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The Council of Agencies Serving South Asians (CASSA) is an umbrella organization of agencies,
groups, and individuals that provide services to South Asian communities. CASSA envisions and
strives for a Canada free from all forms of discrimination in which all communities are free from
marginalization and are fully empowered to participate in defining Canadian society. CASSA’s
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by serving as a resource for information, research, mobilization, coordination, and leadership on
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building alliances and working collaboratively with those who share a vision of empowering all
communities to participate in defining Canada’s future. There are six values that CASSA follows
as guidelines for conduct when implementing projects and these include social justice, anti-
racism, anti-oppression and anti-homophobia, responsiveness, diversity, collaboration, solidarity,
and accountability.  
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Since 2018, Council of Agencies Serving South Asians (CASSA) has been working on the
Research on Employment Equity for South Asian Immigrant Communities in Toronto (REESAICT)
which is funded by United Way of Greater Toronto. This initiative is a three-year community-based
research on the employment needs, barriers, and recommendations for employment equity for
South Asian immigrant communities in Toronto. By conducting this needs assessment study,
CASSA aimed to identify the needs and barriers that South Asian immigrant communities in
Toronto face in their search for meaningful employment.  The first phase of this initiative took
place during its first year and focused on collecting data on the barriers that South Asian
communities living in Toronto face when it comes to seeking and maintaining meaningful
employment in their chosen field of work. 

The second phase included developing a comprehensive policy report which highlights suggested
public policy changes as well as recommendations for business process improvements to help
meet the needs and alleviate the barriers faced by South Asian communities. Data and input were
collected from community members, subject matter experts, employers, employment equity
groups, and South Asian advocacy groups on recommendations for public policy changes. The
third and final stage is a six-month long advocacy campaign to engage communities and
disseminate information of this study to advocacy groups, regulatory bodies, policy makers, and
employers. In this phase, we are engaging with the South Asian immigrant communities in
Toronto in advocacy efforts targeted to all three levels of government, regulatory bodies, and
employers, to address public policy and business process changes to eliminate barriers to
meaningful employment and to advocate for sector wide changes.

CASSA intends to support South Asian immigrants through policy and regulatory changes by
helping to create upward mobility in the workforce and to create conditions for more meaningful
employment that is commensurate with the qualifications and experience of the applicant. The
long-term intended effect of this initiative is to bring changes to policy that will lead to better
paying and meaningful jobs for South Asian immigrants. These job opportunities will play a
significant role in helping them improve their socio-economic status and can support upward
mobility of those living in poverty. Although this study focuses on South Asian immigrants, the
changes that may come from can also be beneficial to other racialized immigrants in Canada. 

The Needs Assessment Report was led and managed by a team of staff and interns at CASSA.
The purpose of this study is to identify barriers that South Asian immigrant communities face in
their employment search and to advocate for removing such barriers in the business sector and
through public policy changes. The research for this project was conducted by Mathura
Karunanithy with interns and co-op students from the University of Toronto, Canada Summer
Jobs, and Centennial College. The data was analysed through analytics software on
SurveyMonkey, Dedoose, and by Samya Hasan; Executive Director of CASSA. The report was
written by Cynthia Saxena and Samya Hasan and designed by Mahdiba Chowdhury. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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For the purpose of this research, the definition of decent employment has been adopted from the
International Labour Organization (ILO). According to ILO, decent employment “involves
opportunities for work that is productive and delivers a fair income, security in the workplace and
social protection for families, better prospects for personal development and social integration,
freedom for people to express their concerns, organize and participate in the decisions that affect
their lives and equality of opportunity and treatment for all women and men”.

First, since this research was rooted in key principles of community engagement of consultation,
involvement, and empowerment, CASSA conducted seven key informant interviews with CASSA
member agencies, community agencies, employers, stakeholders, and subject matter experts
working with South Asians on employment related issues. The interviewees were asked for their
perspective on the barriers to decent employment that South Asians in Toronto face and possible
solutions, as well as policy levers that could alleviate these barriers.  Key informant interviews were
conducted over the phone or were completed in-person from 2018 to 2019. 

Second, for collecting qualitative data on the lived experiences of employment seeking for South
Asian newcomers, CASSA conducted ten focus group interviews in different parts of the city and
within various organizations, places of worship, community agencies, and education institutions.
CASSA worked with project partner agencies and member agencies for conducting outreach to
recruit participants. Through these efforts, a diverse group of South Asians from various age,
gender, religion, language and country of origin cohorts were able to participate in these focus
groups.

CASSA employed a mixed-methods approach employing both qualitative and quantitative research
for this study.The purpose of this primary research was to identify the barriers that South Asian
immigrant communities face in their job search and highlight what businesses and stakeholders can
do to support these communities in securing decent employment.

M E T H O D O L O G Y
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7 key informant
interviews

10 focus group
interviews

208 email, phone, or
in-person survey

@

Decent work. https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/decent-work/lang--en/index.htm.1.
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Immigrants who had been in Canada for less than 10 years were chosen since newcomers (very
recent immigrants) have historically had lower employment rates compared with other landed
immigrant groups. Focus groups were conducted in 2018.

