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Abstract 

The selection of highly educated immigrants is based in part on the premise that they can better adapt to 
the labour market and will have, on average, better economic outcomes than less-educated immigrants. 
Earlier research indicates that this is the case. However, some university-educated immigrants have a 
slow start in the initial years after immigration. Little Canadian research has considered whether these 
immigrants eventually catch up with similarly educated immigrants who have early economic success. 
Likewise, it is unknown whether they outperform less-educated immigrants. Using the Longitudinal 
Immigration Database, this study looks at the long-term economic outcomes of university-educated 
economic principal applicant immigrants who immigrated at the ages of 20 to 44 during the period from 
1990 to 2014 by their earnings level in the initial years after immigration. The analysis finds that, in the 
third year after immigration, those who had no earnings or the lowest earnings during the first two years 
after immigration experienced large observed negative earnings gaps compared with those who had 
higher initial earnings. This group also earned less than the average earnings among principal applicants 
with a high school education or less, although this gap was eliminated by the seventh or eighth year after 
immigration. The gap between university-educated immigrants with no or low initial earnings and their 
counterparts with high initial earnings persisted, although it was considerably reduced with years since 
migration. The university-educated principal applicants with high initial earnings earned 3.5 to 4.8 times 
more than those with no initial earnings or the lowest initial earnings three years after landing; by year 
15, this was reduced to 1.6 to 2.0 times more, which is still a significant gap. These general patterns held 
across different economic classes (e.g., Federal Skilled Worker Program, provincial programs and 
Canadian Experience Class). Multivariate analyses found that differences in background characteristics 
explained little of the observed gap in any given year, or of the change in the gap over time. Most of the 
explanation for the gap, and the persistence of a gap after many years in Canada, rests with other factors 
that are not empirically examined in this study, including (1) unobserved characteristics such as 
motivation, interpersonal skills, and the quality of the university education or job experience; (2) the 
inability to sufficiently improve human capital for a host of possible reasons; or (3) the possibility of 
scarring, whereby a poor initial employment experience leads to poorer economic outcomes in the longer 
run. It is likely that all these possibilities play some role in the persistent gap. 
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Introduction  

The selection of highly educated economic immigrants is based, in part, on the premise that they can 
better adapt to labour market change than less-educated immigrants. As a result, it is expected that they 
will experience superior economic outcomes in the longer run. Earlier research indicates that, on average, 
this premise holds (Picot, Hou & Qiu, 2016). However, little is known about whether it holds for all highly 
educated immigrants. Some university-educated immigrants may experience very poor economic 
outcomes—either no earnings or very low earnings—during the first few years in Canada.  

While there has been considerable work on the average economic outcomes of university-educated 
immigrants, little is known regarding the array of such outcomes. How many have very good economic 
outcomes and how many have poor outcomes during the first couple of years in Canada? What does the 
economic future in Canada hold for those with poor initial outcomes? Is there a convergence over time 
with their initially more economically successful counterparts?  

To address these questions, this study examines the association between earnings in the initial year after 
immigration and long-term earnings among university-educated immigrants, particularly the long-term 
economic outcomes of university-educated immigrants who had a slow start with respect to earnings in 
the initial years after immigration. Specifically, the paper focuses on (1) the distribution of the initial 
earnings status of university-educated principal applicants in the economic class; (2) whether the 
earnings gaps between the initially more and less successful close over time; (3) whether the tendency 
for the earnings gaps to close has improved with each successive entering cohort; (4) the extent to which 
immigrant background characteristics can explain the earnings gaps, and the potential narrowing of the 
gaps; and (5) whether there are differences between the immigrant classes (i.e., Federal Skilled Worker 
Program [FSWP], provincial programs and Canadian Economic Class [CEC]) in the earnings gaps and 
trajectories. 

Background 

Human capital model of immigrant selection  

The human capital immigration selection model is based on the premise that higher-skilled immigrants 
have better economic outcomes than lower-skilled immigrants and a greater resiliency to adapt to 
changing labour market conditions (Section 12(1) of the 2001 Immigration and Refugee Protection Act). 
Education is one of the main criteria upon which the potential to become economically established is 
based (Bonikowska et al., 2015; Picot, Hou & Qiu, 2016). Evidence suggests that the Canadian human 
capital selection model has been quite successful in terms of the labour market outcomes of economic 
principal applicant immigrants (OECD, 2019). The literature draws a clear link between highly skilled 
immigrants, particularly those with high education levels and a good command of one of the two official 
languages, and the ability to integrate into the Canadian labour market (e.g., OECD, 2017; Picot, Hou, & 
Qiu, 2016).   

The human capital model predicts consistent and predictable patterns of immigrant labour market 
behaviours over time. Research regularly shows that immigrant labour market outcomes improve with 
time spent in Canada. Poorer economic outcomes during the early years in Canada are mostly attributed 
to new immigrants’ lack of human capital specific to the domestic labour market (e.g., limited official 
language knowledge, limited labour market information, foreign credential recognition challenges) and 
lack of professional and social networks. As the period of time spent in Canada increases, immigrants 
add domestic human capital to their foreign human capital by acquiring local labour market knowledge 
and skills.   
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Traditionally, attaining a university education has been a key measure of human capital and a good 
predictor of success in the labour market among immigrants. Education has been used as a key criterion 
in immigration selection in Canada, and the educational level of new economic immigrants has increased 
much faster than among the Canadian-born population in recent decades. The expectation is that higher 
educational levels allow immigrants to bring the skills needed in a knowledge-based economy and to 
adjust better to both cyclical and structural changes in the labour market than those with lower educational 
levels. However, the earnings advantage among university-educated immigrants has changed in the 
recent past. Picot, Hou and Qiu (2016) found that the earnings advantage at entry for new immigrants 
with a university degree relative to that of people with a high school education decreased dramatically 
over the last 30 years. Nevertheless, university-educated immigrants had a much steeper earnings 
trajectory than immigrants with trades or a high school education; the earnings advantage among highly 
educated immigrants increased significantly with time spent in Canada. This pattern was observed for all 
immigrant classes and arrival cohorts. As a result, the authors suggested that short-run economic 
outcomes of immigrants are not good predictors of longer-run results, at least by educational attainment 
(e.g., the more highly educated continue to do better in the long run).1 

Average labour market outcomes mask considerable variation. Some higher-educated individuals enjoy 
good initial labour market outcomes; others earn much less than the average. One study found that in 
2016, 35% of recent immigrants (immigrated to Canada 1 to 10 years earlier) with a university degree 
worked in jobs that required no more than a high school education, compared with 16% of Canadian-
born youth (Hou, Lu & Schimmele, 2020). 

What happens when a university-educated immigrant does not have early labour market success? There 
are two main schools of thought on the resulting longer-term earnings trajectories: (1) earnings catch-up 
or (2) continued inferior earnings outcomes because of either labour market scarring or unobserved 
heterogeneity, whereby unobserved characteristics that result in poor initial outcomes also negatively 
affect longer-term outcomes.   

On the one hand, the resiliency to adapt to changing needs of the labour market would result in rapid 
growth in earnings. Skill sets related to in-depth knowledge in a field, general or transferable work skills, 
and soft skills can help immigrants achieve economic success over years spent in Canada. In addition, 
higher education is expected to help develop skills often referred to as transversal skills (OECD, 2017), 
including literacy and numeracy; problem solving, analytical reasoning and critical thinking; and social 
and emotional skills such as communication, teamwork, perseverance, initiative, leadership and self-
organization. These are also essential to the success of individuals in the labour market. These skills 
may become more effective as immigrants stay longer in the receiving country and result in some catch-
up among university-educated immigrants who had a slow start with respect to earnings in the labour 
market. 

