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sell their home to move to a retirement complex.  So the base population for 

the ownership loss part of the table is quite different from that for the other 

two parts of the analysis.

Finally, a simple index value has been calculated for each set of columns 

in the table.  For the W1-W2 ownership acquisition part of the table, the “own-

ership change %” figure has been scaled to the overall statistic of 20.1, for 

example.  Values over 100 indicate that the group in question had an above-

average propensity to purchase housing in the period in question, vs. values 

less than 100 which indicate the opposite.  A boldface font was applied to index 

values 110 or more, while those below 90 are shown in red.  The opposite font 

and colour arrangement was used for ownership loss.

Ownership transition analysis

The ownership transition analysis enables us to identify the groups that 

were at the forefront of the rapid upward housing mobility among immigrants.  

The variables used in this analysis have been classified into these groups: 

Demographic

Age of the Longitudinal Respondent (10-year groupings)•	

Households with children under 18•	

Living in a multi-family household•	

Admission class

Family Class•	

Skilled Workers•	

Other Economic (the number was too small for the ownership loss •	

columns)
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Refugees (not included due to small size of sample)•	

Socio-economic

At least some university education•	

Employment / Self-employment by W1•	

Above-average family income (W1 and W2)•	

Language

Personal knowledge of an official language•	

An official language is mainly used in the home •	

Visible Minority

Is a member of a Visible Minority group, or not•	

Social capital and attitudes

Member of a group or organization, in the W1 survey (social capital)•	

Satisfaction with immigration to Canada, in the W1 survey•	

Belief that co-ethnic ties are important, in the W1 survey•	

Demographic patterns

Life cycle dynamics are clearly visible in the data.  In general there is a 

clear relationship between age and ownership.  The 15-24 category is anoma-

lous as it includes both children still living at home with their parents as well 

as young adults who have started their own households.  With the exception of 

this cohort, the rate of ownership increases consistently across age categories, 

regardless of the wave of the survey.

Turning to a dynamic perspective, between W1 and W2 the respondents 

with the highest rate of acquiring home ownership were between 35 and 54 
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years old.  The next highest were the youngest group, from 15 to 24 years old, 

and it is reasonable to speculate that most of these respondents were living in 

households with older parents (corresponding to the 35-54 group).  This con-

jecture is supported by the fact that households with children under 18 had an 

above-average rate of home purchase during the same period.

Conversely, those in the 25-34 years old category had a low rate of ac-

quiring ownership, likely because they were still establishing themselves in the 

Canadian economy.  Older respondents had the highest level of home owner-

ship at the outset of the survey.  However, relatively few tenants in W1 in this 

age group were able (or had the desire) to purchase a home by the time the 

second survey was taken.  This stands to reason, given that the majority of re-

spondents in this category would not be active in the labour market and would 

be unlikely to qualify for a mortgage.

These patterns changed subtly in the second interval, the period between 

the second and third waves of the survey.  By then, the 25-34 group appears 

to have become more settled, and exercised a high rate of ownership acquisi-

tion.  Meanwhile, the rate for middle-aged newcomers and their children (those 

aged 35-54 and 15-24) fell somewhat, to approximately the average.  The rate 

for older respondents was even lower than in the first interval, especially for 

those over 65.

These patterns are mirrored in the ownership loss table.  In this case, 

younger households, once in the market, were most likely to retain home own-

ership.  This was also true, generally, for households with children.  Conversely, 

older respondents had much higher rates of ownership loss.  Unfortunately we 

do not have adequate data to determine whether this was the result of eco-

nomic exigencies or a choice related to retirement and downsizing.
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As noted earlier, newcomers frequently assemble larger, multi-family 

households, apparently in an effort to acquire home ownership as early as pos-

sible.  Note the high ownership rate for this group at the six-month period after 

landing.  But, in general terms, this strategy did not lead to above-average 

rates of ownership acquisition in the near future.  For example, respondents in 

multi-family households in W1 had below-average rates of ownership acquisi-

tion in both of the intervals examined in this study.  Similarly, respondents living 

in multi-family households at the second wave also experienced below-average 

rates of ownership acquisition in the following two years.  Respondents living in 

multi-family households, in all three waves of the survey, also had a high rate 

of ownership loss.  In other words, the use of this strategy undoubtedly en-

abled households with marginal income levels to purchase a home, when this 

would not have been possible otherwise.  But households using this strategy 

were vulnerable.  Also, in each wave there was a drop in the percentage of 

individuals who lived in a multi-family household; it is possible that they left a 

household that owned its housing and moved to a rental unit after the initial 

period of settlement.

Admission class

To a large degree this dynamic has already been discussed, but the values 

for ownership change, and loss of ownership, add important nuances.

While those who arrived through the Family Class had the highest rate of 

home ownership six months after arrival, this group did not see much gain in 

their degree of ownership over time, and had a high rate of ownership loss by 

the third wave of the survey.  Clearly, this group’s apparent early success in the 

housing market was precarious.  But there could be another explanation that 

we cannot verify given the data at our disposal.  It could be that newcomers 



MBC: Settling in: Newcomers in the Canadian Housing Market 2001-2005  43

landing in the Family Class first live with their sponsors, who already own a 

home.  Through the time period of the survey, they could move out to estab-

lish their own household and, if so, are likely to rent a dwelling.  They would 

of course be registered as Family Class immigrants in both cases and it would 

appear as though they lost home ownership.

Exactly the opposite dynamic occurred for survey respondents who were 

admitted as Skilled Workers (or the spouses and dependents of Skilled Workers).  

While their rate of ownership was low initially, it increased quickly over the 

subsequent three and a half years between the first and third waves, and this 

group had the lowest propensity to lose ownership during the same period.

Finally, the Other Economic group (mainly business-class immigrants) 

shared a high rate of ownership with Family Class immigrants in the first wave, 

but had a much higher tendency to gain ownership in the first two years after 

landing in Canada.  Following that, this group did not see a particularly high 

rise in the proportion owning a home between the second and third waves of 

the survey.  It appears that households who transferred substantial capital to 

Canada purchased a home quickly.  On the other hand, those who did not bring 

capital did not generate sufficient earnings in Canada to buy a home.  Also 

note that this group experienced less ownership loss than average (though the 

actual statistic underlying this statement cannot be reported) due to sample 

size and confidentiality considerations.

Socio-economic characteristics

Socio-economic characteristics other than employment earnings played a 

surprisingly modest role in the acquisition of home ownership over the years 

of the survey.  Those immigrants arriving with higher levels of education had 

below-average rates of home ownership in each of the three waves of the 
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survey.  Nevertheless, in each of the two intervals examined here, they were 

slightly more able than the average to purchase a home, and also less likely to 

lose ownership, but these are not particularly strong tendencies (especially the 

index value of 102 in the W1-W2 period).

Labour market participation and income level played a stronger role.  

Respondents who found work or established their own business by the time of 

the first survey were about 10 percent more likely than average to purchase 

a home between the first and second waves (and about 8 percent more likely 

to lose home ownership as well).  The corollary of this statistic is that a con-

siderable number of respondents who were not actively in the labour market 

were also able to attain ownership (given that the rate was only slightly above-

average for those in the labour market).  This might be seen as counterintui-

tive given that banks are reluctant to provide mortgages to individuals without 

an ongoing source of income.  However, there are two potentially mitigating 

factors.  First, other members (i.e., not the Longitudinal Respondent) of a 

household could be gainfully employed or engaged in entrepreneurship.  Or, 

secondly, households could have transferred sufficient wealth to Canada to 

purchase a home without a mortgage.