Third, CASSA developed a quantitative survey to be completed by South Asian immigrants living in
Toronto that arrived in Canada between 2008 and 2016. These surveys aimed to gather quantitative
data on social determinants of health about participants’ immigration status, educational level,
income, work experience, experiences in Toronto, and their lived experiences around finding
employment. To ensure a wide range of South Asian community participation, outreach for these
surveys was conducted online and in-person through CASSA project partners, member agencies in
Toronto, social media posts, ethnic media (OMNI and other language specific media), places of
worship, cultural festivals, and community events. Based on the demographic composition of South
Asians in Toronto, the surveys were also translated into Tamil, Bangla, Urdu, and Punjabi to make it
easier for participants with language barriers to complete. CASSA outreach staff also attended
South Asian events and gatherings in Toronto in the summer of 2019 to secure survey respondents.
Some member agencies of CASSA that serve South Asian clients supported the collection of survey
responses by supporting their clients in filling out the surveys. All participants were given a consent
form and the choice to remain confidential. Finally, all respondents; both online and in-person, were
given a $10 Tim Hortons gift card as incentive to complete the survey.

P A S S P O R T
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As with any community-based research with scarce resources, there were some limitation to this
research including the controlled  area scope of the study, the possibility missing representation from
some South Asian groups, and the fact that this research was conducted prior to the COVID-19
pandemic As a result, the additional effects on decent employment for South Asians that were likely
exacerbated by COVID-19 measures  may not have been captured within our data and reports. 

Our research focused specifically on South Asian immigrant communities living in the City Toronto;
as such, most research participants in the study were Toronto residents. Restricting our sample to
Toronto residents allowed us to make best use of our study resources available and allowed us to
gain a valid and reliable sample. Although the research only documented South Asians in Toronto,
some findings may be applicable with some caution to other municipalities in the Greater Toronto
Area and also in similar high South Asian immigrant concentrated cities such as Vancouver,
Montreal, Edmonton, and Calgary. Although the study focused on South Asian immigrants who have
been in Canada for 10 years or less, some findings may (with caution) be applicable for South
Asians who have been in Canada for a longer period, are second generation immigrants, or
immigrants from other racialized communities. 

Since the target was to highlight the experiences of South Asians in Toronto in regards to their
experience with employment equity and decent employment, all attempts were made to reach the
vast diversity of people within the South Asian diasporic community in the City of Toronto. CASSA
partnered with ethnic media, ethnic-specific agencies, and also translated surveys and focus group
questions into various South Asians languages to recruit participants from all segments of South
Asian communities. However, despite best efforts, it may be possible that we were unable to reach
some segments of our target population. 

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted life everywhere and has changed reality for all aspects of life,
including employment. COVID-19 has impacted employment for everyone in Canada and has
exacerbated the negative employment experiences of South Asian communities in Canada during
this difficult time. Since the research was conducted pre-COVID, the study does not take into
account the changed environment and additional barrier that COVID has proven to be for South
Asians immigrants seeking decent employment. However, we have made an attempt to do a
secondary research scan of the data that is currently available on the impact of COVID-19 on
employment of South Asian communities.  Some of this data and plans for the recovery period have
influenced our Policy Recommendations report to make it more relevant to the current employment
issues for South Asian immigrant communities in Toronto.
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We conducted a literature review in 2018, prior to starting research activities for this
project, to develop an understanding of current trends. Generally, there was a lack of
Canadian disaggregated race-based data on the employment outcomes for South Asian
communities in any parts of the country. We found this gap in research to be the case for
most racialized immigrant communities. Below is some research and data on the
employment outcomes of immigrants in Canada in general and the profile of South Asian
immigrants in Toronto. 

Decent and meaningful employment is a necessity for any individual to maintain a
standard of living and meet their needs and requirements. Unfortunately, despite having
adequate academic and work experience, many South Asian immigrants face a huge
hurdle in finding decent work in Toronto. Moreover, many racialized and immigrant
communities, including South Asian immigrants are employed in precarious work and are
either living in or are at high risk of falling in poverty.

Canada’s immigration continues to grow with each passing year. The proportion of
immigrants in Canada has never fallen below 13% since the Canadian Confederation in
1867.  Prior to the 1970s, immigrants who settled in Canada were mostly from Europe
and the United States. Since immigration has continued, the diversification of Canadian
immigrants has increased largely to meet economic needs. The majority of immigration to
Canada from 2011 were from Asia, in particular the Philippines, China and India.  As of
2011, the largest racialized groups in Ontario were South Asian (29.5%), Chinese
(19.2%), Black (16.4%), Filipino (8.4%), and Latin American (5.3%).

Immigrants will continue to be a major component of Toronto’s workforce. Moreover, the
portion of prime working age population, ages 25 to 54, in Toronto will be comprised of
immigrants.