On the other hand, there is a body of research to suggest that the early employment experiences of 
skilled immigrants may have longer-term impacts on their labour market outcomes. The notion is that the 
more challenging the first job, the more skills and experiences will be accumulated within that job. This 
additional qualification further increases the opportunities for a higher-paying second job. In turn, a 
higher-paying second job will increase chances for a good third job, and so on (Belfi et al., 2021). Belfi et 
al. (2021, p. 5) argued that “problems in finding an initial job may result in a so-called scarring effect, 
which may form a negative signal for later employers. This is because there are certain norms regarding 
how an individual’s career develops over time and which achievements are appropriate given one’s 
career stage. The further one falls behind the ‘normal’ career timetable, the more likely one is to be 

 
1. The study found that the earnings advantage of university-educated immigrants over less educated immigrants (trades and 

high school graduates) increased significantly with time spent in Canada. In the longer run, the highly educated immigrants 
continued to have a significant earnings advantage over the less educated immigrants, even among the early-2000s cohort, 
for whom the economic benefits of a degree at entry fell to virtually zero. 
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viewed unfavourably by prospective future employers (Verbruggen et al., 2015).” The principle of path 
dependency2 points to the importance of initial labour market experiences for longer-term economic 
outcomes—even among those with higher education. However, path dependency is difficult to empirically 
establish.3   

A recent study reported mixed results on the association between early adverse labour market 
experiences in the destination country and immigrants’ long-term earnings. Zhang and Banerjee (2021) 
found that part-time employment was negatively associated with long-term earnings trajectories, 
particularly for female immigrants, although they were unable to differentiate voluntary from involuntary 
part-time employment. They also found that male immigrants who were occupationally mismatched4 in 
the medium term also faced a long-term wage penalty. However, months of joblessness and working in 
occupations outside their main occupation early on had little effect on longer-term economic outcomes. 
Based on the mixed findings, the authors argued that immigrants’ early difficulties regarding part-time 
employment had some effect on longer-term outcomes,5 although other factors were found to have little 
or no effect. 

Finally, characteristics that are not captured and observed in the selection system, such as motivation, 
skill in interpersonal relations, education quality and other unobserved factors that affect earnings, can 
result in poor initial earnings, as well as continued inferior earnings outcomes in the longer run.  

Transferability of foreign educational credentials 

The higher the level of education, the easier it tends to be for immigrants to integrate into the labour 
market. Still, there appears to be a large element of non-transferability of education and work experience 
acquired overseas, particularly for immigrants from developing source countries (Li & Sweetman, 2014; 
Picot, Hou & Crossman, 2022). There may be a number of reasons for the non-transferability of some 
foreign education. First, it may be of lower quality than education obtained in Canada. Second, because 
Canadian employers may be risk averse and have imperfect knowledge of foreign credentials, full 
compensation may not be given to foreign credentials. Moreover, transferability of education can be 
severely limited by a lack of knowledge of either official language (e.g., Goldmann et al., 2011; Ferrer et 
al., 2006). Third, there may be discrimination against immigrant degree holders based on 
sociodemographic factors (Oreopoulos, 2011). Fourth, even conditional on education quality, there may 
be considerable variation in the abilities of university graduates. 

To address issues of foreign credential recognition among skilled immigrants, the Government of Canada 
has introduced several initiatives over the past two decades. Banerjee et al. (2021, p. 359) described 
these initiatives, which “include regulations to ensure fair access for occupational licensing bodies, bridge 
training, mentorship programs, and professionally focused language training programs (Reitz, Curtis, & 

 
2. Path dependency exists when the outcome of a process depends on its history, a sequence of decisions made by agents 

and resulting outcomes, and not only on contemporary conditions (Baláž and Williams, 2007). 
3. Unless detailed controls for standardized academic performance and unobservable individual characteristics are available 

(and they are notoriously hard to get), it is difficult to empirically distinguish a path dependency effect from a “lower-ability” 
effect on subsequent earnings growth. 

4. Zhang and Banerjee (2021) compared intended occupation in the landing file with the occupation held at each interview in 
the Extended Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Canada. If the first two digits of the occupational classification (National 
Occupational Classification) codes were not the same, it was considered an occupational mismatch. The authors noted that 
occupational mismatch does not necessarily mean downward occupation placement, since their sample included both 
upward and downward mismatch (downward mismatch represented more than 80% of the occupation mismatch). 

5. Zhang and Banerjee (2021) acknowledged that relatively poor early labour market outcomes may be related to an 
unmeasured latent variable, for example, ability or motivation, which, in turn, is related to employment earnings. The authors 
argued that the longitudinal panel data and growth curve modelling used allowed the incorporation of individual heterogeneity 
as an error term. 
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Elrick, 2014). In addition to these efforts, Canada has introduced various new economic immigration 
streams over the years in an attempt to address the problem of skill devaluation. These include the 
Canada Experience Class, the Provincial Nomination Program, and the Express Entry (EE) system, all 
designed with features to bring selection more closely in line with the actual needs of employers.” 

In 2013, Canada introduced the requirement for a formal educational credential assessment (ECA) for 
applicants in the FSWP category to determine whether a foreign educational credential is authentic and 
equivalent to a completed credential in Canada. Banerjee et al. (2021) found that the ECA requirement 
is positively related to early employment rates and earnings for both male and female skilled worker 
immigrants. However, this effect was limited to those with no previous employment experience in 
Canada. Their study also found that, even with the ECA requirement, significant differences in the 
earnings of immigrants from different source regions remained.  

Also, the share of economic immigrants with Canadian education has been rising. Over the 2000-to-2019 
period, the share of new economic principal applicant immigrants with Canadian study experience 
increased from 6% to 38% (Crossman & Hou, 2022). Immigrants with Canadian study experience tend 
to be younger, more educated, more likely to speak an official language and much more likely to have 
pre-admission earnings in Canada than immigrants who did not study in Canada (Crossman & Hou, 
2022). Crossman and Hou (2022) found that the benefit of Canadian study experience grew in the longer 
term and that, a decade after immigration, economic immigrants with at least one year of Canadian study 
experience had higher earnings than those without such experience.  

Overall, higher education is expected to play a key role in the upskilling (improving existing skills) and 
reskilling (learning new skills) of individuals throughout their lives to enhance employability. University-
educated immigrants are viewed as more adaptable to changing demands of the labour market. At the 
same time, there is variation in the initial labour market experiences of university-educated immigrants, 
and early outcomes may have longer-term individual economic consequences. Some of this may have 
to do with the transferability of foreign credentials or other factors, including heterogeneity of unobserved 
worker abilities. These compounding factors invite the question of what happens to university-educated 
immigrants who have a slow start in earnings after immigration. To what extent does early success 
matter?   

Data, measures and methods 

Data 

This study used the Longitudinal Immigration Database (IMDB), which combines the landing records and 
annual tax information of immigrants (Statistics Canada, 2021). Immigrants who have filed at least one 
tax return since 1982 are included in the database. The landing records contain immigrant characteristics 
at the time of landing, including education, age, admission category (e.g., economic class, family class 
and refugee), source country and self-reported ability to speak an official language. Tax records provide 
information on annual income and place of residence. The IMDB data used in this study cover landing 
information up to 2020 and tax information up to 2019. 