The level of family income received six months after arrival did help re-

spondents attain ownership over the next 18 months (index value of 114), but 

this advantage dissipated in the interval between the second and third waves 

of the survey (and did not appear to suggest that ownership could be main-

tained).  However, higher family incomes at the second wave of the survey 

were associated with substantially increased rates of acquiring home owner-

ship in both periods examined here.  In other words, higher incomes at this 

stage provide a better indicator of economic capacity to purchase a home than 

those at the six-month period.



MBC: Settling in: Newcomers in the Canadian Housing Market 2001-2005  45

Language

It is somewhat surprising that the language variables measured in the 

survey were not strongly correlated with the trajectory of home ownership.  

Respondents who were able to speak an official language well had a slightly 

above-average rate of ownership acquisition (and a lower tendency to lose 

home ownership).  The results are even more equivocal for respondents living 

in households where an official language was spoken regularly.  This group had 

a high rate of ownership in the first wave of the survey, and saw a substantial 

rise in ownership between the first and second waves.  But this upward mo-

bility was not shared, particularly, by those who were tenants in W2; relatively 

few in this subgroup were able to purchase a home by the third wave of the 

survey.  So at least in the short-term horizon of the first four years of settle-

ment, language has more of a decisive impact immediately after arrival in 

Canada than it does a little later on.

Visible Minorities

Ownership dynamics also varied little between Visible Minority newcomers 

and their European counterparts, both in terms of acquiring and losing home 

ownership.  As we will see later, however, there were important differences 

between these broad groups in terms of housing quality and affordability.

Social-attitudinal measures 

Ownership dynamics also were not strongly associated with the three social 

capital and attitudinal measures examined in this study (the final rows in Table 

11).  We used group membership as a proxy for social capital.  That is, we as-

sume that individuals who had already joined a social group or organization at 

the time of the first interview were more socially “connected” than those who 

had not.  These individuals were more likely to experience upward mobility in 
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the housing market in the next 18 months, but not subsequently.  They also 

faced a lower risk of losing home ownership.  The two attitudinal measures—

satisfaction with their decision to immigrate to Canada and the perceived im-

portance of ethnic or cultural ties—were both independent of home ownership 

gain or loss.  This is an interesting finding, as it suggests that these attitudes 

are formed at a “deeper” level than the everyday experience of material well-

being in the housing market.

Challenges of housing quality and affordability

Crowding

We have elected to use a single measure of housing quality for both home 

owners and tenants.  This makes for a simplified analysis but of course only tells 

part of a complex story.  Our definition of crowding is quite simple: more than 

one person per room in a dwelling.10  This is much simpler than the definition 

generally used by CMHC (e.g., Engeland and Lewis 2005), which takes family 

structure and age characteristics into account.  The structure of LSIC does not 

allow for analysis at the household level, meaning that it is not possible to de-

termine the age characteristics of the individual members of a household or a 

family.  For this reason, it is not possible to replicate CMHC’s measure here.

At the time of the first interview, around six months after officially landing, 

about one-quarter of newcomers lived in crowded housing (Table 12).  This 

proportion fell to 18.4 percent for those still in the sample at the W2 interview, 

and further to 15 percent for those in the final sample of the survey, four years 

after landing.

10	 Excluding bathrooms, hallways, and rooms used for business purposes.
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Table 12: Crowding, by admission class 
(W1, W2, W3)

    Total Crowded (%)
Family W1 41,000 28.0

W2 39,700 26.2
W3 38,400 23.4

Skilled Workers W1 96,450 19.9
W2 93,750 13.7
W3 88,300 10.2

Other 
Economic

W1 9,270 20.9
W2 9150 * 14.5 *
W3 7,850 * 8.9 *

Refugee W1 9,690 39.9
W2 9,550 35.6
W3 9,200 30.4

Total W1 156,410 23.4
W2 151,650 * 18.4 *
W3 143,750 * 15.0 *

Contingency coefficient: W1: 0.129 (P<0.001)
* Imputed

The degree of variation of crowding across admission categories actually 

increased over time.  In the first wave of the survey, the range in this statistic 

was roughly double between economic immigrants (Skilled Workers and Other 

Economic) vs. Refugees.  By the third wave, housing conditions had mark-

edly improved for economic immigrants, with a reduction in the proportion in 

crowded housing falling by half.  While Refugees and Family Class immigrants 

also saw an improvement in this respect, it was not as substantial.  Therefore, 

by the third wave, Refugee households were three times as likely to live in 

crowded circumstances compared with economic-class immigrants.

Much the same dynamic occurred across the cultural categories included in 

the Visible Minority variable (Table 13).  The degree of crowding fell dramati-
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cally for East Asian groups and those of European heritage, in both cases by 

approximately half, from figures that were either at or well below the average 

to begin with.  But the degree of crowding—while lower in the third compared 

with the first wave—for those of West and South Asian origins remained rela-

tively high.  For South Asians this appears to have been associated with an 

ownership strategy (e.g., the number of multi-family households, as seen in 

the previous analysis, plus the high rate of ownership).  But this was not the 

case for West Asians, who had a low rate of home ownership despite living in 

more crowded conditions.

Affordability (for tenants) 

For this analysis we focus on tenants, who made up approximately four out 

of five households in the first wave of the survey and just under half by the 

third wave.  We have divided respondents into three groups, those spending 

less than 30 percent of their gross income on rent, those spending between 30 

and 50 percent, and those contributing at least half of their income to rent.  In 

our earlier analysis of LSIC we labelledthese groups as those for which housing 

is affordable (“no stress”), those with moderate to high stress, and those in 

extreme stress.11

Based on the 2001 census, Engeland and Lewis (2005, Table 5.9) report 

that 21.8 percent of all households (owners and tenants combined) were not 

living in affordable housing.  This statistic was higher for immigrants in gen-

eral (25.5 percent) and especially so for newcomers who had arrived between 

1996 and 2001 (39.4 percent).  As might be expected, the proportion suffering 

from lack of affordability was lower for earlier cohorts of immigrants, though 

11	 As in the case of crowding, our measure of affordability is less sophisticated than that used more gener-
ally by CMHC (core housing need), but still enables us to identify groups that are in more vs. less afford-
able positions in the housing market.  Also, in our original analysis, we included savings in our definition 
of housing stress.  We did not replicate that practice here, however, as LSIC only asked a question about 
amount of savings left in Canada in W1.
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only those who had been in Canada for 25 years or more approached the same 

figure as the Canadian-born (20.4 vs. 20.1 percent).

Table 13: Crowding, by Visible Minority 
group (W1, W2, W3)

    Total

Crowded 
(%)

East Asian W1 42,040 23.5
W2 39,200 15.7
W3 36,300 10.3

South Asian W1 40,080 33.4
W2 39,450 29.0
W3 37,150 24.4

West Asian 
(minus Arab)

W1 7,290 32.5
W2 7,450 33.6
W3 7,150 28.0

Non-Vis. Min. 
(White)

W1 31,930 9.1
W2 30,750 5.2
W3 29,450 4.2

Other Vis. Min. W1 34,020 23.2
W2 33,350 18.4
W3 32,950 16.1

Total W1 155,360 23.4
W2 150,200 18.5
W3 142,900 15.0

Contingency coefficients: W1: 0.195 (P<0.001), W2: 0.221 (P<0.001), 
W3: 0.216 (P<0.001)

The ratio of households paying more than 30 percent of their income on 

housing differed sharply for owners (14.6 percent) vs. tenants (33.9 percent) 

(Engeland and Lewis 2005, Table 3.3; note that this table only includes house-

holds in CMAs).