With such continuing patterns, immigrants will come largely from racialized populations,
especially younger people. Therefore, immigration to Toronto will continue to be
increasingly composed of racialized people. The majority of people aged 15 to 34 years in
Toronto are from racialized communities and about three-quarters or 76% are first-or
second-generation immigrants compared to about 40% in all of Canada. Additionally, as
the labour force born in Canada declines, immigrants will continue to play a key role in the
labour market. The Canadian-born labour market has declined (from 78% in 2006 to 74%
in 2017), while the numbers of incoming immigrants has steadily increased (from 22% to
26% during the same period).
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Despite continued growth in immigrant population since 1980, newcomers and racialized populations
have not witnessed any inflation adjusted increases in income.   In comparison, Canadian-born white
residents have had up to a 60% in income growth.   Additionally, racialized communities and
immigrants are also over-represented in the precarious job sector which also translates to a lack of
income growth.

Based on the 2016 census data from Statistic Canada, South Asians represent the largest visible
minority population in Toronto at 338, 965 or 25% of all visible minorities which make up over half of
the city.   They mostly reside in the East and West of Toronto.    From the 2016 census, Toronto,
followed by Montreal and Vancouver, was identified as the dominant residency choice for immigrants
to settle in Canada. 

Our survey received a total of 208 entries, out of which 174 were valid, complete, and reliable (met all
participant criteria) and were analyzed for this report. Approximately 100 surveys were conducted in
person and the remaining were online. The surveys gathered data on the employment, education, and
social determinants of health patterns of South Asian immigrant communities in Toronto. Questions in
the survey were about job search experiences, job satisfaction, pay satisfaction, educational
attainment, mental health, commute, immigration status, career aspirations, barriers to decent work,
support systems, and impact of gender and/or disability on employment outcomes. Below are some
highlights of what survey respondents indicated.

52% of the survey respondents identified as female and 48% identified as male. Respondents
immigrated from diverse South Asian countries (India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan
and Nepal) and spoke various languages (including Bengali, Gujarati, Telugu, Hindi, Punjabi, Urdu,
Tamil, Nepali, and Dari. Their religious backgrounds also varied between Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, and
Christian, while some did not identify with a particular religion.

In terms of educational attainment, 40% of male and 43% of women from the survey respondents had
a Master’s degree and 41% of men and 43% of women had an undergraduate degree. 57% of the
males and 69% of females indicated that they were not working in the field that they had planned for.
43% of the males and 63% of the females surveyed made less than $30,000 annual salary. According
to these figures, majority of our respondents who live in households of 2 or more persons, are faring 
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below the 2018 low-income measure (LIM) of $34,200 in Canada.   Furthermore, our sample size is
disproportionately represented in low income compared to only 14.4% of the total Ontario population
living in low income in 2015.    32% of males and 55% of females indicated that they had mental
stress of navigating employment in Toronto. More males than females had full-time and/or
permanent jobs whereas more females indicated working in on-call, part-time, non-unionized, and
contract work. Of those working multiple jobs, 60% were female.

25% of the survey respondents indicated that they were spending over 20% of their income on
upgrading their education in hopes for better employment, whereas 47% indicated they could not
afford to take on courses at the time. Only 21% of the respondents surveyed had full-time permanent
jobs at the time of completing the survey. Over 35% of respondents who indicated they were not in
the field they had planned for indicated suffering significant mental health issues as a direct result of
job navigation in Toronto on a scale ranging from significant mental health issues to no mental
health issues. Over 60% of those who made under $40,000/year indicated they did not have the time
to get another job along with all of their responsibilities.

E D U C A T I O N  C O M M E N S U R A T E  W I T H  P A Y

Item 1
37%

Item 2
27%

Item 3
25%

Item 4
11%

When comparing pay levels with levels of education, we found disparities in all levels of education.
25% of those who had a PhD were earning less than $30,000/year. 27% of those with a Master’s
degree made less than $30,000/year and 22% indicated they had no income. 37% of those with an
Undergraduate/Bachelor's degree indicated they made less than $30,000/year while 22% in this
category indicated spending more than 20% of their income on upgrading their education. Compared
to the median income for varying levels of education, these figures are significantly lower. According
to the 2016 Census, the median earnings for people with a Bachelor’s degree was $85,645 and with
a College diploma was $67,576 in Ontario.

1 1 %

3 7 %

2 7 %

2 5 %

O t h e r
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P h D s
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provinces and territories. Ottawa, ON. Retrieved from: https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/as-sa/98-200-
x/2016024/98-200-x2016024-eng.cfm
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When comparing the immigration stream participants immigrated through and working in their
desired field in Canada, 82% in the family sponsorships category, 60% in the express entry category
and 72% in the refugee claimants category indicated that they are not working in the jobs they
planned. Of those who indicated they are not working in jobs they had planned or studied in, 60-70%
were between the ages of 35-54 years. Among those who indicated no income, the majority in this
category were those who came to Canada as refugees or refugee claimants.

