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In the latter half of the 1980s the federal government adopted a number of employment equity initiatives 
designed to address the labour market needs of four groups of Canadians: women, aboriginal peoples, 
persons with disabilities and visible minorities. In 1986, women accounted for 43% of the labour force, 
aboriginal peoples for 2%, persons with disabilities for 7% (1) and visible minorities for 6%. 

This article presents a profile of the labour force characteristics of one of these designated groups, visible 
minorities, and compares it with that of other Canadians. The profile is based on results from the 1986 
Census of Canada. For the purposes of federal employment equity programs, visible minorities are 
defined as the following 10 groups of Canadians, whether they were born in Canada or overseas: Blacks, 
Chinese, Filipinos, Indo-Pakistanis, Japanese, Koreans, Latin Americans, Other Pacific Islanders, South 
East Asians, and West Asians and Arabs (see Definition of Visible Minorities). 

Visible minorities are geographically concentrated

Viewed at the national level, visible minorities form only a small part of Canada's labour force. In 1986, 
out of a total of 13 million labour force participants, just 832,000 were part of a visible minority. But 
their presence varied considerably from province to province and city to city. 

At one end of the country, in Newfoundland, less than 1% of the work force was composed of visible 
minorities, while in British Columbia the proportion was over 10%. In the census metropolitan areas of 
Toronto and Vancouver, the ratio was 1 out of every 6, whereas in Chicoutimi-JonquiPre it was 1 out of 
200. Some 70% of the visible minority work force was concentrated in Ontario and British Columbia, 
with more than half in the metropolitan areas of Toronto and Vancouver. In total, more than 90% of 
visible minorities lived and worked in the nation's 25 census metropolitan areas, compared with 62% of 
other Canadians. 
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There were an estimated 208,000 Chinese Canadians in the labour force in 1986, the most numerous of 
the 10 groups. Blacks, who numbered 193,000, were the next largest category, followed by Canadians of 
Indo-Pakistani origin. These three comprised two-thirds of visible minorities in the labour force. The 
seven remaining groups ranged in size from 75,000, for West Asian and Arab Canadians, to 4,000, for 
Canadians who traced their origins to South Pacific islands other than the Philippines. 

Table 1 Visible minorities in the labour force, 1986
Source: 1986 Census of Canada

Chart A Visible minorities in the labour force, 1986.
Source: 1986 Census of Canada

Table 2 Selected socio-demographic characteristics of visible 
minorities in the labour force, 1986

Source: 1986 Census of Canada

Chart B Visible minorities as a proportion of the labour force of 
census metropolitan areas, 1986.

Source: 1986 Census of Canada

Visible minorities are more active in the labour 
market than other Canadians

Visible minorities as a group were more likely than other Canadians to be labour force participants (72% 
compared with 66%) and were more likely to be employed (64% compared with 59%). But their 
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unemployment rate was also higher, registering 11% in May 1986, or 1 percentage point above the rate 
for other Canadians. The average age of the visible minorities in the labour force (36) was the same as 
that of other labour market participants, though a larger proportion were aged 25 to 54. About 46% were 
women as opposed to 43% for the remainder of the labour force. 

Of course, these general findings mask important variations among the groups. For example, 58% of 
Filipino Canadians in the labour force were women compared with only 36% of West Asian and Arab 
Canadians. The average age of South East Asians was 32, well below that of the Japanese who, at an 
average age of 39, were the oldest. Almost four-fifths of Canadians of Filipino origin were in the labour 
force and three-quarters were employed; their unemployment rate was only 7%, well below the average 
for all visible minorities. Contrast this with the situation of South East Asian and Latin American 
Canadians: about two-thirds were in the labour force, less than 60% were employed, and their 
unemployment rate was more than double that of Filipino Canadians. 