50	 MBC: Settling in: Newcomers in the Canadian Housing Market 2001-2005

According to LSIC, nearly three-quarters of the survey respondents at the 

first wave spent more than 30 percent of their income on rent (Table 14).  In 

fact, only about 20 percent were able to pay between 30 and 50 percent on 

rent and the remainder—over half of survey respondents—lived in households 

that had to dedicate over half of their income to rent.  In previous work we 

have shown that many respondents to the survey brought savings with them 

to Canada and the situation for immigrant tenants was not as dire as this sta-

tistic would otherwise imply (Hiebert et al. 2006).  Nevertheless, the majority 

of newcomers were certainly under financial pressure, and could ill afford de-

pleting their savings given the high ratio of rent to income.

Within this larger picture, there were significant differences between groups 

based on their admission class.  Newcomers who came to Canada to join family 

frequently entered established households and this meant that they both had 

a high ratio of home ownership and also, for those who were tenants, a much 

higher ratio of households paying 30 percent or less on rent (half).  Skilled 

Workers, conversely, generally have come to Canada as independent individ-

uals or family units and rarely were able to purchase housing upon their ar-

rival.  Most were therefore in the rental market and the majority paid over half 

of their income for housing.  Skilled Workers are required to bring a sufficient 

amount of money with them when landing in Canada to survive approximately 

six months, while they hone their language skills and find suitable employ-

ment.  During this period their income is low, meaning that rent accounted for 

a large proportion of it. 

The Other Economic group brought, by far, the most money with them and 

had a high rate of ownership when surveyed in the first wave.  Two-thirds of 

those who were tenants paid more than half of their income to rent.  As
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Table 14: Affordability, by admission class (W1, 
W2, W3): Housing cost as proportion of family 
income (excludes home owners)

   

Less than 
30%
(%)

30%-
49.9%

(%)

50.0% 
and over 

(%) Total

Family W1 49.8 21.8 28.4 23,610 
W2 65.8 22.7 11.8 18,700 
W3 64.9 21.6 13.5 15,950 

Skilled 
Workers

W1 21.0 18.6 60.5 84,690 
W2 49.4 28.9 21.7 63,500 
W3 62.4 21.8 15.8 46,550 

Other 
Economic

W1 23.2 9.7 67.1 5,950 
W2 36.8 28.1 35.1 2,850 
W3 37.5 29.2 33.3 2,400 

Refugees W1 14.8 39.9 45.3 8,900 
W2 32.3 35.3 32.3 8,350 
W3 48.4 30.1 21.6 7,650 

Total W1 26.2 20.3 53.6 123,150 
W2 50.8 28.1 21.1 93,450 
W3 60.7 22.9 16.4 72,450 

Contingency coefficients: W1: 0.302 (P<0.001), W2: 0.188 (P<0.001), W3: 0.134 (P<0.001)
Figures exclude immigrants who did not know or did not state tenure status. Totals do not 
match due to rounding and non-response.
The total figures for the Other Economic category have been adjusted from those calculated 
in the original procedure to correct for errors introduced in the rounding process.

 in the case of Skilled Workers, most members of this group had not yet been 

able to find suitable employment or business opportunities in Canada.  Finally, 

the vast majority of Refugees included in LSIC would have been on social as-

sistance (or equivalent income) when they were interviewed in the first wave 

of the survey.12  Few Refugees found affordable housing given their income 

constraints, though less than half were in the least affordable category.  That 

12	 Recall that Government Assisted and Privately Sponsored Refugees are included in LSIC, but success-
ful asylum seekers are not.  So all of the Refugees in the survey population would have arrived recently 
in Canada and either would have automatically been eligible for social assistance or, in the case of PSRs, 
received equivalent help from their sponsors.
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is, most Refugees had an income, just not a large enough one for appropriate 

housing.

The change in access to affordable housing for newcomers over the next 18 

months can only be described as remarkable.  First, note the drop from about 

123,000 to 93,500 (Table 14) in the total number of respondents in the W2 

table compared to the one for W1, reflecting the large number of newcomers 

who were able to purchase a home and were therefore excluded from the W2 

analysis of tenants.  Secondly, given the substantial rise in average incomes 

over this period, the proportion living in affordable housing increased from a 

little over a quarter to fully half by the second wave of the survey.  Every ad-

mission group was better off.  By the second wave of LSIC, nearly two-thirds 

of Family Class newcomers had found affordable housing, and the proportion 

in the 50 percent plus category had fallen from over 28 percent to less than 

12.  The situation for Skilled Workers was, if anything, even more dramatic, 

with the proportion paying more than half their income towards rent falling 

from 60 to 22 percent.  For this group particularly the key factor was a much 

increased level of labour force participation and, therefore, higher levels of 

employment earnings (Table 3).  It should be noted, however, that almost one 

quarter of newcomers in this category are still suffering extremely unafford-

able housing conditions. This could be partly explained by the preponderance 

of single person households in this admission class.

The main improvement in the housing situation of the Other Economic 

class arose through their efforts to purchase housing; note the drop from 

nearly 6,000 to less than 3,000 in the number of tenants in this category.  For 

those who were still tenants, there was a definite improvement in their level of 

affordability, but not as much as the two classes discussed earlier.
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The situation for Refugee tenants in the second wave of the survey was 

intermediary—their level of affordability did not improve as much as we have 

seen for Family Class and Skilled Worker respondents, but did improve more 

than for those in the Other Economic category who were still tenants.  However, 

recall that Refugees endured the most crowded housing conditions in the W2 

survey.

The upward momentum in affordability continued between the second and 

third waves of the survey—tracing the circumstances of newcomers two and 

four years after landing—but outcomes were more variable.  At the aggregate 

scale, the ratio of those living in affordable housing had climbed to just over 

60 percent, which was not so different from the figure for all Canadian tenant 

households reported in Engeland and Lewis (cf. Table 2).

Those who had arrived through the Skilled Worker program saw the most 

improvement.  With a considerable rise in average income, more than 60 per-

cent of newcomers in this category were living in affordable housing, up from 

just under 50 percent two years earlier.  The number paying more than half of 

their income for rent also fell considerably.

A much higher ratio (nearly half) of Refugees had also found affordable 

housing by W3.  Interestingly, the rent/income ratio for Refugee tenants in W3 

was almost identical to that of Skilled Workers in W2.  This is an entirely new 

finding that has only become possible with LSIC.  The general consensus is 

that Refugees face the most serious housing challenges in Canada, but the W3 

results of LSIC suggest that at least some in this category are faring reason-

ably well in the housing market.

Access to affordable housing hardly changed between the second and third 

waves for Family Class immigrants.  The early advantage experienced by this 
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group may not have been sustainable.  This stands to reason.  If immigrants 

join already-existing households in Canada, they should have relatively good 

initial housing outcomes.  However, this group is generally less educated and 

experienced than Skilled Workers, and does not share the same access to so-

cial services provided to Refugees.  Therefore, they are likely to experience 

less upward mobility in the housing market in the long run.  This seems to be 

particularly true of Family Class immigrants who are tenants.

Similarly, those in the Other Economic group who did not purchase a home 

between W2 and W3 did not register an improvement in their access to afford-

able housing; if anything, their situation deteriorated a little.  It appears that 

those who did not bring sufficient capital to purchase a home were not doing 

well and in fact suffered the worst affordability problems of any group.  As is 

true of Family Class immigrants, individuals in this category are typically less 

educated than their counterparts in the Skilled Worker class.  

How much did affordability vary by cultural group?  Actually, very little in 

the first wave of the survey (Table 15).  At that time, there was relatively little 

difference across groups in terms of the ratio paying more than 30 percent of 

their income toward rent.  It was high for everyone.  This compression of for-

tunes did not last, however.  There was already a significant differentiation be-

tween groups by the second wave of the survey, which intensified by the third.  