Item 1
38%

Item 2
34%

Item 3
28%

T Y P E  O F  E M P L O Y M E N T  A N D  E A R N I N G S
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E x p r e s s  E n t r y

  I M M I G R A T I O N
      S T R E A M  
         A N D  J O B  
           D I S S A T I S F A C T I O N

An overwhelming majority (over 85%) of the survey respondents were not unionized. The small
minority that indicated they had full-time permanent employment indicated a salary between
$30-$70,000/year. Close to 40% of respondents earning under $40,000/year indicated they were
working in multiple jobs.

A W A R E N E S S  O F  E M P L O Y M E N T  R I G H T S

Over 30% of the respondents surveyed indicated that they did not know their employment rights on a
scale with varying levels of employment rights awareness. This includes people in sectors such as
natural resources, arts and culture, education, natural/applied sciences, and management; with the
largest number of people feeling unsafe at work in the arts and culture sector. Specifically, 40% of
those with no income, 35% of those with income under $30,000, 35-64% of those with $30-$70,000,
and 66% of those with income under $80,000, indicated that they were not aware of their
employment rights.
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Some of the main barriers and challenges that were highlighted in our focus groups and key
informant interviews are listed below:

Being proficient in English (and French in Quebec) is a basic requirement for almost all jobs in
Canada.   Many immigrants may not know or be fluent enough in English if they have recently
immigrated from non-English speaking country,  hence creating obstacles in finding adequate
employment. Focus group participants also indicated that they felt their accents were a barrier to
securing decent employment in Canada. 

Focus group participants indicated that they believe employers in Canada prefer candidates with a
high English language proficiency. Based on focus group data, language barriers were sometimes
more pronounced for participants who immigrated from certain countries of origin such as Sri Lanka,
or for linguistic backgrounds such as Tamil-speaking participants. There was also higher indication
of language or accent barriers from participants who immigrated to Canada through the refugee
streams. 

Key informants told us that there is a lack of accessible resources due to the difficulty some
immigrants may face to navigate online systems. Focus group participants highlighted that this was
especially a barrier for older South Asian women who did not have much experience with technology
and were in the labour market or searching for employment. Navigating through the plethora of
documents was especially challenging coupled by a lack of sector knowledge. This inaccessibility
can also be amplified due to the language barrier as immigrants not proficient in English may not be
able to understand these resources.

If foreign education is recognized and not penalized by Canadian employers, immigrant wages are
expected to improve by 4.3%.   In particular, focus group participants stressed the difficulties in
regulated sectors such as medicine, pharmacy, accounting, law, and engineering, where they face
multiple barriers to having their education and credentials recognized from their country of origin.
This was especially the case if they earned their credentials or education in countries outside of
North America or Europe. There was a sentiment among key informants that this was a highly
discriminatory approach in which the Canadian regulatory bodies consider Canadian education to be
“better” because it is “Western or Eurocentric”. Key informants indicated that their clients who are
highly educated and qualified South Asian immigrants continue to struggle to align their
qualifications and education with the standards required by provincial accreditation organizations. 

Focus group participants expressed their frustration with the fact that no matter their educational
level, experience, or overall qualification, most immigrants have to start from scratch when they
immigrate to Canada. Some key informants questioned the point system that is used to welcome
immigrants into the country. The point system is not matched for the right jobs in Canada and is
misleading to potential immigrants. Focus groups participants shared the sentiment that if they are
good enough to pass the point system before entry, they should be good enough to be hired for
decent work in their field without the requirement of re-accreditation or “Canadian experience”. This
barrier to decent employment was connected to the disproportionate numbers of low-income,
underemployed, and unemployed South Asian immigrants in Toronto.

M A J O R  B A R R I E R S  A N D  C H A L L E N G E S

L A N G U A G E  B A R R I E R S

I N A C C E S S I B L E  R E S O U R C E S  A N D  I N F O R M A T I O N  F O R  E M P L O Y M E N T

A C C R E D I T A T I O N  O F  S K I L L S  A N D  E D U C A T I O N

19. Pagtakhan, R. (2016, May 5). Language requirement for citizenship unnecessary, Reis Pagtakhan writes. CBC.
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/immigration-language-requirement-reis-pagtakhan-1.3568590
20. The Institute for Competitiveness & Prosperity. (2017). Immigration in Ontario: Achieving best outcomes for newcomers and the
economy. Retrieved from https://www.competeprosper.ca/uploads/2017_Immigration_in_Ontario_Achieving_best_outcomes_Full_report.pdf

19

20

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/immigration-language-requirement-reis-pagtakhan-1.3568590
https://www.competeprosper.ca/uploads/2017_Immigration_in_Ontario_Achieving_best_outcomes_Full_report.pdf


The lack of “Canadian experience” came up as a barrier to decent employment throughout every
segment of the participants in the focus groups and key informant interviews. Between 30-70% of
focus group participants from all backgrounds indicated that the lack of “Canadian experience” has
been a barrier to securing employment for them. More females than males and those living outside
of the Downtown core were more likely to indicate the lack of “Canadian experience” was a
significant barrier to decent employment. 

