality	policy	between	2000	and	2004.	
These guidelines are binding and have to be adjusted to the 
legislation of each country. Germany began the proceedings 
of	the	adoption	in	2006,	taking	limited	steps	only	after	many	
warnings and threats of pecuniary sanctions from the EU. 
The guidelines define the different kinds of discrimination 
and obligate each member state to take concerted actions 
against violations. The intention was a simplification of the 
process for the victims of discrimination, and a change in 
the social reality in EU member states.

sexual orientation of an employee. Only a few people have 
gone to court since the General Equity Law was enacted in 
August	2006.	It	would	set	totally	new	standards	and	would	
be an important step for future actions for damages if the 
industrial tribunal would finally come to a decision. All of 
this	happened	in	2009.	Only	one	year	later,	the	institution	of	
anti-discrimination celebrated its 5th anniversary to support 
the rights of those who are discriminated against. Suddenly 
Sanem’s case is portrayed as a regrettable, isolated incident. 
Regrettably, Sanem’s case is not just one isolated incident; 
Germans of foreign descent are often impacted by situations 
of discrimination and racism. The exclusion of racial and 
ethnic minorities is costly to German society because it 
denies the addition of valuable skills and knowledge sets. 
It can even be argued that the development of the society 
is stunted. In this respect, racism and discrimination are 
serious diseases of our global society that we have to fight. 

The above-mentioned case was only detected by 
the media because of the existing General Equality Law, 
enacted	in	2006.	A	similar	public	debate	would	have	been	
inconvincible	 in	Germany	 in	 the	1990’s.	The	country	was	
not a country of immigration yet. Some NGOs repeatedly 
tried to draw public attention to cases of discrimination, 
underlining the necessity of an appropriate law and finally 
demanding it. Sadly, government actions only succeeded in 
bringing exaggerated attention to the issue rather than real 
change. Overcoming discrimination requires a change at 
the societal level. The aim should be to introduce a different 
way of dealing with diversity in order to change attitudes 
towards multiculturalism. While other norms need to be 
accepted in our daily lives, the power of politics to set a 
symbolic precedent should not be underrated. A small step 
in the right direction has been made already, beginning 
with	German	 reunification	 in	 1990	which	 contributed	 to	
the introduction of the General Equality Law. 

The geNeRal eqUalITy laW aND The INsTITUTION 
Of aNTIDIsCRImINaTION IN geRmaNy

The discussion of immigration policy regarding guest 
workers in Germany after the Second World War focused 
on	 cost-benefit	 analyses.	 In	 the	 1990’s,	 however,	 a	 new	
debate arose. Following the reunification of Germany at the 
end of the Cold War, engrained prejudices and tensions re-
emerged and a wave of racism swept across the country. 
This was initially targeted at the foreign-born population 
and their descendents, and especially at refugees. On top 
of this, Germany had to adjust to the changing European 
landscape as its neighbours coped with their own challenges. 
The pressure increased on countries that already had large 
immigrant populations, such as Great Britain and France. 
In the end, Germany had no other option than to change 
its political line and start to adopt at least some of the 
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ALI FATHI

Racism and discrimination are a daily discourse 
in Germany just as in every other European Country. 
Considering Germany’s history, the country needs an 
intensified educational input to change not only the laws 
but also the social consciousness. Acts such as political 
sanctions need the support of political powers to succeed. 
The economic value of foreign-born Germans and their 
descendents is furthered by the demographic developments 
but even so, there will always be resistance movements who 
try to prevent equalization. 

sTRaTegIes agaINsT RaCIsm aND DIsCRImINaTION
With the introduction of the GEL Germany assumed 

the obligation to put the law into practice, which means that 
companies and institutions of all kinds have to conform to 
the law. It takes further education to push the process of 
sensibility against discrimination. The implementations of 
measures like these need a responsible government with a 
good working administration and educational system. The 
public examination with the issue is proceeding, although 
it is slowed by the fact that the issue of discrimination 
was a taboo subject for a long time-caused, among other 
things, by the Third Reich’s burden on German history. 
A Rethinking needs to start with children and youth in 
schools and kindergartens, and needs to extend to all other 
areas of society. It will take a long time until the process is 
completed, but it is possible.