By that time, newcomer tenants of European origin registered the least lack of 

affordability, closely followed by those from Southern Asia.  Although we have 

not conducted cross-tabulations to verify this point, we believe that the former 

case reflects strong labour-market participation and growing earnings, while 

the latter reflects larger average household size and therefore a larger number 

of working adults (cf. Table 4).
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Table 15: Affordability, by Visible Minority 
group (W1, W2, W3)

    Total

Paying 30% or 
more (%)

East Asian W1 34,280 82.4
W2 23,600 57.8
W3 18,650 42.1

South Asian W1 29,710 67.2
W2 24,200 * 52.7 *
W3 16,150 34.7

West Asian 
(minus Arab)

W1 6,210 83.6
W2 5,150 69.9
W3 4,400 64.8

Non-Vis. Min. 
(White)

W1 24,430 71.6
W2 17,950 40.7
W3 14,050 32.7

Other W1 28,000 70.1
W2 22,950 * 38.8*
W3 18,050 38.8

Total (%) W1 122,630 73.8
W2 93,850 49.2
W3 71,300 39.1

Contingency coefficients: W1: 0.143 (P<0.001), W3: 0.147 (P<0.001)
* Imputed

The highly mixed group of Other, which would include members of Visible 

Minority groups not specifically identified in the table, was closest to the av-

erage in terms of our measure of affordability.

The groups that suffered the greatest problems accessing affordable rental 

housing were those who identified as East Asian (most of whom identify more 

specifically as Chinese) and, especially, West Asian.  In the former case, the 

high ratio of home owners suggests that households who could afford to do 
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so, purchased a home as quickly as possible, leaving the most economically 

vulnerable in the rental market.  The latter case is associated with particularly 

low household incomes (Table 4).

Difficulties in the housing market

We also conducted an analysis of data on difficulties experienced by new-

comers when looking for housing.  While there were insufficient numbers of 

observations to analyze the detailed responses (i.e., the type of difficulty men-

tioned by respondents), the aggregate statistics tell an important story (Table 

16).  Nearly 30 percent of those interviewed in the first wave indicated that 

they had problems finding housing, and the vast majority of these were eco 

nomic in nature (not shown in the table).  The overall ratio of those experi-

encing problems fell to approximately 14 percent in the second wave and less 

than 8 percent in W3.  In effect, the “difficulties” data provide a mirror image 

to the other statistics in this report; that is, as so many newcomers were able 

to purchase homes or rent more affordable dwellings, the number experiencing 

problems finding housing declined.

The proportion indicating these problems in W1 varied widely across ad-

mission classes.  Few who came to Canada to join family were in this category 

(since most simply joined families that already had housing).  While the ratio 

of Other Economic immigrants experiencing problems was much higher, it was 

still less than the average for all groups.  Those entering Canada as Refugees 

and Skilled Workers found the greatest degree of difficulty locating housing.

The decline in the ratio of those experiencing problems was particularly 

profound for Other Economic and Skilled Worker immigrants (the figure for 

the former group was so low in W3 it could not be reported).  Also, few Family 
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Class immigrants identified problems in the W3 survey.  Refugees continued 

to experience difficulty finding housing, as might be expected given their rela 

tively low level of income and rate of home ownership.  Also, though, it 

Table 16: Experienced difficulty finding 
housing, by admission class (W1,W2, W3)
    Difficulty Total* %*
Family W1 2,750 44,150 6.2 

W2 3,150 43,150 7.3 
W3 2,300 42,600 5.4 

Skilled 
Workers

W1 38,700 99,010 39.1 
W2 16,000 96,800 16.5 
W3 7,600 94,550 8.0 

Other 
Economic

W1 2,550 10,460 24.4 
W2 750 10,200 7.4 
W3  x 9,850 x

Refugees W1 3,050 9,820 31.1 
W2 2,050 9,800 20.9 
W3 1,300 9,750 13.3 

Total W1 47,100 163,440 28.8 
W2 22,000 159,950 13.8 
W3 11,200 147,000 7.6 

Contingency coefficients: W1: 0.192 (P<0.001), W2: 0.099 (P<0.001)
* Imputed
Wave 3 totals do not include ‘Other Economic’ class

is likely that Refugees suffer from a variety of discriminatory barriers in the 

housing market, including racism (since most are members of Visible Minority 

groups), reluctance on the part of landlords to rent dwellings to large families, 

and reluctance to rent to families on social assistance.  LSIC’s sample size is 

unfortunately too small to enable a more complete analysis at this high level 

of disaggregation.

The final table on this variable (17) shows differences in the proportion 

experiencing difficulty finding housing across cultural categories.  The W1 data 
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contain some surprises.  The groups that indicated fewer problems than the 

average were: South Asians, West Asians and Arabs, and Blacks.  This is un-

expected given the prevailing belief that these groups, especially Blacks and, 

more recently, Muslims, are the most likely to face discrimination in the housing 

market.13  The proportion who identified problems when looking for housing 

was highest for: Other Visible Minorities, East Asians, and those of European 

origin.  We suspect that the results for this question reflect a combination of 

access to networks (i.e., a lack of social capital) and/or financial constraints.  

The Other Visible Minority category is comprised of a large number of small 

groups, which is also generally true of European-origin newcomers.  It may be 

that these groups have few internal, co-ethnic resources that would facilitate 

access to the housing market.  Weak in-group support may have been com-

pounded by low income for many in these groups.

The results of the second and third waves of the survey are more in keeping 

with convefntional wisdom on discrimination.  By this point in time, the groups 

identifying the highest level of difficulty when looking for housing were Other 

Visible Minorities and Blacks—both fragmented communities, with modest in-

comes and, also, vulnerability to racism.  Newcomers from eastern and western 

Asia were in an intermediary position.  Those of South Asian and European 

origin appear to have faced the fewest problems when looking for housing.  As 

we have seen, South Asians had achieved a high rate of ownership by W3; the 

scale of the group and its extensive array of religious and other community or-

ganizations may also have helped.  Newcomers of European origin were almost 

13	 LSIC includes a specific category for those who mention that they experienced discrimination based, for 
example, on race.  We contemplated analyzing these data but the number of respondents who mentioned 
this type of difficulty was so small that presenting these data would be prohibited due to confidentiality 
regulations.  In other words, few newcomers complain of discrimination.  This could be because there re-
ally is little discrimination in the Canadian housing market—or it could be a case that newcomers do not 
recognize existing discrimination.  It is also possible that newcomers are guided in their housing search by 
co-ethnic family and friends who have learned to avoid potential discrimination.
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entirely in the Skilled Worker class, and their answer to this question has much 

in common with that group in the previous table.  Also, European immigrants 

are least likely to have faced outright discrimination in the housing market, for 

a combination of reasons.  In the first place they blend most easily with the 

dominant population of Canada and, secondly, have small household units and 

are rarely supported by social assistance.