Key informants who provide job-readiness training to South Asian immigrants noted that they
sometimes advise clients to volunteer to earn “Canadian experience” if they are not able to secure
paid work. However, they also noted that volunteering is not an option for most clients who have
families to feed and provide shelter for. Focus group participants expressed that even small local
businesses usually prefer or require candidates to have Canadian work experience as it indicates to
them that the candidate is familiar with the Canadian work culture. The expectation that focus group
participants had, especially those who are highly qualified, is that they will easily land a good job
soon after they settle in Canada. It was quite shocking for most participants to realize that they
needed “Canadian experience” to be able to get a ‘good job’ that was comparable to the ones they
had in their home country. Key informants pointed out that the notion of needing Canadian
experience and disregarding their home country’s experience should be questioned, along with why
Canadian experience is better and more prestigious than extensive experience in other countries.

The lack of adequate and affordable childcare was raised by almost all key informants working with
South Asian immigrant women. Without support from extended family coupled with the inability to
afford safe childcare options, the main responsibility of childcare falls on parents, especially women.
This acts as a barrier for South Asian immigrant women from pursuing a career in Canada. Key
informants told us that among their clients, lack of affordable childcare forces the dominant
caretakers to stay at home or to start a business from home such as catering, stitching, child
minding, etc. In cases of domestic abuse, we were told this barrier can lead to even more dangerous
consequences for the abused women. They are forced to stay home and are dependent on the
income of their abuser.

Many focus group participants indicated that they were not able to access additional training and
education due to financial constraints and conflicting responsibilities during times which
training/education opportunities are offered. In order to fulfill their immediate need of supporting their  
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C H I L D  C A R E
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I N A C C E S S I B L E  T R A I N I N G  A N D / O R  E D U C A T I O N  O P P O R T U N I T I E S



families financially, most participants and key informants indicate that their clients accept immediate
work opportunities, even if it is precarious or low-income work. Participants indicated that they know
volunteering, participating in workshops, and attending training or education sessions is highly
recommended for immigrants seeking job opportunities, however, these are not always possible for
them for various reasons. For instance, these activities often coincide with their working hours, they
cannot afford childcare during those hours, and/or they simply cannot afford to pay for the
opportunities on their extremely tight budgets.

Moreover, many key informants indicated that their clients are unaware of the concept and
importance of networking, as it is usually not a norm or practice in their country of origin. This is
especially a barrier for recent immigrants who may not have the social networks to know who to
network with, or the confidence or comfort in their English-language capacity to network with
strangers.

Focus group participants living outside of the Downtown core of Toronto expressed transportation as
an additional barrier to decent employment. Key informants also indicated this was a barrier their
clients expressed. Lack of access to adequate transportation really hinders some clients’ growth as
they may not be able to afford to live near a public transportation route, may not have a license,
and/or be able to afford a car with high insurance rates. Not only does this prevent them from
attending training/educational workshops and networking events before or after work, but it may also
be seen negatively by employers who wish for their employees to have reliable and quick
transportation.

Even for focus group participants who immigrated from countries in which they had jobs that
required proficiency in English or they came from a country where English is predominantly spoken
(i.e. Guyana), having a “strong accent” often acted as a barrier to decent employment. This was
especially true for newcomers who indicated that employers may judge their ability to communicate
effectively solely based on their accent. Moreover, some participants felt that being reminded of their
accent led to loss in self-confidence and also led to feeling self-consciousness in presence of
“Canadian accents”. 

Additionally, key informants serving South Asian immigrant clients noted that systemic racist hiring
practices do, in fact, exist. For instance, one key informant noted that based on their experience,
while screening candidates and resumes for a job, Asian sounding names had a 30% less chance to
be called for an interview. Systemic barriers also exist in promotion and upward mobility of South
Asian immigrants. Key informants noted that many hard-working South Asian clients are stuck in
entry-level low paying work and are often passed up for promotions to their non-racialized
counterparts. Even for immigrants who end up securing a good job soon after they arrive in Canada,
many report to have been stuck in their position for multiple years without having access to
mechanisms to support their upward mobility. Another inherent systemic racist practice that was
brought up during the key informant interviews was witnessing the wage gaps between Canadian
born white employees and non-Canadian born racialized employees.

L A C K  O F  A C C E S S  T O  T R A N S P O R T A T I O N

D I S C R I M I N A T I O N  I N  H I R I N G  A N D  P R O M O T I O N S
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Key informants indicated that many immigrants and newcomers are usually unaware of their
employment rights in the workplace, especially when they are still new to the country. This is
particularly true for those working in precarious low-wage jobs such as in the service industry, food,
retail, factory, white collar, and administrative work. One major reason for this is the fact that this
information and other employment resources are not generally accessible to them, as it is not
provided in languages that they are proficient in. Apart from their own rights, many South Asian
immigrants are also unaware of what the employers’ responsibilities are towards ensuring employee
safety and human rights. This is extremely concerning and can lead to uninformed employees
working in dangerous and hazardous circumstances or can lead to workers being taken advantage
of in terms of being overworked and underpaid. Focus group participants highlighted this is a barrier
to them reporting abuse at work as they may not have the right information on reporting
mechanisms.