The analysis focused on principal applicants in the economic class who were aged 20 to 44 at the time 
of immigration and arrived in Canada from 1990 to 2014. The choice of 2014 as the last arrival year was 
to ensure immigrants’ earnings trajectories could be observed for at least five years after immigration. 
The upper age limit was chosen because the analysis traced immigrants’ earnings trajectories up to 20 
years after immigration, and some immigrants would be approaching the common retirement age by then. 
About 87% of all economic principal applicants who arrived in the study period were aged 20 to 44 at 



Research article Do university-educated immigrants recover economically from a slow start? 

Statistics Canada 7 Economic and Social Reports 
Catalogue no. 36-28-0001  Vol. 3, no.5, May 2023 

landing. The analysis was further restricted to immigrants who filed income taxes in the first two years 
after immigration, since the first two years were used to define immigrants’ initial earnings status. This 
restriction excluded about 4% of economic principal applicants in the selected age range and arrival 
period who did not file income taxes in the first two years but did so in subsequent years. The analysis of 
earnings in the subsequent years included only immigrants who reported at least $500 (in 2019 constant 
dollars) in annual earnings in a given tax year.  

Measures 

The focal variable in this study was a seven-category combination of education levels and initial earnings 
status. This variable initially divided immigrants with at least a bachelor’s degree at landing into five 
groups, based on their maximum annual employment earnings in the first two years after immigration: no 
earnings in the first two years, the lowest earnings (with positive earnings less than or equal to half the 
national median earnings6), low earnings (more than half the national median earnings and less than or 
equal to the national median earnings), high earnings (more than the national median earnings and less 
than or equal to twice the national median earnings) and the highest earnings (more than twice the 
national median earnings). Following this, immigrants without a university degree were divided into two 
groups: with a high school education or less, and with a non-university postsecondary diploma.7 

The outcome variable was annual earnings (wages and salaries plus net self-employment income) in 
2019 constant dollars. The log transformation of annual earnings was used in multivariate analysis.8 

The study used several control variables when comparing immigrants’ earnings trajectories by initial 
earnings status, including year of landing cohorts, sex, age at landing, official language knowledge at 
landing, levels of pre-landing Canadian earnings, years of pre-landing Canadian study experience, 
source region, school attendance after landing and province of residence. The landing cohorts were 
coded as five-year groups in the models for immigrants who arrived from 1990 to 2014, as two-year 
groups in subgroup analysis for immigrants who arrived in the 1990s or in the 2000s, and as one-year 
groups for immigrants who arrived from 2010 to 2014. Age at landing was coded as five groups in five-
year intervals. Official language knowledge at landing was based on the combination of mother tongue 
and self-reported knowledge of official languages: English mother tongue, French mother tongue, other 
mother tongue but spoke English, other mother tongue but spoke French, other mother tongue but spoke 
English and French, and did not speak English or French.  

The level of pre-landing Canadian earnings was based on an individual’s maximum annual earnings in 
Canada in the 10 years before acquiring permanent residency. This variable was coded into five levels 
against the national median employment earnings (measured in the year before landing): no pre-landing 
Canadian earnings, more than 0 and less than or equal to half of the national median earnings, more 
than half of the national median earnings and less than or equal to the national median earnings, more 
than the national median earnings and less than or equal to twice the national median earnings, and 
more than twice the national median earnings. Years of Canadian study experience before landing were 
based on the total duration of valid study permits an individual had before becoming a permanent 
resident. 

Source region was coded into 14 categories: the United States, Central America, the Caribbean, South 
America, Northern Europe, Western Europe, Southern Europe, Eastern Europe, Africa, Southern Asia, 

 
6. The national median earnings are derived from the Longitudinal Administrative Databank for each tax year among workers 

aged 20 to 64 with positive earnings. For example, the national median earnings (in 2019 constant dollars) were $38,600 in 
2000 and $42,700 in 2014. 

7. Those with some postsecondary education are included in the category “non-university diploma.” 
8. Workers with negative earnings because of negative self-employment income are excluded from the analysis. 
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Southeast Asia, Eastern Asia, Western Asia and others. School attendance after immigration was 
measured by months of attending full-time postsecondary education, derived from tax deductions for 
education. 

Methods 

The analysis started with a descriptive table showing the distribution of initial earnings status for 
university-educated economic principal applicants, by sex, by broad arrival cohort (the 1990s, 2000s, and 
2010 to 2014) and by admission program (FSWP, provincial programs9 and the CEC) for the last cohort 
of 2010-to-2014 landings.10 The demographic characteristics of immigrants by initial earnings status were 
presented next.   

In multivariate analyses, an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression model was constructed to estimate 
immigrants’ earnings trajectories starting from the third year after immigration (since the initial earnings 
status was based on earnings in the first two years). The model contains the seven-category initial status 
variable based on education levels and initial earnings status, years since immigration (in single years), 
the interaction between initial earnings status and years since immigration, and the selected control 
variables. The estimated earnings trajectories by initial earnings status were compared with the 
corresponding observed trajectories. The differences between the observed and estimated earnings 
trajectories reflect the effects of group differences in the control variables. The regression model was 
estimated for all economic principal applicants who arrived from 1990 to 2014; for men and women 
separately; for the three broad cohorts separately; and separately for the FSWP, provincial programs and 
the CEC in the 2010-to-2014 cohort. 

Results 

Outcomes during the first two years in Canada 

The analysis begins by showing the share of all economic immigrants (principal applicants, as well as 
spouses and dependants) who had relatively poor early economic outcomes. This is to provide an overall 
picture of the distribution of initial earnings among all economic immigrants and establish some context 
for the subsequent analysis of principal applicants. Among all economic immigrants aged 20 to 44 who 
landed from 1990 to 2014, roughly one-half had either no earnings (19%) or the lowest earnings (28%) 
during the first two years in Canada (Table 1). The latter group includes those who earned up to one-half 
the national median annual earnings. Not surprisingly, there was a significant difference between 
principal applicants and their spouses and dependants in the share who were not working during the first 
two years, at 12% among principal applicants and 31% among spouses and dependants. Overall, a little 
over one-third of principal applicants had no earnings or the lowest earnings, compared with two-thirds 
of spouses and dependants. The less-educated economic immigrants tended to have poorer economic 
outcomes during the first two years: 54% of high school graduates had no earnings or the lowest 
earnings, compared with 43% of university graduates (Table 1). 

 
9. Including the Provincial Nominee Program and the Quebec Skilled Worker Program. 
10. The CEC was implemented in September 2008; immigrants were admitted under this class starting in 2009. 
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To assess change over time, the principal applicants were divided into three entry cohorts: those who 
landed during the 1990s, those who landed during the 2000s and those who landed from 2010 to 2014. 
Overall, there were small improvements in the initial outcomes of university-educated principal 
applicants.11 The share of those with no employment during the first two years declined marginally over 
the three cohorts, from 14% for the 1990s cohort to 10% for the early 2010s cohort (Table 2). There was 
no discernible trend regarding the share of principal applicants with the lowest initial earnings.  