Table 17: Experienced difficulty finding 
housing, by Visible Minority group (W1,W2, 
W3)
    Difficulty Total* %*
South Asian W1 9,300 42,200 22.0 

W2 3,950 41,800 9.4 
W3 2,200 40,600 5.4 

East Asian W1 13,900 44,050 31.6 
W2 5,650 41,650 13.6 
W3 3,450 40,300 8.6 

West Asian 
(Incl. Arab)

W1 4,300 17,400 24.7 
W2 2,550 17,500 14.6 
W3 1,200 17,400 6.9 

Black W1 2,100 8,400 25.0 
W2 2,100 8,000 26.3 
W3 850 7,600 11.2 

Other Vis. Min. W1 7,350 17,200 42.7 
W2 4,250 17,600 24.1 
W3 2,550 17,750 14.4 

Non-Vis. Min. 
(White) W1 9,800 33,200 29.5 

W2 3,400 32,500 10.5 
W3 1,450 32,100 4.5 

Total W1 46,750 162,350 28.8 
W2 21,850 159,000 13.7 
W3 11,750 155,750 7.5 

Contingency coefficients: W1: 0.209 (P<0.001), W2: 0.193 (P<0.001), W3: 
0.260 (P<0.001)
* Imputed
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Metropolitan variations

Background

In a number of important ways, the idea of a national housing market is 

unrealistic.  All of the statistics explored in this report provide a grand sum-

mary of the average housing situation of immigrants across the country, but 

these conditions vary profoundly across the metropolitan centres where im-

migrants settle in the largest numbers, Montréal, Toronto and Vancouver.  Of 

the three centres, Montréal is arguably the most distinct, with rent levels and 

home purchase prices that remained well below the national average through 

the period covered by LSIC (Table 1).  Note that in a relative sense, these indi-

cators of housing cost rose rapidly in Montréal between 2001 and 2005, but the 

end result was still a housing market with modest costs, comparatively.  The 

dynamics of the Toronto market were almost exactly the opposite of those in 

Montréal.  Prices rose slowly in Toronto, in fact much more so than the national 

average.  Nevertheless, the cost of rent in Toronto was the highest of the three 

centres throughout the period while the purchase price of housing was nearly 

$90,000 above the national average in 2005.  The Vancouver housing market 

saw marked price increases over the period, and were far above the national 

average in both 2001 and 2005 (the Vancouver market was the most expensive 

in Canada through these years).  Rent levels in Vancouver were much higher 

than the national average in 2001 and escalated at approximately the national 

rate over the subsequent four years.  Rent was cheaper than in Toronto in 

2005, but still high by Canadian standards.

Income and demography

Of course housing affordability can only be understood by comparing in-

come rates and the demographic characteristics of households to the supply 
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and cost of housing, and a few relevant figures are provided in Tables 18 and 

19.  As we have just seen, the cost of renting or purchasing housing in Montréal 

is much lower than in the other metropolitan areas.  While we have insufficient 

information to be able to pose a causal link in this respect, it is interesting that 

immigrants in Montréal have considerably smaller households than their coun-

terparts in Toronto and Vancouver.  Perhaps cheaper housing means that there 

is less economic pressure to assemble larger households with multiple indi-

viduals working in the labour market.  While some sort of behavioural survey 

would be required to verify this hypothesis, income figures in the table provide 

a potential link between these points.  In Montréal we see smaller households 

associated with much lower average labour market earnings and total income 

levels for immigrant families than in the other cities or, indeed, the national 

average.

Table 18: Basic demographic and economic characteristics, by 
metropolitan area, W1–W3

    Number

Avg HH 
size

% 
employed

Avg emp $ 
(family)

Avg 
tot $ 

(family)
Total W1 155,200 3.6 45.5 15,850 18,218

W2 155,500 3.6 59.0 40,642 43,392
  W3 154,050 3.7 68.4 49,049 53,169
Montréal W1 21,050 3.1 32.1 12,591 13,050

W2 21,250 3.2 44.5 30,737 31,853
  W3 21,100 3.3 58.3 40,138 41,966
Toronto W1 70,050 3.7 49.5 14,982 16,670

W2 68,250 3.7 62.3 42,132 45,146
  W3 68,100 3.8 69.7 50,677 54,511
Vancouver W1 23,550 3.8 37.6 15,817 22,590

W2 23,450 3.8 56.5 36,054 39,514
  W3 23,250 3.8 65.8 43,522 49,494
Note: contingency coefficients were not calculated for MTV tables since in many cases cell sizes were relatively 
small.
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Table 19: Family income for immigrants, by landing class and 
metropolitan area, W1–W3 ($)

    Total

Family 
class

Skilled 
Workers

Other 
Economic Refugees

Total W1 156,150 24,818 15,870 20,020 10,945
W2 156,450 49,701 42,658 41,395 26,049

  W3 155,050 52,828 55,899 47,259 33,735
Montréal W1 13,050 14,654 12,620 21,806 8,105

W2 31,853 33,979 30,766 58,328 25,091
  W3 41,966 40,883 42,772 56,820 31,488
Toronto W1 16,670 24,141 14,170 11,709 12,526

W2 45,146 53,443 43,051 39,445 28,055
  W3 54,511 53,539 56,716 43,150 36,852
Vancouver W1 22,590 29,371 20,856 19,441 10,277

W2 39,514 43,152 40,508 33,171 23,412
  W3 49,494 52,560 52,229 36,460 35,694

Again, Toronto serves as a counterpoint to the Montréal situation.  In 

Toronto, immigrant households are larger than the national average, perhaps 

in response to the cost of housing.  While labour market earnings and total 

family income figures were lower in Toronto than the national average in the 

first wave of LSIC, by the third wave they were the highest of the three met-

ropolitan areas (note also the higher levels of labour market participation in 

Toronto).

Immigrant households were also large in Vancouver.  There, labour market 

participation rates were considerably higher than corresponding figures in 

Montréal but well below those in Toronto (Table 3).  Employment earnings and 

family income figures were above the national average in W1 but had fallen in 

relative terms (that is, relative to those in other parts of Canada) by W3.  We 

could expect particularly difficult affordability challenges in Vancouver given 

these statistics, which reveal a combination of high costs and low incomes.
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Variations in the average size of immigrant households between the three 

metropolitan areas are explored further in Table 20.  In the first wave of the 

survey, there were considerably more couples with children and multi-family 

households in Toronto and Vancouver than in Montréal.  There was also a 

much higher proportion of single person households in the latter centre.  To 

a large degree, the composition of immigrant households converged between 

the three metropolitan areas over the period covered by LSIC, with one im-

portant exception.  Generally, the ratios of couples with children and couples 

without children became very similar across the centres.  This was also true of 

the proportion of lone-parent families.  But the exception in the W3 data, which 

helps explain the ongoing difference in average household size between the 

centres, is the continuing contrast between the large number of single-person 

households in Montréal vs. multi-family households in Toronto and Vancouver.

Table 20: Household structure, by metropolitan area, W1–W3

   
Total 

number

Couple with 
child(ren) 

(%)

Couple 
without 

children 
(%)

Lone 
parent 
family 
(%)

Single 
person 

(%)

Family and 
non-family 
person(s) 

(%)

Multi-
family 

house-
hold (%)

Canada 
Total W1 164,200 49 18 3 9 6 15

W2 160,550 56 15 4 7 9 9
  W3 155,900 62 12 4 6 7 9
Montréal W1 21,550 44 23 4 16 4 10

W2 22,000 53 18 5 14 7 4
  W3 21,200 62 13 5 12 6 4
Toronto W1 73,350 50 17 3 8 6 16

W2 70,700 58 13 3 6 9 11
  W3 66,300 63 10 3 5 7 11
Vancouver W1 24,500 56 16 3 6 5 13

W2 23,950 59 13 4 4 9 11
  W3 23,500 60 12 3 5 8 12
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Dwelling type

As noted earlier, information on dwelling type was only collected in the first 

two waves of LSIC.  We have distilled this variable to a simple dichotomy for 

our analysis of metropolitan differences in this section of the report: the ratio 

of respondents living in houses, including row houses, duplexes and detached 

homes, as opposed to those living in apartments (Table 21).  We have already 

discussed the fact that there are substantial variations in this measure across 

landing classes and ethno-cultural groups.  Here we concentrate on landing 

classes as well as metropolitan differences.  In all three cities, Family Class and 

Other Economic immigrants are more likely to live in houses, as opposed to 

apartments.  We speculate that there would have been a pronounced increase 

in the ratio of Skilled Workers living in houses between the second and third 

waves of the survey, if this question would have been asked in the third wave.  