Key informants highlighted that majority of complaints from South Asian immigrant clients about
employers come are in the form of safety and human rights abuse, lack of compensation for injuries,
sexual harassment, and direct discrimination on the bases of race and identity.

L A C K  O F  A W A R E N E S S  O F  E M P L O Y E E  R I G H T S  A N D  E M P L O Y E R
R E S P O N S I B I L I T I E S  
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P e r c e n t  U n a w a r e  o f  E m p l o y m e n t  R i g h t s

O v e r  $ 8 0 ,  0 0 0

0 % 1 0 % 2 0 % 4 0 % 5 0 % 6 0 % 7 0 %

E M P L O Y M E N T  R I G H T S  A W A R E N E S S  A N D  I N C O M E  L E V E L

3 0 %

$ 6 0 - 8 0 , 0 0 0

$ 5 0 - 6 0 , 0 0 0

$ 4 0 - 5 0 , 0 0 0

$ 3 0 - 4 0 , 0 0 0

U n d e r  $ 3 0 , 0 0 0

N o  i n c o m e

I  w e n t  t o  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  T o r o n t o  a n d  d i d  a  c o u r s e  a f t e r  i m m i g r a t i n g  b u t  I  d i d  n o t  g e t  a
g o o d  j o b .  I  w a s  o n l y  g e t t i n g  o n e  t o  t w o  s h i f t s  o n - c a l l  a n d  t e a c h i n g  o n l y  t w o  c o u r s e s  f o r  a
f e w  h o u r s .  I  k n o w  i t  w a s  m y  a c c e n t .  I  t a l k e d  t o  f o l k s  w h o  w o r k  a t  t h e  s c h o o l ,  t h e y  s a i d  i t

w a s  m y  a c c e n t .  I  w a s  e v e n  t e a c h i n g  a t  a  T o r o n t o  s c h o o l  b e f o r e  t h a t  b u t  t h e y  d i d n ’ t  l i k e  i t .
T h e y  w a n t e d  a  C a n a d i a n  a c c e n t .  –  F o c u s  G r o u p  P a r t i c i p a n t



Focus group participants note that those who hold precarious immigration status, such as students,
those on work permits, or refugee claimants ,are especially hesitant to pursue legal action against
their employer for abuse due to fear of losing their difficult-to-secure job, complications in their visa
processing, or even being forced to leave the country. As a result, the abused employee continues
to work in the difficult or dangerous conditions and the employer remains unreported. 

For those participants who are unfairly terminated, their first priority is to immediately find another job
in order to continue to provide for their family. They forego getting involved in a legal battle due to
financial constraints and family obligations. The view that most key informants and focus group
participants held was that legislations that currently exist to protect workers do not even lead to
charges unless a large group of employees files the claim. Therefore, most employees who are
unfairly treated at work do not even bother challenging the employer because of this unequal
balance of power.

Although there is competition to attract and retain highly qualified new immigrants to provide
economic leadership provincially, many employers in Ontario still expect applicants who are
immigrants to have “Canadian experience”. Majority of the focus group participants indicated that the
lack of opportunities that are commensurate with their skills and education from back home is a
significant barrier to securing decent employment. The responses for this varied by the location in
Toronto, by country of origin, and immigration status. This barrier was most frequently noted by
focus group participants who are living in Scarborough (52%), by those who immigrated from Nepal
(54%) and India (51%), and by those who were Canadian citizens (36%). 

Frustration around educational merits from immigrants’ home countries not being recognized or not
being considered equal to their Canadian counterparts was expressed in most focus groups and key
informant interviews. An overwhelming number of participants revealed that since their work
experience and qualifications were not Canadian-based, their existing employment was not
proportionate to their actual education and/or experience from their country of origin.

Key informants brought attention to the alarming issue of the trend towards the increasing number of
temporary workers. Many employers are opting to hire foreign workers to fill temporary labour and
skill shortages that they cannot fill with domestic workers. This increase in demand for temporary
foreign workers has not been coupled with built in mechanisms to protect the rights of temporary
workers. Key informants with clients that are temporary workers indicated that their clients have
even fewer rights than those working under student visa and are sometimes even paid below the
minimum wage. The growing population of temporary workers is 
troubling since they are the most vulnerable, and face the most
significant employment abuse due to lack of legislation and
reporting mechanisms which can protect them.
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Key informants indicated that many of their South Asian immigrant clients do not come from wealthy
backgrounds or their wealth from their country of origin does not translate into much wealth in
Canada. As a direct consequence, most immigrants need to find employment very quickly to be able
to support themselves and their families. In these cases, sometimes in desperation, immigrants tend
to take up short-term survival jobs to meet their financial requirements. This predicament was also
noted by many focus group participants. Through recruitment agencies, participants indicated that
they often settled for part-time jobs as lunch-time supervisors, food delivery, or even as warehouse
clerks. They understood that these precarious jobs were much below the level and pay of the jobs
they had anticipated when making the decision to immigrate to Canada and for the most part, were
not aligned with their education or experience. However, most settle for these types of precarious
jobs to pay the bills and support themselves and their families and are often stuck in these positions
for the long-term.