 
11. Entry earnings have been improving, particularly among economic immigrants, since around 2005. See Crossman, Hou, and 

Picot (2021) for a recent analysis and discussion of trends in immigrant earnings. 

No earnings

Lowest 

earnings

Low 

earnings

High 

earnings

Highest 

earnings

number 

All economic immigrants

Total 1,702,000 19.4 27.8 26.0 19.6 7.3
Less than high school 263,300 27.9 30.6 27.4 12.3 1.9
High school 126,600 21.4 32.9 27.1 15.5 3.2

Trades certificate 121,000 18.6 27.4 29.2 20.2 4.7
Non-university diploma 201,200 17.9 29.0 29.2 19.3 4.5
Bachelor's degree or higher 989,900 17.2 26.2 24.4 22.1 10.1

Principal applicants

Total 1,049,400 12.0 24.0 28.3 25.3 10.5
Less than high school 109,900 15.1 25.6 35.1 20.4 3.7
High school 55,200 12.3 26.1 32.0 23.7 5.9
Trades certificate 74,900 10.9 23.0 32.6 26.6 6.9

Non-university diploma 124,800 11.0 24.7 33.0 24.9 6.5
Bachelor's degree or higher 684,600 11.8 23.5 25.5 26.1 13.0

Spouses and dependants

Total 652,600 31.2 33.9 22.3 10.5 2.1
Less than high school 153,400 37.1 34.1 21.8 6.4 0.6
High school 71,400 28.4 38.1 23.3 9.1 1.1
Trades certificate 46,100 31.1 34.5 23.6 9.8 1.0
Non-university diploma 76,400 29.3 36.1 23.0 10.2 1.4

Bachelor's degree or higher 305,300 29.4 32.2 21.9 13.1 3.4

Table 1

Distribution of earnings in the first two years after immigration among economic immigrants aged 20 

to 44 at landing who arrived from 1990 to 2014, by application status and education

Earnings status in the first two years after immigration

percent

Source: 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

Number of 

observations



Research article Do university-educated immigrants recover economically from a slow start? 

Statistics Canada 10 Economic and Social Reports 
Catalogue no. 36-28-0001  Vol. 3, no.5, May 2023 

 

The 2010-to-2014 cohort is used to assess the difference among immigrant classes in early outcomes. 
Early outcomes were poorest among federal skilled workers (39% had no earnings or the lowest 
earnings), somewhat better among provincial nominees (34%) and best among CEC immigrants (12%; 
Table 2).12 

Interestingly, a significant proportion of principal applicants had very successful economic outcomes 
during the first two years, earning more than twice the national median annual earnings (the highest 
earnings category). However, the share with such outcomes declined from the 1990s cohort to the early 
2010s cohort, from 17% to 13% (Table 2). The CEC generated the highest share of highest earners (at 
one-third), followed by the FSWP (13%) and the provincial programs (11%).  

Economic principal applicants with poor initial earnings outcomes differed in a number of ways from those 
with early success (Table 3). Those with no earnings or the lowest earnings tended to be older, more 
likely not to speak English or French, and less likely to have English or French as their mother tongue. 
The largest difference between the two groups was related to Canadian work experience before landing. 
The share of principal applicants with such experience was relatively small among those with no earnings 
(8%) or the lowest earnings (17%), compared with much larger shares among those with higher earnings 
(33%) and among those with the highest earnings (49%). Immigrants with poorer initial earnings 
outcomes were also less likely to have Canadian study experience. Source country also played a role, 
and principal applicants with superior early earnings were more likely to come from Western and Northern 
Europe and less likely to come from Africa, Eastern Asia and Western Asia (Table 3). 

 
12. The other economic class principal applicants were mostly in caregiver programs. 

No earnings

Lowest 

earnings

Low 

earnings

High 

earnings

Highest 

earnings

number 

All 684,600 11.8 23.5 25.5 26.1 13.0

Sex

Men 446,000 11.0 21.8 23.1 27.8 16.4

Women 238,600 13.4 26.6 30.1 23.1 6.9

Landing cohorts

1990 to 1999 155,100 13.7 21.2 21.1 27.2 16.8

2000 to 2009 333,800 11.9 25.4 26.2 25.2 11.4

2010 to 2014 195,700 10.2 22.0 28.0 27.0 12.9

Admission program in the 2010-to-2014 cohort

Federal Skilled Worker Program 62,700 14.2 24.6 23.8 24.2 13.2

Provincial programs 93,100 10.3 23.2 27.8 27.4 11.3

Canadian Experience Class 19,300 3.4 8.7 16.1 39.2 32.6

Other economic classes 20,600 3.6 20.9 52.4 21.9 1.3

Table 2

Distribution of earnings in the first two years after immigration among university-educated economic 

principal applicants aged 20 to 44 at landing who arrived from 1990 to 2014, by gender and arrival cohort

Earnings status in the first two years after immigration

Source: 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

percent

Number of 

observations
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No earnings

Lowest 

earnings

Low 

earnings

High 

earnings

Highest 

earnings

Men 59.0 60.1 58.8 69.2 81.6

Age at immigration

20 to 24 1.1 2.1 2.5 3.5 2.1
25 to 29 16.8 23.7 25.7 31.1 26.0

30 to 34 31.6 33.0 32.3 31.9 33.6
35 to 39 29.7 25.3 23.9 21.4 24.3
40 to 44 20.9 16.0 15.5 12.1 14.0

Educational level at immigration

Bachelor's degree 65.8 67.7 74.2 69.9 57.5
Master's degree 28.6 28.7 23.3 25.6 31.2
Doctorate 5.6 3.7 2.5 4.5 11.3

Self-reported official language ability

Not speaking English or French 15.4 15.0 9.7 7.2 4.7
Other mother tongue, speaking English and French 21.0 18.6 14.0 12.4 8.8
Other mother tongue, speaking French 6.2 4.7 2.9 1.6 0.6

Other mother tongue, speaking English 51.8 54.7 65.1 64.8 61.0
Mother tongue French 2.4 4.2 4.5 6.4 5.5
Mother tongue English 3.4 2.9 3.8 7.6 19.3

With Canadian work experience 7.6 17.2 26.4 32.9 49.1
With Canadian study experience 8.2 13.4 12.9 20.2 18.0

Source region

Central America 0.9 0.9 1.0 1.5 1.8
Caribbean 0.9 1.3 1.3 1.4 1.1

South America 3.8 3.4 2.9 3.8 4.9
Western Europe 1.3 2.1 2.7 5.5 7.3
Northern Europe 3.3 2.8 2.3 3.8 9.9
Southern Europe 0.7 0.7 0.9 1.1 1.2
Eastern Europe 8.5 9.2 9.1 10.6 9.2

Africa 15.9 13.9 10.7 9.1 9.1
Southern Asia 13.1 17.2 19.5 19.7 20.1
Southeast Asia 3.6 9.1 24.9 18.6 7.0
Eastern Asia 29.6 26.8 17.3 16.4 14.2

Western Asia 16.9 11.8 6.6 6.6 7.4
Other regions 1.0 0.5 0.4 0.7 1.8
United States 0.4 0.4 0.4 1.2 4.8

Months attending postsecondary schools in the first two 

years after immigration 3.2 4.2 2.0 1.0 0.5

percent

Table 3

Sociodemographic characteristics of university-educated principal applicants in the economic class 

aged 20 to 44 at landing who arrived from 1990 to 2014, by level of initial earnings 
Earnings status in the first two years after immigration

Source: 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

months
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Did those with poor initial outcomes close the earnings gap with those who 
had early success? 