Table 3 Selected labour and income characteristics of visible 
minorities, 1986

Source: 1986 Census of Canada

Chart C Age structure of the labour force, 1986.
Source: 1986 Census of Canada

Most visible minorities are recent immigrants

The overwhelming majority of visible minorities were recent immigrants. More than four-fifths of the 
Black and Chinese groups were born outside Canada and, as of 1986, had been in the country for an 
average of about 12 years. This compared with an average of almost 24 years in Canada for immigrants 
other than visible minorities. South East Asians were the most recent arrivals: they had been in Canada 
an average of less than 7 years. Japanese Canadians were the exception C only a quarter were immigrants 
and they had been here the longest, almost 16 years on average. 

Their level of schooling is higher than that of other 
Canadians 
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Visible minorities were, on the whole, better educated than other Canadians, a result in part of the 
immigration policy that has, over time, given preference to skilled workers, professionals and 
entrepreneurs. (2) Sixty percent had some education beyond high school compared with just over 50% of 
other Canadians. And about 20% had university degrees compared with 12% of other members of the 
labour force. Filipinos had the highest levels of schooling, with three-quarters reporting post secondary 
education and one-third university degrees. Other Pacific Islanders, by far the smallest group, reported 
the lowest educational attainments; only 40% had any post secondary schooling and merely 4% had 
university degrees. 

Chart D Labour forcae participants with university degrees, 1986.
Source: 1986 Census of Canada

Many run their own businesses

About 92% of visible minorities were paid workers (that is, they worked for someone else for wages or 
salaries), slightly greater proportion than for other Canadians. But the self-employed (3) formed a 
substantial proportion of the Chinese, Japanese, West Asian and Arab and, especially, Korean groups. 
Almost a third of Koreans ran their own businesses, and a majority of them had paid help. In contrast, 
only 2% of Filipino Canadians were self-employed and just 1% employed paid help. 

Employment income is lower than average...

In 1985, the average employment income of full time full year workers was $26,800. But visible 
minorities working full-time full-year earned just $24,200, or 10% less. South East Asians received the 
lowest compensation, more than 25% less than the overall average. Japanese and West Asians and Arab 
Canadians were the only groups with above average earnings. The employment income of visible 
minorities born in Canada was 10% higher than for immigrants. This was the reverse of the situation for 
other Canadians, among whom immigrants earned 8% more than non-immigrants. Differences in the age 
structure, education and work experience of various groups of immigrants and non-immigrants contribute 
significantly to these earnings differentials. 

The full-time, full-year earnings of visible minority women were 6% below that of other Canadian 
women, while the earnings of men were 9% below that of other Canadian men. But, in both groups, 
women received only two-thirds the earnings of men. The notable exception was Filipino women whose 
earnings were over three-quarters those of Filipino men. 
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... and the incidence of low income is greater

One consequence of these lower earnings was the higher incidence among visible minorities of persons 
living below Statistics Canada's low income cut-off levels. About a fifth of visible minorities in the 
labour force were either members of an economic family or unattached individuals whose total income 
fell below the cut-off levels. One-ninth of other Canadians found themselves in the same situation. Nine 
of the ten groups were worse off than other Canadians, the exception being Japanese Canadians. South 
East Asians and Latin Americans, who tended to be the most recent immigrants to Canada, were the 
worst off; about a third of both groups were in low-income situations. 

Nearly a quarter found work in manufacturing

The proportions of visible minorities working in the goods and service sectors of the economy were 
similar to that of other Canadians: three out of ten worked in the goods sector. But the distribution of 
visible minorities by industry division was quite different from that of other Canadians. Nearly 24% were 
employed in manufacturing, while less than 5% worked in construction or the primary industries. The 
comparable figures for other Canadians were 17% in manufacturing and more than 13% in construction 
and the primary industries. 

Over 70% of visible minorities worked in the service sector. For all Canadians retail trade and health and 
social services employed large numbers. But the proportion of visible minorities in accommodation, food 
and beverage services was nearly double that for other Canadians. In contrast, visible minorities were 
underrepresented in a number of service sector industries, notably in government services. 