Apart from the general challenges that immigrants face in their job search, our research found that
women faced compounding barriers to securing decent employment. Female participants in this
research study indicated that they face unique and specific barriers to finding adequate employment
such as language barriers, limited transportation, childcare responsibilities, difficulty in accessing
technology and navigating online spaces.

As the primary caretaker of the family in many South Asian immigrant families, the burden of family
responsibilities and childcare continues to fall on women’s shoulders even when they immigrate to
Canada. The unaffordable cost of childcare is a significant barrier to women in low-income families
who want to secure employment and support their families. In some cases, some female participants
in the study resorted to operating their own businesses from home including selling clothing,
stitching clothes, or catering services.

F O C U S  O N  T E M P O R A R Y  W O R K  I N S T E A D  O F  D E C E N T  W O R K
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Female participants also indicated that they struggled more to find decent work due to language
barriers. Since they are required to be at home to take on family and childcare responsibilities, while
their male counterparts venture out to look for employment, their exposure to the outside world is
limited. They are not able to practice their English language skills or boost their confidence through
interactions with potential employers. Moreover, some female participants indicated that they are not
familiar with navigating online information or networking sites such as LinkedIn, putting them at a
disadvantage compared to those who are internet and social media savvy. 

Key informants raised another alarming issue in that their female clients in general face more
bullying, harassment, and racism than their male counterparts in the workplace. This is even worse
for immigrant and newcomer women. This kind of treatment leads to more damage to confidence, so
they do not tend to speak up or raise their voice against unfair treatment towards them. This is
especially true for older South Asian women. 

Finally, a gender-race wage gap continues to persist even with all of the work that has gone in for
‘equal pay for equal work’.  For example, a racialized woman earns 58 cents to $1 earned by their
non-racialized male counterparts even when controlled for similar roles and responsibilities.

Research participants also highlighted heightened challenges for those members of South Asian
communities with disabilities. Participants with disabilities indicated that they usually pursue
precarious or survival jobs due to fear of being discriminated against not only in the job searching
process but also in the workplace. They are also afraid or hesitant to reveal their disabilities for fear
of being rejected from the position. Consequently, accommodations are not given which puts the
performance of the disabled workers at a disadvantage. 

Key informants revealed that their clients who are South Asians immigrants with disabilities face a lot
of discrimination and harassment in the workplace and there is a significant lack 
of awareness of their human rights and regulations that are supposed to protect 
them. As a result, they have significant difficulty in trying to incentivize their 
employers to make workplaces more accessible. It was also noted that 
clients of key informants sometimes find it discouraging to take on 
part-time work as it can result in significant reductions in their Ontario 
Disability Support Program (ODSP).
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More affordable education and training programs are needed since new immigrants have
financial constraints that prevent them from accessing these programs. Training programs
should also be language accessible for South Asians and available for all working schedules. 
Affordable childcare will allow parents, especially women, to not only search and pursue
employment, but to also get involved in other training activities, such as ESL, volunteering, etc.
In order increase female participation in the workforce for South Asian newcomers, ensuring
affordable childcare is critical. 
A temporary tax bracket for newcomers should exist which will allow them to support
themselves and get settled. More subsidized housing for newcomers is needed so that most
of their income does not go towards rent or mortgage payments.
Greater networking and resume building workshops with easier referral systems offered by
support workers who can speak the same language or have the same background as the
newcomers is essential. Having a shared language or background can allow clients to feel more
comfortable and less stressed.

There are many barriers and challenges that South Asian immigrants and newcomers face when
searching for meaningful employment. To alleviate these barriers and challenges, research
participants also had their own suggestions for changes in the employment sector. These
suggestions also influenced the Policy Recommendations Report.

According to the World Health Organization, the social determinants of health are the conditions in
which people are born, grow, live, work and age. These circumstances in Canada can be shaped by
the distribution of power, resources and privilege, history, and systemic racism.
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Culturally appropriate mental health support for immigrants is also strongly needed. The
process of immigrating to a new country, handling financial constraints, and looking for
employment are just some of the stresses and anxieties that new immigrants go through. They
need strong and relevant mental health support. Culturally targeted public awareness is also
needed to target stigma around mental health as it is very strong in the South Asian community.