Unadjusted results 

Do economic principal applicants with initially poor economic outcomes experience a partial or complete 
closing of the earnings gap with those who had been relatively more successful? To answer this question, 
median earnings for three different landing cohorts of principal applicants—the 1990s, 2000s and early 
2010s cohorts—were tracked longitudinally to 2019. For university-educated economic principal 
applicants, early success status was determined by entry earnings during the first two years after 
immigration. Five categories of entry earnings, from no earnings to the highest earnings (see the 
Measures section for more details) were used. In addition, median earnings were tracked for two other 
groups: economic principal applicants entering with a non-university postsecondary certification, and 
those with a high school education or less. 

The analysis first examined all economic principal applicants immigrating to Canada from 1990 to 2014. 
By the third year after immigration, median earnings were lowest among university-educated principal 
applicants who had no earnings or the lowest earnings (up to one-half of the national median earnings) 
during the first two years.13 The average earnings for this group were also lower than those of entering 
principal applicants with a high school education or less, or a non-university postsecondary certification 
(Chart 1). However, the earnings trajectory of university-educated principal applicants with no initial 
earnings or the lowest initial earnings was steeper than that of principal applicants with less than a 
university education. Even university-educated immigrants with the poorest initial outcomes appeared to 
adapt better to labour market conditions in the longer run than immigrants with less education. By roughly 
the eighth year after immigration, the median earnings of university-educated immigrants with poor initial 
earnings surpassed those of immigrants with a high school education or less.  

 

 
13. This analysis focuses on 3, 7, 15 and 20 years after landing to assess short-term, medium-term and longer-term earnings 

outcomes.   
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Chart 1
Median earnings among economic principal applicants aged 20 to 44 at landing who arrived from 1990 
to 2014, by initial earnings status and years since immigration

2019 dollars

Source: 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.
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This paper primarily focuses on the gap between university-educated principal applicants without initial 
earnings or the lowest initial earnings outcomes and those with high initial earnings outcomes. The 
median earnings gap (in ratio) between these groups narrowed significantly between year 3 and year 7 
after immigration and then remained more or less stable (Table 4). 

 

By the third year after immigration, the median earnings of those with initially high earnings were 4.8 
times the earnings of those with no earnings initially (during the first two years). By the seventh year, the 
gap had declined significantly; this ratio fell to 2.2 and remained around 2.0 by year 15 and year 20 (Table 
4). A similar pattern was observed for those with the lowest earnings initially. The earnings of those with 
initially higher earnings were 3.5 times the earnings of those with the lowest initial earnings, falling to 2.0 
times higher by year 7, and then to around 1.7 times higher by year 20. 

This pattern can also be examined using the difference in earnings levels rather than in the ratios. In this 
case, a significant decline in the gap was observed between years 3 and 7, as before, but then the gap 
remained constant or, in the case of those with no earnings, increased between years 7 and 20 (Table 4). 

There is some evidence to suggest that there was a marginally greater decline in the gap among later 
cohorts than earlier cohorts. For example, among the 1990s cohort, by the seventh year after immigration, 
those with high initial earnings earned 2.6 times more than those with no initial earnings. Among the 
2000s cohort, this ratio fell to 2.2, and to 2.0 among the 2010-to-2014 cohort. A similar pattern was 
observed for those with the lowest earnings (Table 4). 

The overall finding based on the unadjusted (actual) results is that university-educated economic principal 
applicants who initially had no earnings or the lowest earnings substantially reduced the earnings gap 
with other principal applicants during the first seven or eight years after immigration. After that time, there 
was relatively little change in the earnings gaps, which remained considerable. By the 15th year after 
immigration, those with high initial earnings continued to earn from 1.6 to 2.0 times (or $31,000 to $44,000 
in 2019 constant dollars) more than those with no initial earnings or the lowest initial earnings (Table 4). 

No 

earnings

Lowest 

earnings

Low 

earnings

High 

earnings

Highest 

earnings

High to no 

earnings

High to 

lowest 

earnings

High 

minus no 

earnings

High minus 

lowest 

earnings

1990 to 2014 

3 11,800 16,200 32,000 56,700 104,900 4.8 3.5 44,900 40,500

7 30,600 34,300 42,900 67,700 115,200 2.2 2.0 37,100 33,400
15 42,000 49,900 55,300 81,400 123,200 1.9 1.6 39,400 31,500
20 39,900 50,200 55,700 83,400 124,200 2.1 1.7 43,500 33,200

1990 to 1999

3 12,000 15,200 29,900 56,200 99,000 4.7 3.7 44,200 41,000
7 26,000 32,500 42,200 67,100 109,900 2.6 2.1 41,100 34,600
15 35,900 46,400 52,800 79,600 121,700 2.2 1.7 43,700 33,200
20 39,900 50,200 55,700 83,400 124,200 2.1 1.7 43,500 33,200

2000 to 2009 

3 11,700 15,900 31,900 56,000 105,400 4.8 3.5 44,300 40,100
7 31,500 34,400 43,100 67,900 117,200 2.2 2.0 36,400 33,500
15 47,400 51,900 57,000 82,700 124,800 1.7 1.6 35,300 30,800

2010 to 2014

3 11,800 17,400 33,100 58,300 110,400 4.9 3.4 46,500 40,900
7 33,600 35,200 43,000 67,900 119,300 2.0 1.9 34,300 32,700

Table 4

Median earnings and earnings gaps of university-educated principal applicants aged 20 to 44 at landing, 

by landing cohort

2019 dollars

Source: 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

Median earnings by initial earnings status

Landing cohort and 

years since landing

Difference in ratio

2019 dollars percent

Difference in level
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There was also some evidence to suggest that the gap was reduced marginally more among more recent 
cohorts. 

Multivariate analysis 

The difference in earnings trajectories between groups could be partly because of differences in their 
characteristics and place of residence. To account for such differences, an OLS regression was run with 
the log of earnings as a dependent variable. The primary independent variable has seven categories 
indicating the main groups of interest.14 The earnings trajectories were assessed for each of the seven 
groups. Control variables included landing cohort, sex, age at landing, official language knowledge at 
landing, levels of pre-landing Canadian earnings, years of pre-landing Canadian study experience, 
source region, school attendance after landing and province of residence. The model also included years 
since migration and the interaction between years since migration and initial earnings status. This model 
produces the adjusted earnings trajectories. For any given year, the difference between the unadjusted 
and adjusted log earnings indicates the extent to which the control variables account for the earnings 
gaps between groups. Regression models were run for the entire group of immigrants who arrived from 
1990 to 2014, as well as those landing during the 1990s, the 2000s and from 2010 to 2014. 

The coefficients in the model using all economic principal applicants who immigrated from 1990 to 2014 
are shown in Appendix Table A.1. The sign and significance of coefficients15 were as expected, except 
perhaps for the source region variable coefficients.16  

The adjusted log earnings of university-educated principal applicants with no initial earnings or the lowest 
initial earnings were initially below the adjusted log earnings of those with a high school education. 
However, the earnings trajectory was steeper for those with a university education. By the eighth or ninth 
year after immigration, the earnings of university-educated principal applicants with the poorest initial 
outcomes surpassed the average earnings of those with a high school education or less (Chart 2) and 
eventually reached the average log earnings of those with a non-university postsecondary certification 
(except those without initial earnings).  