There are more "white collar" jobs among visible 
minorities

Only 30% of the visible minority labour force worked at "blue collar" (4) occupations, 3 percentage 
points less than for the rest of the Canadian work force. But, because of the importance of manufacturing 
as a source of employment for visible minorities, more than 12% worked in product fabricating, 
assembling and repairing occupations compared with only 7% of other Canadians. In contrast, the "white 
collar" visible minorities work force was concentrated in the same four occupation groups as was the rest 
of the labour force: clerical, sales, managerial and administrative, and services. 

Table 4 Visible minorities by major occupation group, 1986
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Source: 1986 Census of Canada

More than one in five nuclear engineers are 
members of a visible minority

Visible minorities were comparatively overrepresented in several major occupation groups: product 
fabricating; machining; natural sciences; engineering and mathematics; and medicine and health. In 
contrast, their presence was marginal in primary occupations such as mining, forestry and fishing. At a 
more detailed classification level, they accounted for 30% of jewellers and silversmiths and 29% of 
sewing-machine operators and knitting occupations. They were also important in a number of 
professional occupations. For example, 23% of Canada's nuclear engineers were members of a visible 
minority, as were 15% of physicians and surgeons, 12% of physicists and 11% of dentists. 

In medical and health occupations, they earned 
more than other Canadians

Among visible minorities who worked full time full year in 1985, the highest incomes were earned by 
those in natural science, engineering and mathematics occupations ($35,500) and the lowest by those in 
service occupations ($15,200). Visible minorities in service occupations earned 25% less than other 
Canadians in the same occupations, while those in medicine and health occupations earned 10% more, 
the highest ratio among the 22 major occupation groups. 

Conclusion

Viewed at mid-decade, visible minorities formed 6% of the Canadian labour force. Since then, visible 
minorities have accounted for an increasing share of total immigration. As a result, the following 
questions are likely to be of considerable interest in the years ahead: How are these new immigrants 
integrating into the labour force? How does their experience compare with that of previous immigrants 
from the same areas, as well as with that of visible minorities born in Canada? And, how have visible 
minorities progessed relative to other Canadians? 

The 1991 Census of Canada will provide the information to answer some of these questions. The census 
is the only national survey that permits a comparative analysis of minority groups active in the Canadian 
labour market. And, because information on the social, educational and economic characteristics of the 
Canadian population is collected from one-fifth of all households, profiles of visible minorities can be 
prepared for small sub-provincial areas; for example, for many of Canada's smaller municipalities and for 
census tracts within the country's larger urban centres. 
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Definition of visible minorities

This article is based on data from the 1986 Census of Canada. Visible minorities are defined according to 
criteria developed by the federal Interdepartmental Working Group on Employment Equity in order to 
meet the need for data on designated groups in Canada. Under the federal employment equity initiatives 
there are four designated groups: women, aboriginal peoples, persons with disabilities and visible 
minorities. 

The main source of information used to identify people who are in a visible minority was the ethnic 
origin question (number 17) from the 1986 Census of Canada. This was supplemented with other cultural 
variables such as place of birth and mother tongue. As a result, the final counts in each of the groups may 
differ from those obtained directly from the ethnic origin question. 

Ten visible minority groups were established: Blacks, Chinese, Filipinos, Indo-Pakistanis, Japanese, 
Koreans, Latin Americans, Other Pacific Islanders, South East Asians, and West Asians and Arabs. An 
eleventh group was added for persons reporting more than one visible minority origin. These responses 
were counted separately to avoid giving preference to one group and to avoid counting individuals twice. 
For example, persons who reported being of both Chinese and Indo-Pakistani origin were assigned to the 
multiple origin category. Persons who reported both a visible and non-visible minority status were 
considered part of the appropriate visible group. For example, persons who reported Filipino and British 
ethnic origin were included in the Filipino group. 

Further information and a detailed profile of the visible minorities can be found in Profile of Visible 
Minorities and Aboriginal Peoples, January 1990, available in print at a cost of $95 from your local 
Statistics Canada reference centre. The profile is also available on either magnetic tape or diskette for 
$250 through the Electronic Data Dissemination Division, Statistics Canada, R.H. Coats Building, 9th 
Floor, Ottawa, Ontario, K1A 0T6, (613) 951-8200. 