Our logic is based on the jump in the number in this landing class who owned 

their dwelling units by the third wave.  We believe that the same trajectory 

towards detached dwelling types would also be true for Refugees, though to a 

lesser degree.

Table 21: Percentage living in detached houses, duplexes, or row houses, by CMA 
and landing class

    Total

Family 
class

Skilled 
Workers

Other 
Economic Refugees

Montréal W1 24 36 19 40 25

  W2 29 36 26 46 26
Toronto W1 44 54 40 53 25

  W2 48 62 43 62 24
Vancouver W1 62 80 54 65 26

  W2 63 82 53 67 39
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The most important distinction in the data on dwelling type is across the 

three metropolitan regions included in our analysis.  In very broad brush 

strokes, the proportion living in houses was moving towards 30 percent in 

Montréal by the second wave of the survey, 50 percent in Toronto, and was al-

ready well over 60 percent in Vancouver.  These figures need to be considered 

in light of the housing cost differentials already discussed.  Despite the signifi-

cant drop in rental vacancy rates in Montréal, newcomers landing there still 

mainly gravitate towards apartments and pay relatively modest rents (com-

pared with Toronto and Vancouver).  The opposite is true in Vancouver.  With 

a dearth of apartment units to begin with, and so few under construction, im-

migrants found shelter in houses, either through purchasing them or renting 

flats, typically in basements.  Toronto occupies an intermediate position, with 

a substantial number of immigrants living in high-rise apartments, but also a 

widespread culture of ownership and a high priority (by longstanding residents 

and newcomers alike) on single-detached homes.  The housing stock and as-

sociated costs therefore vary a great deal across the three centres.

Home ownership

So, too, does the degree of home ownership.  From the first wave of the 

survey, immigrants were far more likely to purchase a home in Toronto and 

Vancouver than Montréal (Table 22).  This difference was maintained over 

the next three and a half years.  The rate of home ownership (for all admis-

sion classes) more or less doubled in all three centres between the first and 

second waves of LSIC.  The rate nearly tripled from the first to third waves of 

the survey.  In the period from the second to third waves, the rate of growth 

in ownership in Montréal was higher than that of Toronto or Vancouver, but 

this did not change the overall picture of a much lower tendency to purchase 

housing in that city.
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Table 22: Home ownership rates for immigrants, by landing 
class and metropolitan area, W1–W3 (%)

    Total Family class

Skilled 
Workers

Other 
Economic Refugees

Total W1 18 38 10 37 3
W2 34 49 29 63 x

  W3 52 60 49 74 19
Montréal W1 6 15 2 20 x

W2 11 18 8 36 x
  W3 22 26 21 50 10
Toronto W1 17 39 8 37 x

W2 36 51 29 67 10
  W3 55 63 52 78 21
Vancouver W1 20 34 11 37 x

W2 37 44 29 63 x
  W3 54 55 50 75 17
Note: Totals do not include refugees when there is no value specified for that group

There were subtle differences across landing classes in ownership rates 

across the three centres.  At the national scale, the Other Economic group was 

associated with the highest level of ownership.  This was also true in each of 

the three centres, but particularly so in Montréal, at least in relative terms (50 

percent vs. 22 percent).  By the third wave of LSIC, Refugees in Montréal were 

nearly half as likely as the total immigrant population to own a home (10 vs. 22 

percent), which was a closer ratio than in the other two centres.  Meanwhile, 

the variation in home ownership rates was lower in Vancouver.

How do we explain these variations?  We begin by considering the ratio of 

income to house prices, using figures drawn from Table 18 (total family income 

at W3) and Table 1 (average MLS list price in 2005).  For Canada as a whole, the 

average house was listed for $249,000, approximately 4.7 times the average 

total income of families included in LSIC.  Under these circumstances, few im-
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migrant families should be able to afford to purchase a house.  Based on one 

of the popular Canadian financial websites, an income of $53,200 would enable 

a family to carry a mortgage of just under $195,000 (assuming no other debt 

and an annual municipal tax rate of $1,500).  This would require a down pay-

ment of well over $50,000 for the average house.  But, as noted earlier, there 

are three potential circumstances that could intervene to enable immigrants 

to buy a home even when the relationship between income and price does not 

appear to be favourable: they may have transferred savings to Canada for use 

as a down payment; they may pool resources with two or more families oc-

cupying the same house; and they may purchase houses at the lower end of 

the price spectrum.

The price/income ratio for Montréal was close to the figure for the country 

as a whole (4.9 vs. 4.7), but it was markedly higher in Toronto (6.2) and even 

more so in Vancouver (8.6).  These data would lead us to expect higher owner-

ship rates in Montréal than the other two centres (i.e., exactly the opposite of 

what we observe in LSIC).  

Why this reversal?  First, in our earlier CMHC study, we were able to show 

that, at W1, immigrants to Montréal brought fewer savings than those landing 

in the other centres (Hiebert et al. 2006).  In part, this is related to the different 

admission class mix in Montréal compared with Toronto and Vancouver (e.g., 

fewer business-class immigrants, proportionally; more refugees).  Although 

LSIC respondents were not asked about their level of savings left in Canada 

in W2 or W3, we suspect these early differences in the transfer of savings to 

Canada continued to be significant.  Note, for example, this apparent discrep-

ancy: the ratio of the average list price of a home in Vancouver in 2005 was 

11.7 times the average total family income of Other Economic immigrants, and 

yet 75 percent of the respondents in that group had purchased a home.  In fact 
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the income level of this group suggests that even the lowest-priced forms of 

housing should be out of their reach.  We believe that the transfer of savings is 

the most logical explanation of this otherwise mystifying outcome.  Secondly, 

we have seen much higher ratios of multi-family immigrant households in 

Toronto and Vancouver than Montréal (unfortunately, LSIC asks respondents 

to specify their family income but not their household income so we cannot 

explore the significance of this tendency further).  Thirdly, the much lower 

cost of renting a home in Montréal provides less of an incentive for immigrants 

to purchase housing.  Fourthly, at the same time, the lower purchase price 

probably suggests to immigrants that housing is a less valuable investment in 

Montréal.  Finally, zoning practices and the built environment may also have 

an impact.  Basement suites are popular among immigrant home owners in 

both Toronto and Vancouver as a means to pay part of their mortgage (hence 

the widely used term “mortgage helper”).  With a much lower proportion of 

single-detached houses in its housing stock, the opportunity for this type of 

leveraged financing is lower in Montréal.

Additional insights into the acquisition of home ownership across the three 

centres can be seen when the data are disaggregated by ethno-cultural group 

(Table 23; index values are relative to the total home ownership rate for each 

centre).  Again, Montréal proves highly distinctive, with a much higher rate 

of ownership for immigrants of European heritage than for any other group 

(though it is worth noting that the category “Other Visible Minority” is highly 

varied).  This outcome contrasts sharply with the corresponding situation in 

Toronto and Vancouver, where European-origin immigrants are less likely to 

own homes than their Visible Minority counterparts.  In Montréal, the ratio of 

family income for this group is 1.33 times higher than the average for immi-

grants as a whole (W3); in fact, it has the highest level of income, by far, of 
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any ethno-cultural category (figures from LSIC but not included in tables for 

this report).  European-origin immigrants also have higher incomes than other 

groups in Toronto and Vancouver (ratios of 1.17 and 1.42 compared with the 

average for all immigrants).  However, there is a much higher propensity for 

non-European immigrant groups to form multi-family households in Toronto 

and Vancouver.  We also speculate that the transfer of wealth of non-Euro-

pean immigrant groups has been much higher in Toronto and Vancouver than 

Montréal.