 
14. Consisting of five earnings levels for university-educated immigrants, ranging from no earnings to the highest earnings, plus 

two education categories: high school education or less and non-university postsecondary certification. 
15. To save space, the coefficients on the dummy variables that interact single years since landing with the initial earnings status 

variable are excluded from the table. 
16. All source regions have positive coefficients, indicating that being from the United States (the reference group) results in 

lower earnings than being from any other region, something not usually observed. This result is because of the presence of 
other control variables in the regression model. Immigrants from the United States tend to have high initial earnings, strong 
English language skills and high pre-landing earnings. Once these factors are controlled for, these immigrants no longer 
have higher earnings than other immigrants. The coefficients suggest that there is no positive “United States effect” 
independent of the other control variables.  



Research article Do university-educated immigrants recover economically from a slow start? 

Statistics Canada 15 Economic and Social Reports 
Catalogue no. 36-28-0001  Vol. 3, no.5, May 2023 

 

Regarding changes over time in the earnings gap between university-educated economic principal 
applicants with poor and very good initial earnings outcomes, the adjusted results based on all principal 
applicants who immigrated over the 1990-to-2014 period show that, in year 3, those with high initial 
earnings earned 1.08 log points (or 194%) more than those with the lowest initial earnings (Table 5). By 
year 7, the gap had reduced significantly to 0.60 log points (or 83%), and it continued to decline to 0.45 
log points (56%) by year 15 and to 0.43 (54%) by year 20. 

 

The adjusted results for the three separate cohorts—the 1990s, 2000s and 2010-to-2014 cohorts—were 
similar (Table 5).  
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No earnings Non-university diploma High school or less

Chart 2
Adjusted log earnings among economic principal applicants aged 20 to 44 at landing who arrived from 
1990 to 2014, by initial earnings status and years since immigration

log points

Source: 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

No earnings

Lowest 

earnings

Low 

earnings

High 

earnings

Highest 

earnings

High minus 

no earnings

High minus 

lowest 

earnings

1990 to 2014 

3 9.47 9.75 10.29 10.82 11.38 1.36 1.08
7 10.28 10.36 10.57 10.96 11.41 0.68 0.60

15 10.57 10.69 10.82 11.13 11.51 0.56 0.45
20 10.57 10.74 10.87 11.17 11.51 0.60 0.43

1990 to 1999

3 9.42 9.66 10.21 10.77 11.33 1.35 1.11

7 10.11 10.25 10.50 10.89 11.36 0.79 0.64
15 10.39 10.56 10.72 11.03 11.40 0.64 0.47
20 10.46 10.63 10.76 11.05 11.38 0.58 0.42

2000 to 2009 

3 9.44 9.71 10.27 10.81 11.38 1.36 1.09
7 10.27 10.33 10.55 10.94 11.40 0.67 0.61
15 10.61 10.67 10.80 11.11 11.47 0.50 0.44

2010 to 2014

3 9.44 9.79 10.33 10.82 11.30 1.39 1.04
7 10.36 10.40 10.60 10.96 11.32 0.60 0.55

Source: 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

Table 5

Estimated log earnings and log earnings gaps of university-educated economic principal applicants 

aged 20 to 44 at landing, by landing cohort

Landing cohort and 

years since landing

Log earnings by initial earnings status Difference in log earnings

log points
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It is quite plausible that some economic principal applicants experience initially poor outcomes and a 
continued large earnings gap with other principal applicants because of differences between them and 
others regarding official language ability at landing, pre-landing Canadian work experience, location of 
residence and other characteristics. The difference in any earnings gap between the adjusted and 
unadjusted results indicates the extent to which the control variables account for the initial observed gap 
(Table 6). 

 

To demonstrate this calculation, note that the university-educated economic principal applicants with the 
lowest earnings during the first two years had unadjusted earnings in year 3 that were 1.28 log points 
lower than the earnings of the high initial earners (Table 6). The adjusted results for this same 
comparison indicated a gap of 1.08 log points. Hence, the difference between the adjusted and 
unadjusted earnings gaps (0.20 log points) indicates that 16% of the earnings gap was accounted for by 
the control variables (i.e., 0.20/1.28). The remainder of the gap is attributable to unknown factors not 
included in the regression. 

Regarding the gap between those with no initial earnings and high initial earnings, the proportion of the 
gap accounted for by the control variables was evaluated for selected years since landing (Table 6). The 
share of the observed gap accounted for by the control variables ranged from 11% to 24%. The same 
calculations were carried out for the gap between those with low initial earnings and high initial earnings. 
In this case, the share of the observed gap accounted for by the control variables ranged from 13% to 
23%. In no case did the control variables account for a large proportion of the gap in any given year since 
immigration in any given cohort; other unknown factors accounted for most of the earnings gaps. 

High minus 

no earnings

High minus 

lowest 

earnings

High minus 

no earnings

High minus 

lowest 

earnings

High minus 

no earnings

High minus 

lowest 

earnings

High minus 

no earnings

High minus 

lowest 

earnings

1990 to 2014 

3 1.57 1.28 1.36 1.08 0.21 0.20 13 16

7 0.83 0.72 0.68 0.60 0.15 0.12 18 16

15 0.67 0.53 0.56 0.45 0.11 0.08 17 15

20 0.71 0.51 0.60 0.43 0.11 0.08 15 15

1990 to 1999

3 1.52 1.28 1.35 1.11 0.17 0.17 11 13

7 0.92 0.74 0.79 0.64 0.13 0.10 15 14

15 0.77 0.56 0.64 0.47 0.13 0.09 17 16

20 0.71 0.51 0.58 0.42 0.13 0.09 18 17

2000 to 2009 

3 1.56 1.28 1.36 1.09 0.19 0.19 12 15

7 0.80 0.72 0.67 0.61 0.13 0.11 16 15

15 0.60 0.51 0.50 0.44 0.10 0.08 17 15

2010 to 2014

3 1.63 1.27 1.39 1.04 0.25 0.24 15 19

7 0.79 0.72 0.60 0.55 0.19 0.17 24 23

Source: 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

Landing 

cohort and 

years since 

landing

Difference  between 

observed and adjusted 

gaps

Table 6

Differences in observed and adjusted gaps in log earnings of university-educated economic principal 

applicants with no initial earnings or the lowest initial earnings relative to those with high initial earnings

Observed gap in log 

earnings

Adjusted gap in log 

earnings

Difference as percentage of 

unadjusted gap

log points percent
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In terms of change over time in the gap, results were similar for the observed and adjusted earnings 
gaps17 (Table 6). This indicates that differences in characteristics between those with low and high initial 
earnings outcomes had little effect on the closing of the gaps. The partial closing of the gaps was primarily 
related to other unknown factors. 

Furthermore, the adjusted results indicated that a significant earnings gap continued to exist, even after 
controlling for differences in the background variables noted earlier.  

The above analyses were also done separately for male and female economic principal applicants who 
landed from 1990 to 2014, and the general patterns for both sexes were similar, with some minor 
differences. The gap in observed log earnings between those without earnings in the initial two years 
after immigration and those with high initial earnings was larger but narrowed more quickly over time 
among women than among men. Among women, the selected control variables accounted for 10% to 
13% of the observed earnings gaps between those with no earnings or the lowest earnings and those 
with high earnings, depending on years since immigration. Among men, the corresponding shares were 
somewhat higher, from 13% to 19%. 