South Asian immigrants, especially newcomers, are often unaware of their rights in the
workplace. One major reason for this is the inaccessibility of legislation content due to language
barriers. Language- appropriate ways to inform immigrants of their rights at the workplace
must be developed and disseminated to South Asian immigrants with language and/or
accessibility barriers. 
More awareness and outreach is needed about the Employment Standards Act for
employers, and penalties need to be laid swiftly for breaking of regulations. Penalties for not
addressing health and safety issues, especially for temporary agency jobs, should be laid swiftly. 
Systems - level changes are needed to protect employees including creating an Employment
Equity legislation in Ontario and strengthening it at the Federal level which protects not only
citizens and permanent residents but also those on work permits, international students, and
temporary workers.

S U G G E S T I O N S  F O R  E M P L O Y E R S  T O  H E L P  I M M I G R A N T S  T H R I V E  I N  T H E
E M P L O Y M E N T  S E C T O R

Development of accessible and culturally tailored mentorship programs, particularly for
women. This will initiate networking and shadowing opportunities for immigrants within their
fields with more experienced people. 
Businesses need to plan for the long-term to see the benefits of having a decent wage. Equal
pay for equal work should be implemented, not just for gender but also to close the race-
based wage gap. Workers’ compensation for the same work should not vary due to their 

Workers should be given paid sick days. This can lead to greater profit as 

gender or race. Employers should also not be able to call employees ‘contractors’ just to
shoulder off the risks/responsibilities of having employees and even providing certain 
benefits.

there is then less chance of others getting sick and missing work or reducing
productivity, if the sick employee had stayed home in the first place. 
Employers should also practice fair scheduling including advance 
scheduling, not cancelling shifts, and not keeping employees on call 
without pay.
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a b o u t  t h e i r  a p p e a r a n c e ,  h o w  t h e y  s m e l l ,  h o w  t h e y  l o o k .  T h e y  a r e  n o t
b e i n g  p r o m o t e d  a n d  a r e  b e i n g  p a s s e d  u p  f o r  o t h e r s .  T h e  e v i d e n c e  i s
n o t  b e i n g  c o l l e c t e d ,  b u t  t h e r e  i s  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a t  p l a y  t h e r e .  –  K e y

I n f o r m a n t

S U G G E S T I O N
B O X
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In the second phase of this project, CASSA developed policy recommendations that have been
informed by the data collected in this Needs Assessment Report. These were also supplemented by
an environmental scan of which policies currently exist, which legislations are working, and what
other changes employment equity advocates are calling for. Our Policy Recommendations Report
offers the context for policy reforms for employment equity for precarious workers by reviewing
relevant legislations and recent policy developments. It also presents three policy goals identified
through the Needs Assessment: 1.) proactive labour market policies to help recent immigrants
integrate into the employment sector; 2.) proactive labour market policies to ensure immigrants’ job
security after settlement; and 3.) legislation with enforcement mechanisms to ensure non-standard
employment has the same hourly pay, benefits, and protections as permanent, full-time employment.
These policy recommendations call for all levels of government (particularly provincial and federal), 
 employers, education institutions, immigration and settlement sectors, and the communities to work
together to support South Asian immigrant communities in Toronto to move towards decent
employment. 

The full Policy Recommendations Report can be found here.

South Asian immigrants in Canada face a myriad of barriers and challenges to finding decent and
meaningful employment opportunities that are in line with their educational and professional work
experiences. Despite high levels of language proficiency, education, and having years of experience
in their field, most South Asian immigrants have to start from scratch when they immigrate to
Canada due to invalidation of their experiences as “not Canadian” by employers, and dismissal of
their education credentials as “not good enough” by education institutions. Women and people with
disabilities face additional barriers and challenges to finding decent work.

South Asians immigrants in Toronto are not content with survival jobs; they aspire to have a career
which is sustainable and offers benefits to support their families. The path forward can only be that
of decent employment. Significant reforms in employment legislation that protect precarious workers,
international students, and temporary workers are needed to better protect these marginalized
individuals in the labour market. Changes also need to be made in business processes, settlement
assistance, and education regulatory bodies so that South Asian immigrants have their foreign
credentials recognized as being worthy enough for the Canadian labour market. If they are good
enough to pass the immigration system, they are good enough to have the same employment
outcomes as their non-racialized counterparts. 

In the late 1980s, CASSA was founded on the principle of supporting South Asian immigrants with
credential recognition. Over three decades later, we still see qualified South Asian immigrants
struggling to find decent employment. South Asian immigrants have faced enough of this systemic
racism, it is high time that all actors and stakeholders work together to improve their employment
outcomes.

C O N C L U S I O N

W h e n  y o u  f i r s t  c o m e  t o  C a n a d a ,  t h e r e  i s  t h i s  b o o k l e t  f o r  n e w  i m m i g r a n t s  w i t h  a  b r i g h t
p i c t u r e  o f  l i f e  i n  C a n a d a .  B u t  i n  r e a l i t y ,  y o u  d o n ’ t  s e e  t h a t .  -  F o c u s  G r o u p  P a r t i c i p a n t
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