Notes

Note 1
Refers to all disabled persons aged 15 to 64 in the labour force. Source: Statistics Canada, Health and 
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Activity Limitation Survey, 1986. 

Note 2
Note that educational attainment is only one of many (and therefore not necessarily the main) criteria 
used to admit immigrants to Canada. In addition, some immigrants obtained their postsecondary 
schooling after immigrating to Canada. This is the case especially for persons who came to Canada as 
children. Still others applied for and were granted landed immigrant status after studying in Canada as 
foreign students. 

Note 3
Includes all persons who reported being self-employed, whether in an incorporated or unincorporated 
business. 

Note 4
For the purpose of this study, "white collar" occupations include the following major groups: managerial 
and administrative; natural science, engineering and mathematics; social sciences; religion; teaching; 
medicine and health; artistic, literary and recreational; clerical; sales; and service. "Blue collar" 
occupations include: farming, horticultural and animal husbandry; fishing and trapping; forestry and 
logging; mining and quarrying; processing; machining; product fabricating, assembling and repairing; 
construction trades; transport equipment operating; material handling; other crafts and equipment 
operating; and occupations not elsewhere classified. 

Author

Michel Côté is with the Labour and Household Surveys Analysis Division of Statistics Canada. 

Source

Perspectives on Labour and Income, Summer 1991, Vol. 3, No. 2 (Statistics Canada, Catalogue 75-
001E). This is the second of six articles in the issue. 
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Table 1

Visible minorities in the labour force, 1986

In the labour force % of total labour force % distribution

‘000

Canada 831.5 6.4 100.0

Newfoundland 1.6 0.6 0.2

Prince Edward Island 0.7 1.0 0.1

Nova Scotia 11.4 2.7 1.4

New Brunswick 3.5 1.1 0.4

Quebec 111.0 3.5 13.4

Ontario 421.9 8.6 50.7

Manitoba 29.6 5.5 3.6

Saskatchewan 12.1 2.4 1.5

Alberta 84.9 6.6 10.2

British Columbia 153.9 10.4 18.5

Yukon 0.3 2.3 -

Northwest Territories 0.6 2.6 0.1

All census metropolitan areas 757.7 9.2 91.1

All other areas 73.7 1.5 8.9

Selected census metropolitan areas

Halifax 7.5 4.6 0.9

Montreal 102.2 6.7 12.3

Ottawa-Hull 27.9 6.0 3.4

Toronto 326.3 16.5 39.2

Winnipeg 27.0 8.0 3.3

Calgary 37.4 9.5 4.5

Edmonton 36.8 8.4 4.4

Vancouver 123.0 16.2 14.8

Source: 1986 Census of Canada
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Table 2

Selected socio-demographic characteristics of visible minorities in the labour force, 1986

Average 
age Proportion Immigrants

of 
women

with 
postsecondary 

schooling

with a 
university 

degree

who 
speak 

neither 
French 

nor 
English Total

Average age 
at 

immigration

Average 
time in 
Canada

years % % years

Total 
labour 
force 36 43 52 13 1 18 21 20

Visible 
minorities* 36 46 60 20 4 85 25 12

Single 
origin

Chinese 36 46 57 23 11 83 25 12

Blacks 36 51 57 10 -- 83 23 13

Indo-
Pakistanis 36 42 63 25 3 96 25 12

West Asians 
and Arabs 36 36 64 27 1 77 25 13

Filipinos 37 58 76 33 -- 98 27 10

South East 
Asians 32 40 47 15 8 94 25 7

Latin 
Americans 34 46 55 12 8 92 25 10

Japanese 39 43 67 23 1 24 25 16

Koreans 38 48 67 29 7 98 27 11

Other 
Pacific 
Islanders 34 44 40 4 1 88 22 12

Other 
Canadians 36 43 52 12 -- 14 19 24
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Source: 1986 Census of Canada

* Includes persons who reported belonging to more than one visible minority group.
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Table 3