Differences in the earnings gaps by admission class 

Earnings trajectories vary by economic class. Earlier research found that federal skilled workers tended 
to have lower earnings outcomes initially than provincial nominees but surpassed them a few years after 
immigration. Members of the CEC had higher earnings initially than the other two classes, and this 
advantage tended to persist (Hou, Crossman & Picot, 2020). This section considers whether the tendency 
of immigrants who had no earnings or low earnings to catch up to those with initially high earnings varied 
by economic class, and whether the control variables played a different role across economic classes in 
explaining the earnings gap. 

Overall, among the 2010-to-2014 cohort of economic principal applicants aged 20 to 44 at immigration, 
the earnings trajectories for the three economic classes resembled those reported earlier. In all three 
classes, principal applicants with no earnings or the lowest earnings did not catch up to the average 
earnings of those with a high school education or less and those with a non-university postsecondary 
education during the first seven years after immigration (Table 7), the longest period that can be reliably 
tracked for this cohort. However, for all three classes, the earnings difference between those with a 
university education with no or low initial earnings and high initial earnings decreased considerably with 
years since immigration. For example, among FSWP principal applicants, the unadjusted (actual) 
earnings of those with high initial earnings were 1.28 log points (260%) higher than the earnings of those 
with the lowest initial earnings at the third year after immigration. By the seventh year, this gap was 
reduced to a difference of 0.71 log points (103%, or roughly double). A similar pattern was observed for 
the other two classes, provincial programs and the CEC (Table 7). For all three programs, a significant 
gap remained by the seventh year after immigration. There were some differences by class. The early 
earnings gap (at year 3) between the more and less successful university-educated principal applicants 
was greatest in the provincial programs, followed by the FSWP. The CEC had the smallest early earnings 
gap between these groups (Table 7).  

 
17. For example, for the entire 1990-to-2014 cohort, the change in the high to lowest earnings gap between years 3 and 7 is 

0.49 log points (observed) and 0.47 log points (adjusted). Between years 7 and 15, the values are 0.75 log points (observed) 
and 0.62 log points (adjusted), and, between years 15 and 20, they are 0.77 log points (observed) and 0.64 log points 
(adjusted). 
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Perhaps more interestingly, the proportion of the earnings gap explained by the control variables was 
greatest in provincial programs (Table 7). For that class, 21% to 30% of the observed log earnings gap 
was accounted for by the control variables. For the FSWP, the control variables accounted for 9% to 18% 
of the observed gap and, for the CEC, 10% to 23%. The provincial programs had larger observed 
earnings gaps, but a higher percentage of the gap was explained by the control variables. Hence, the 
adjusted gaps (with control variables for background characteristics) were similar among the three 
classes. The difference among classes in the size and trajectories of the earnings gaps was primarily 
related to disparities in the observed characteristics of the immigrants selected in each of the classes. In 
particular, the larger earnings gaps between the more and less initially successful in the provincial 
programs were primarily related to greater differences in characteristics such as official language ability 
at landing, source region and pre-landing Canadian work experience. This greater variability in the 
characteristics of immigrants landing via the provincial programs resulted in greater gaps in earnings 
between the more and less successful. 

No 

earnings

Lowest 

earnings

Low 

earnings

High 

earnings

Highest 

earnings

Non-

university 

diploma

High 

school or 

less

High 

minus no 

earnings

High minus 

lowest 

earnings

Federal Skilled Worker 

Program

Observed

3 9.35 9.64 10.28 10.92 11.61 10.43 10.52 1.57 1.28

5 9.98 10.11 10.48 10.99 11.58 10.59 10.70 1.01 0.89

7 10.25 10.35 10.63 11.06 11.60 10.70 10.82 0.81 0.71

Adjusted

3 9.46 9.76 10.32 10.89 11.45 10.43 10.47 1.43 1.12

5 10.08 10.20 10.51 10.95 11.42 10.58 10.64 0.87 0.75

7 10.35 10.42 10.65 11.02 11.44 10.69 10.75 0.67 0.60

Provincial programs

Observed

3 9.16 9.57 10.25 10.87 11.58 10.32 10.39 1.72 1.30

5 9.90 10.05 10.42 10.93 11.57 10.44 10.51 1.03 0.89
7 10.19 10.27 10.52 10.98 11.57 10.53 10.56 0.80 0.71

Adjusted

3 9.43 9.80 10.33 10.79 11.20 10.33 10.35 1.36 1.00

5 10.09 10.21 10.48 10.85 11.19 10.43 10.46 0.76 0.65

7 10.37 10.42 10.60 10.93 11.22 10.54 10.53 0.56 0.51

Canadian Experience Class

Observed

3 9.68 9.74 10.29 10.91 11.65 10.61 10.74 1.23 1.17
5 10.13 10.18 10.45 10.98 11.64 10.70 10.82 0.86 0.80

7 10.38 10.38 10.51 11.03 11.71 10.76 10.87 0.65 0.65

Adjusted

3 9.85 9.98 10.50 10.96 11.40 10.66 10.74 1.11 0.97

5 10.30 10.37 10.65 11.02 11.40 10.75 10.82 0.72 0.65

7 10.54 10.57 10.72 11.07 11.46 10.81 10.86 0.54 0.50

Table 7

Log earnings and log earnings gaps of university-educated economic principal applicants aged 20 to 44 at 

landing, by economic class, 2010 to 2014 arrivals

Class/year since landing

Difference in log 

earnings

log points

Source: 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

Log earnings by initial earnings status
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Conclusion  

Roughly one-third of university-educated economic principal applicants had no or low earnings during 
the first two years after immigration. This paper examined whether this group could close the earnings 
gap with both the university-educated economic principal applicants who experienced higher initial 
earnings outcomes and the less-educated economic principal applicants.  

Results showed that the earnings trajectory of the university-educated principal applicants who had no 
or low initial earnings was steeper than that of less-educated principal applicants, suggesting better 
labour market adaptability, even among the university-educated immigrants with the poorest initial 
outcomes. The earnings of the university-educated principal applicants with the poorest initial outcomes 
surpassed the average earnings of those with a high school education within a few years. When only 
university-educated economic principal applicants are considered, those with the poorest initial outcomes 
reduced the initial earnings gap with the more successful by at least one-half within seven or eight years. 
However, significant earnings gaps between the initially less and more successful persisted in the longer 
run. These general findings held for immigrants entering via the FSWP, provincial programs and the CEC. 
However, the initial earnings gap between the more and less successful university-educated immigrants 
was greater among the provincial programs than the FSWP or CEC. 

The analysis further demonstrated that the observed characteristics of economic principal applicants that 
were available in the data at time of landing explained only a small proportion of earnings gaps or the 
associated tendency of these gaps to converge.18 The persistence of earnings gaps may be related to a 
number of unknown factors affecting university-educated principal applicants with no or low initial 
earnings, including (1) unobserved characteristics such as motivation, interpersonal skills, and the quality 
of their university education or job experience; (2) the inability to sufficiently improve their human capital 
for a host of possible reasons; or (3) the possibility of scarring, whereby a poor initial employment 
experience causes poorer economic outcomes in the longer run. It is likely that all these possibilities play 
some role in the persistent gap. Overall, the results suggest that initial outcomes were associated with 
relative longer-term outcomes for university-educated economic principal applicants, since although the 
gap between the more and less economically successful was substantially reduced, it persisted.  