Table 23: Home ownership rates for immigrants, by population group and 
metropolitan area, W3

   
East 

Asian

South 
Asian Black Filipino Arab

West 
Asian 

(minus 
Arab)

Other 
Vis. 
Min.

Non-Vis. 
Min. 

(White) Total

Montréal % 18 18 13 19 34 22
  Index 85 86     62   87 159  
Toronto % 53 60 56 52 44 41 61 49 55
  Index 97 110 102 95 79 76 111 89  
Vancouver % 59 49 52 50 39 45 53
  Index 111 92   98   94 72 85  

In Toronto, apart from the amorphous and small “Other Visible Minority” 

group, Indo-Canadians and, surprisingly, Black-Canadians, report the highest 

rates of home ownership.  The former outcome is likely related to the high 

propensity for Indo-Canadians to opt for multi-family households (e.g., their 

average household size in Toronto was 4.2 persons in W3).  We do not have 

a logical explanation for the latter statistic and need to probe LSIC further to 

gather a better understanding (since the level of family income of this group 

is a little less than the average for all immigrants, and their household size is 
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also slightly smaller than average).  In Vancouver, respondents from Eastern 

Asian origins are the most likely to own a home, in keeping with the large 

number of business immigrants in that category.  The level of home owner-

ship for immigrants from the Philippines and Western Asia in Vancouver is also 

noteworthy.

Crowding

As we have suggested earlier in this report, high rates of home ownership 

are often associated with crowding.  This is generally not the case for the Other 

Economic group, which appears to have sufficient capital to purchase adequate 

homes.  In Montréal, the number of respondents in this group who were living 

in crowded conditions was too small to be reported here, and it was a rela-

tively modest 10 percent in both Toronto and Vancouver (Table 24; note that 

the table includes both owners and tenants).  Crowding was also not a particu-

larly prevalent issue for Skilled Workers, at least in Toronto and Montréal.  As 

we have seen, in the former case, income levels for this group are well above 

average, while housing costs for the latter are below average.  In Montréal, 

even Family Class immigrants and Refugees are not especially prone to live in 

crowded housing.  Other groups are not so fortunate, however.  Respondents 

arriving as Refugees in Toronto and Vancouver—who are overwhelmingly in 

rental housing—experience high rates of crowding.  In this case, incomes are 

insufficient for adequate housing, especially given the expensive rent levels in 

both metropolitan areas.  On the other hand, respondents arriving as Family 

Class immigrants in the same cities—who mainly live in owned dwellings—also 

tend to be in crowded circumstances.  This, we believe, is the result of a com-

bination of: a strong desire for ownership; high purchase prices; and the reso-

lution of these realities through multi-family household strategies.
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Table 24: Crowding rates for immigrants, by 
admission class, population group and metropolitan 
area, W3 (%)

  Montréal Toronto Vancouver

 Admission class
Family 13 27 36
Skilled Workers 13 10 17
Other Economic x 10 10
Refugee 46 40 35
Total 15 16 22
 Visible Minority group      
East Asian 11 9 17
South Asian 33 24 39
Black 18 17  
Filipino   17 23
Arab 18    
West Asian (minus Arab) 37 30 24
Other Vis. Min. 13 10 17
Non-Vis. Min. (White) 6 5 7
Total 15 16 21

Again, some of the subtleties of the situation can be seen when we re-

classify the data according to population group (Table 25).  Immigrants of 

European origin consistently have the lowest rates of crowding.  Rates for 

members of Visible Minority groups are twice as high or more.  Not surpris-

ingly, perhaps, the group with the highest propensity to live in crowded dwell-

ings are those of South Asian descent, closely followed by West Asians (outside 

Vancouver).  In the former case, we see the results of multi-family households, 

and in the latter, the results of low income.  While there are a few exceptions, 

it is interesting to note that rates of crowding do not vary a great deal across 

metropolitan areas for each population group.
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Table 25: Non-home owners’ payments in rent, relative to 
total family income, by metropolitan area, W1–W3 (%)

    Number
Up to 
30%

30% or 
more

50% or 
more

Total W1 119,100 23 21 55
W2 93,850 51 28 21

  W3 71,900 61 23 16
Montréal W1 20,250 25 22 50

W2 18,200 48 31 21
  W3 16,200 60 21 19
Toronto W1 61,400 20 18 56

W2 40,250 48 31 21
  W3 28,900 58 26 16
Vancouver W1 19,400 23 17 51

W2 13,000 52 24 24
  W3 10,050 63 22 16

Affordability for tenant families

We turn, finally, to examine the issue of affordability for tenants at the 

metropolitan scale.  Earlier, we saw that there was a remarkable drop in the 

proportion of households spending most of their income on housing, from 55 

percent of the total in the first wave, to 16 by the third.  Given the consider-

able differences in rent prices across the three centres, it is somewhat sur-

prising to see fairly consistent affordability dynamics across them (Table 26).  

By the third wave of LSIC, there were only three percentage points separating 

Montréal from Toronto and Vancouver in category of those spending more than 

half of their income on rent, with newcomers in Montréal experiencing the 

most difficulty on this measure of affordability.
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Table 26: High rent/income ratios, by admission class and metropolitan 
area, W3

    Family
Skilled 
Workers

Other 
Economic

Refugees Total

Montréal Spent between 30% 
and 49.9% on rent 19 21 x 28 3,400

  Spent more than 50% 
on rent 16 20 x 20 3,050

Toronto Spent between 30% 
and 49.9% on rent 30 24 x 41 7,400

  Spent more than 50% 
on rent 15 14 x 27 4,250

Vancouver Spent between 30% 
and 49.9% on rent 17 22 33 36 2,150

  Spent more than 50% 
on rent 8 16 40 21 1,600

Refugees in Montréal face a cost-price squeeze in the rental market, with 

nearly half paying more than 30 percent of their income on rent (combining 

the two categories of Table 27).  But the situation is even worse for those in 

the more expensive markets of Toronto and Vancouver, where 68 and 57 per-

cent of the Refugee respondents face this challenge, four years after landing in 

Canada.  Around 40 percent of those who arrived through the Skilled Worker 

program also face unaffordable rent levels, across all three centres, as do 

Family Class immigrants in Montréal and Toronto.  Vancouver is somewhat ex-

ceptional in this respect, with a higher proportion of Family Class immigrants in 

the more comfortable situation of paying less than 30 percent of their house-

hold income for rent.  Conversely, the opposite is true for the relatively small 

number of Other Economic immigrants in Vancouver who have not purchased 

a home.  In fact, they face the most pressing cost-price squeeze of any group 

identified in this study, with 73 percent in the 30 and 50 percent plus income 

categories.  While this situation is far from optimal, we suspect that many of 
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the respondents in this category would have access to savings and are not at 

immediate risk of homelessness (though some no doubt would be).

Table 27: High rent/income ratios, by population group and metropolitan 
area, W3 (%)

 

 

East 
Asian 

South 
Asian Black Arab

West 
Asian 

(minus 
Arab)

Other 
Vis. 
Min.

Non-Vis. 
Min. 