NOTES

1	 This name has been changed.

2	 see:	 www.süddeutsche.de	 21.5.2010,	 Abkassieren	 im	 Namen	 
der Gleichheit.

3	 See: http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gleichstellungspolitik_der_Euro 
päischen_Union.

4 See:	 Staatsangehörigkeit	 in	 Deutschland	 |	 Suite101.	 de	 http://
johannesvon.suite101.de/staatsangehoerigkeit-in-deutschland-
a100641#ixzz1akIjPW8p.

The particular guidelines are: the “Anti-Discrimination 
Guideline”	 (2000/43/EG),	 the	 “Employment	 Guideline”	
(2000/78/EG),	 the	 "Gender-Guideline"	 (2002/73EG),	 and	
the guideline for “Sex-equality not only in the world of 
work”	(2004/113/EG).	3

The establishment of the “Anti-Discrimination 
Guideline” was supposed to pave the way to fight 
discrimination based on racism. This is based in the 
statement that social marginalization be prevented in order 
to make long-term educational work possible. Nevertheless, 
the power of symbolism stands above all. Hopefully, our 
own mindfulness will gradually grow and become more 
significant in times of globalization. With this in mind, the 
view of a country as one of immigration is of overriding 
importance. The following section will discuss a paradigm 
shift in Germany since the beginning of discourse about 
guest workers.

geRmaNy CaUghT IN The DIlemma Of BlOOD 
RIghTs aND TeRRITORIal RIghTs–a PaRaDIgm 
shIfT sINCe The 1990s

In	the	German	Empire	a	law	was	put	in	force	in	1870	
called the law “About the Acquisition and the Loss of the 
National	Status.”	In	1914,	the	“Law	of	the	National	Status”	
was introduced. According to that law,nationality became 
based in jus sanguinis (the question of the origin) and in 
some	cases,	 in	 the	 location	of	 the	place	of	birth.	 In	2001,	
the law was reformed, increasing the importance of place 
of birth in determining national status. In contrast to 
Germany, other European countries have different ways to 
deal with the question of the nationality because of their 
history of immigration related territorial history. Germany 
adopted the French law. In France, the law was repealed 
in	 1851	 because	 there	 were	 too	 many	 immigrants	 that	
could not fulfill their military service without the French 
nationality. The French changed the law for better in 
1889,	while	in	Germany,	the	law	is	still	in	force	today.	The	
inheritance of the French Revolution was always rather 
more downgraded than acknowledged by great Germans. 
The understanding of a nation with citizens who have equal 
rights and rely on the responsibility of each one to care for 
the society was called “unnatural.” 7



As the authors illustrate, both place 
and gender matter greatly, shaping 
the barriers encountered, the range of 
opportunities presented, how familial 
expectations are negotiated, and the 
broader contexts within which women 
care for their families and build new 
forms of community.

NeW BOOk avaIlaBle

Through rich description and careful 
analysis…the contributors to this 
volume inform our understanding 
of the challenges and successes 
that immigrant women encounter 
in the processes of settlement and 
integration. This wonderful feminist 
collection will make a valuable 
contribution to Women’s Immigration, 
Canadian Immigration Patterns,  
and Feminist Studies.

gIllIaN CReese
Professor in the Department of  
Sociology and Director of the Centre  
for Women’s and Gender Studies, 
University of British Columbia

maRgaReT aBRaham
Professor, Department of  
Sociology and Special Advisor  
to the Provost for Diversity Initiatives, 
Hofstra University, New York

“

“

”

”

evangelia Tastsoglou is Professor and Chair, Department of sociology  
and Criminology at saint mary’s University in halifax, Nova scotia.

Peruvemba s. Jaya is associate Professor in the  
Department of Communication, University of Ottawa.