 
18. Part of the explanation for these gaps could be related to sorting into different occupations and industries by initial earnings 

status. The data used in this study contain information on industry. Controlling for workers’ industry in the multivariate models 
reduced the overall earnings gaps across groups by initial earnings status, but it had little effect on how the gaps narrowed 
with years after immigration. For instance, in the models for immigrants who arrived from 1990 to 2014, when industry was 
not controlled for, the earnings gap between economic immigrants with high initial earnings and those with the lowest initial 
earnings was 1.079 log points in the 3rd year and 0.446 points in the 15th year. The corresponding gaps were 0.847 log 
points and 0.324 log points when industry was controlled for. The gap narrowed by 59% without the control for industry and 
62% with the control. Since sorting into different industries could be part of labour market outcomes and this study focuses 
on overall earnings rather than wage rates, only the results without controlling for industry are presented.  
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Appendix 

 

Standard 

error

Standard 

error

Standard 

error

Standard 

error

Age at landing (reference 40 to 44)

20 to 24     0.168 *** 0.002 0.199 *** 0.002 0.152 *** 0.003 0.019 *** 0.005

25 to 29 0.195 *** 0.001 0.225 *** 0.001 0.188 *** 0.001 0.035 *** 0.003

30 to 34 0.161 *** 0.001 0.184 *** 0.001 0.151 *** 0.001 0.032 *** 0.002

35 to 39 0.102 *** 0.001 0.115 *** 0.001 0.092 *** 0.001 0.038 *** 0.003

Official language (reference: mother tongue 

English)

Not speaking English or French -0.340 *** 0.001 -0.433 *** 0.002 -0.252 *** 0.003 -0.244 *** 0.005

Other mother tongue, speaking English and French -0.160 *** 0.002 -0.147 *** 0.003 -0.153 *** 0.003 -0.129 *** 0.005

Other mother tongue, speaking French -0.233 *** 0.002 -0.262 *** 0.003 -0.216 *** 0.003 -0.235 *** 0.006

Other mother tongue, speaking English -0.223 *** 0.001 -0.229 *** 0.002 -0.209 *** 0.002 -0.135 *** 0.004

Mother tongue French -0.054 *** 0.002 -0.009 * 0.004 -0.055 *** 0.004 -0.068 *** 0.006

Pre-landing Canadian earnings (reference: no)

> 0 and <= 50% of national median earnings -0.078 *** 0.001 -0.087 *** 0.002 -0.070 *** 0.002 -0.058 *** 0.003

> 50% national median, <= national median -0.094 *** 0.001 -0.113 *** 0.002 -0.076 *** 0.002 -0.051 *** 0.002

> national median, <= twice national median 0.109 *** 0.001 0.132 *** 0.002 0.097 *** 0.002 0.135 *** 0.003

> twice national median 0.440 *** 0.002 0.499 *** 0.004 0.421 *** 0.003 0.459 *** 0.004

Years of Canadian study (reference: no) 

More than 0 to less than 1 0.006 ** 0.002 0.010 *** 0.003 -0.016 ** 0.005 0.036 *** 0.008

1 to less than 2 0.051 *** 0.002 0.051 *** 0.003 0.052 *** 0.004 0.049 *** 0.005

2 to less than 3 0.127 *** 0.002 0.136 *** 0.003 0.120 *** 0.003 0.094 *** 0.005

3 to less than 4 0.149 *** 0.002 0.169 *** 0.003 0.138 *** 0.004 0.116 *** 0.005

4 to less than 5 0.190 *** 0.002 0.249 *** 0.004 0.177 *** 0.004 0.149 *** 0.005

5 or more 0.138 *** 0.002 0.191 *** 0.003 0.118 *** 0.003 0.133 *** 0.004

Source region (reference: United States)

Central America 0.131 *** 0.004 0.136 *** 0.006 0.149 *** 0.006 0.064 *** 0.011

Caribbean 0.098 *** 0.003 0.060 *** 0.005 0.164 *** 0.006 0.023 * 0.010

South America 0.226 *** 0.003 0.184 *** 0.005 0.268 *** 0.006 0.148 *** 0.010

Western Europe 0.117 *** 0.004 0.092 *** 0.005 0.120 *** 0.006 0.115 *** 0.010

Northern Europe 0.121 *** 0.003 0.118 *** 0.005 0.174 *** 0.005 0.059 *** 0.009

Southern Europe 0.281 *** 0.004 0.353 *** 0.005 0.202 *** 0.007 0.140 *** 0.012

Eastern Europe 0.198 *** 0.003 0.276 *** 0.005 0.155 *** 0.005 0.044 *** 0.010

Africa 0.134 *** 0.003 0.195 *** 0.005 0.117 *** 0.005 0.012 0.009

Southern Asia 0.047 *** 0.003 0.076 *** 0.005 0.052 *** 0.005 -0.041 *** 0.009

Southeast Asia 0.169 *** 0.003 0.202 *** 0.005 0.147 *** 0.005 0.042 *** 0.009

Eastern Asia 0.062 *** 0.003 0.077 *** 0.005 0.053 *** 0.005 -0.144 *** 0.009

Western Asia 0.054 *** 0.003 0.034 *** 0.005 0.074 *** 0.005 0.067 *** 0.009

Other regions -0.006 0.004 0.022 *** 0.005 0.053 *** 0.007 0.029 * 0.012

Region of residence (reference: British 

Columbia)

Territories 0.330 *** 0.007 0.325 *** 0.012 0.357 *** 0.012 0.224 *** 0.015

Atlantic region 0.065 *** 0.003 0.042 *** 0.005 0.077 *** 0.004 -0.005 0.006

Quebec -0.088 *** 0.001 -0.089 *** 0.002 -0.079 *** 0.002 -0.114 *** 0.003

Ontario 0.071 *** 0.001 0.097 *** 0.001 0.053 *** 0.001 0.008 ** 0.002

Manitoba 0.077 *** 0.002 0.072 *** 0.004 0.094 *** 0.003 -0.035 *** 0.004

Saskatchewan 0.166 *** 0.002 0.170 *** 0.006 0.197 *** 0.004 0.048 *** 0.004

Alberta 0.237 *** 0.001 0.214 *** 0.002 0.293 *** 0.002 0.084 *** 0.003

Female           -0.205 *** 0.001 -0.200 *** 0.001 -0.193 *** 0.001 -0.253 *** 0.002

Months of attending full-time school    -0.071 *** 0.000 -0.064 *** 0.000 -0.074 *** 0.000 -0.078 *** 0.000

Source: 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient

Notes: Each model also includes initial earnings status, years since immigration coded in single years, the interaction terms between initial earnings 

status and years since immigration, and arrival years. The model R-squared is 0.252 for 1990 to 2014 arrivals, 0.236 for 1990 to 1999 arrivals, 0.261 for 
2000 to 2009 arrivals and 0.331 for 2010 to 2014 arrivals.

* significantly different from reference category (p < 0.05)

** significantly different from reference category (p < 0.01)

*** significantly different from reference category (p < 0.001)

Appendix Table A.1

Coefficients of regression models predicting log earnings among economic principal applicants aged 20 to 44 at 

landing, by landing cohort
1990 to 2014 1990 to 1999 2000 to 2009 2010 to 2014
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