Selected labour and income characteristics of visible minorities, 1986

In the labour force

Worked in 1985, full time, full 
year and reported employment 

income

Member 
of low-
income 

economic 
family**

Participation 
rate

Unemployment 
rate

Employment-
population 

ratio

Self-
employed 

*

% of 
all who 
worked 

in 
1985

Average employment 
income

Total Men Women

% $ %

Total 67 10 60 10 51 26,800 30,500 20,000 12

Visible 
minorities† 72 11 64 8 52 24,200 27,900 18,900 19

Chinese 70 8 64 11 54 24,100 27,600 18,900 15

Blacks 75 12 65 4 51 22,300 26,000 18,400 23

Indo-
Pakistanis 74 12 65 8 51 26,500 30,300 19,200 15

West 
Asians and 
Arabs 69 12 61 16 51 27,600 30,700 20,200 21

Filipinos 79 7 74 2 55 22,200 25,500 19,700 14

South East 
Asians 68 16 57 4 47 19,900 22,100 16,000 32

Latin 
Americans 68 15 58 6 42 22,100 26,200 16,200 33

Japanese 71 6 67 12 53 30,300 34,200 23,400 8

Koreans 71 7 66 31 52 22,600 27,500 16,400 19

Other 
Pacific 
Islanders 72 13 63 5 46 20,600 23,300 16,500 24

Other 
Canadians 66 10 59 10 51 27,000 30,700 20,100 11

Source: 1986 Census of Canada

* Includes all the self-employed, whether in incorporated or unincorporated businesses.
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** Labour force participants who were either members of an economic family or unattached individuals whose 
total income in 1985 was below Statistics Canada's low income cut-offs.

† Includes persons who reported belonging to more than one visible minority group.
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Table 4

Visible minorities by major occupation group, 1986

Experienced labour force*

Employment income of 
visible minorities who 

worked full time, full year in 
1985

Percentage distribution

Proportion of 
visible 

minorities Average 
Ratio to other 
Canadians**

Visible 
minorities

Other 
Canadians

% $

Persons 15 years and 
over 100.0 100.0 6.3 24,200 0.90

White-collar 
occupations 70.0 66.8 6.6 25,500 0.91

Managerial and 
administrative 8.8 10.6 5.3 31,800 0.86

Natural sciences, 
engineering and 
mathematics 5.6 3.4 10.1 35,500 1.00

Social sciences 1.4 2.0 4.7 31,300 0.86

Religion 0.2 0.3 3.8 18,300 0.98

Teaching 3.0 4.4 4.4 35,000 1.03

Medicine and health 6.9 4.7 9.1 35,000 1.10

Artistic, literary and 
recreational 1.2 1.7 4.8 24,300 0.94

Clerical 18.5 18.2 6.4 19,600 0.99

Sales 7.6 9.1 5.3 22,200 0.87

Service 16.7 12.4 8.3 15,200 0.75

Blue-collar 
occupations 30.0 33.2 5.7 21,100 0.85

Farming, 
horticultural and 
animal husbandry 1.5 4.2 2.4 15,900 1.06
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Fishing and trapping 0.1 0.4 1.2 -- --

Forestry and logging 0.1 0.7 1.2 28,800 1.03

Mining and quarrying 0.1 0.6 1.1 34,200 0.97

Processing 3.9 3.5 7.0 21,800 0.84

Machining 3.0 2.1 8.7 23,400 0.88

Product fabricating, 
assembling and 
repairing 12.1 7.2 10.2 19,500 0.80

Construction trades 2.2 6.2 2.3 25,200 0.90

Transport equipment 
operating 2.0 3.8 3.5 22,500 0.82

Material handling 2.1 1.8 7.2 19,100 0.79

Other crafts and 
equipment operating 1.1 1.2 6.0 24,600 0.86

Occupations not 
elsewhere classified 1.7 1.7 6.5 20,600 0.90

Source: 1986 Census of Canada

* The experienced labour force excludes the unemployed who had never worked or who had last 
worked prior to 1985.

** Ratio to the average employment income of other Canadians who worked full time, full year in l985.
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