(White) Total

Montréal

Spent 30% 
or more on 
rent 48   39 46 59 27 27 41

Toronto

Spent 30% 
or more on 
rent 40 40 53   71 37 38 42

Vancouver

Spent 30% 
or more on 
rent 53 17       29 40 38

Metropolitan variations: Summary and analysis

We stated these working hypotheses at the outset of this report:

The experience of immigrants in the housing markets of MTV will vary, with •	

more crowding and affordability problems in Toronto and Vancouver given 

their higher-priced markets.

Immigrants have a large impact on the rental markets of MTV (based on •	

the number of units rented) but a small one on the real estate (home own-

ership) market.

We certainly found the first part of the initial hypothesis to be correct 

and emphasize the variegation of housing markets in the three main centres 

of immigrant settlement in Canada.  As noted earlier, it is largely inappro-
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priate to think that there is a single housing market across the country and 

equally inadvisable to assume that immigrants face the same housing chal-

lenges in Montréal, Toronto and Vancouver.  However, our results that address 

the second half of this hypothesis were not quite so clear.

Montréal has the most affordable housing market.  But the immigrants 

who gravitate to Montréal tend to bring very little capital with them and the 

opportunities for participation in the labour market and robust earnings are 

much weaker in Montréal than the other two metropolitan areas.  So there 

is a kind of alignment in the Montréal market, with lower ability to pay and 

lower levels of rent, and lower housing purchase prices as well.  Few can or 

do take advantage of this purchase price discount (compared with Toronto and 

Vancouver), and most newcomers remain in the rental market through their 

first four years of settlement.  Relatively few live in single, detached houses and 

various forms of apartments are the norm.  With the exception of Refugees, 

crowding is relatively rare in Montréal.  Nevertheless, immigrants who are ten-

ants in Montréal (which is some 78 percent of the total surveyed population) 

face serious affordability challenges.  The Montréal story in a nutshell appears 

to be: immigrants rent apartments that are generally adequate in size, but pay 

a high ratio of their income to do so.  The story for the Other Economic group 

in Montréal is much more fortunate than the average (but it is a small group), 

while Refugees experience the greatest problems.  From a policy perspective, 

the most significant issue to address in Montréal is economic opportunity (i.e., 

the problem is not so much the supply of housing but the income level of im-

migrant families).

Toronto has the most punishing housing market for tenants and purchase 

prices that are far above the national average (though not as high as those 

of Vancouver).  On the other hand, Toronto appears to have offered the new-
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comers the best economic opportunities of the three centres.  While earnings in 

Toronto lagged behind the national average in the first wave of the survey, they 

escalated steadily and were substantially above the national average by the end 

of the survey, and the highest of the three centres.  Newcomers also adjust to 

the Toronto housing market through combining forces into larger households.  

Approximately half of the LSIC respondent population lives in apartments, and 

half in houses (detached and non-detached combined).  Members of Visible 

Minority groups, most notably newcomers from South Asia, are at the fore-

front of the trend towards purchasing housing.  While this issue is not covered 

in this report, our work elsewhere demonstrates that this process is closely in-

terconnected with the trajectory of suburbanization of Visible Minority groups 

in Toronto (and Vancouver as well; Hiebert et al. 2007).  This quick acquisition 

of home ownership may be an astute long-term investment, but comes with 

short-term costs.  We have not examined the relationship between mortgage 

payments and income in this study, but expect that many of the newcomers 

who purchased homes in their earlier years are financially stretched.  What 

we can see in these data is a strong relationship between the group with 

the highest tendency to purchase housing and crowded living circumstances.  

Turning to tenants, we were surprised that the rent/income ratio was actually 

slightly better in Toronto than the other two cities.  This reflects the relatively 

strong economic outcomes associated with newcomers in that centre, and sug-

gests that there will be a continuing trend towards home ownership in the 

future (i.e., a lower rent/income ratio means that households may be able to 

accumulate savings towards a down payment for a home).

The situation in Vancouver is in many ways similar to that of Toronto, but 

with a few distinctions.  The rental market in Vancouver is slightly cheaper 

than that of Toronto, but income levels for immigrant families are lower so is-
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sues of affordability loom large.  Remarkably, although house prices are much 

higher in Vancouver than anywhere else, including Toronto, some 55 percent 

of newcomers have managed to purchase a home in the four years covered 

by LSIC.  As in Toronto, we see that this process is often facilitated through a 

multi-family strategy, and is associated with crowded dwellings.  However, the 

particularly large number of business-class immigrants in Vancouver means 

that many families purchase housing using transferred capital, despite low (in 

many cases, very low) earnings and aggregate family income.  Whether this 

strategy is sustainable in the long run (i.e., continuing transfer of capital to 

sustain housing costs) is open to question.  Of course, a more positive sce-

nario could develop, and these newcomers could establish businesses or find 

well-remunerated work in the coming years.  In Vancouver, as in Montréal and 

Toronto, Refugees face especially troubling challenges of overcrowding (mainly 

in rental units) and affordability.  There is one glimmer of hope, though: we 

were astonished to find that, in Canada’s most expensive housing market, 17 

percent of Refugee respondents had become home owners in their initial four 

years in Canada.

Given these complexities, the first hypothesis cannot be seen as fully valid.  

Newcomers to Montréal may enjoy lower rents and purchase prices, but their 

level of income is considerably lower than their counterparts in Vancouver and, 

especially, Toronto.  With the notable exception of Refugees, crowding may not 

be as serious a problem in Montréal, but housing affordability most certainly is.  

The situation of newcomers in Vancouver could be seen as quite counterintui-

tive, given the modest income levels there coupled with high housing process, 

and yet the high level of home ownership.  These data clearly reveal that in-

come is not the only factor enabling home ownership.
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Our second hypothesis is also challenged by LSIC data.  The impact of 

newcomers on the rental markets of Montréal, Toronto, and Vancouver is no 

doubt rapid and profound, given the scale of immigrant settlement in these 

centres and the fact that so many rent dwellings very soon after arrival.  But 

LSIC suggests that there is a major impact on the real estate purchase market 

as well.  While this impact may not be so dramatic in Montréal, fully half of 

LSIC respondents in Toronto and Vancouver were home owners within just four 

years.

Discussion and synthesis: Housing and the settlement process

We begin this section by considering what we have learned about the 

changing housing circumstances of the admission categories, and follow this 

with a similar discussion based on cultural groups.  We turn then to the longitu-

dinal analysis to set this larger discussion of admission and cultural differences 

into perspective.

A little more than one-quarter of the LSIC respondents were associated 

with the Family Class.  Above all, members of this class exemplify the chief 

findings of a prominent school of thought in migration theory writ large: social 

network theory.  According to this approach, family networks both facilitate 

the process of migration (cf. the concept of “chain migration”) and also that of 

settlement in a new society.  Early migrants establish pathways for their suc-

cessors to follow.  Newcomers benefit from these pioneering efforts and their 

search for work and shelter is much easier.  The Canadian Family Class pro-

gram adds an important ingredient to this already potent set of early advan-

tages, requiring that immigrants admitted in this category be actively spon-

sored (i.e., supported) by a family member.  Network theories of migration 

have also identified an important potential weakness in this apparently positive 
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situation; newcomers may easily become locked into relatively narrow social 

networks and the initial assistance of their relatives and friends can lead them 

to reduced socio-economic horizons (e.g., by finding a poorly-paid job quickly, 

the individual may resist enhanced language training and the possibility of a 

better job down the road).

To a large degree, the experience of Family Class immigrants surveyed in 

LSIC matches the expectations of network theory.  While they have low in-

comes upon arrival, respondents in this category are relatively well housed, 

with a high level of home ownership, a modest level of crowding (a high ratio 

live in houses as opposed to apartments), and few reported problems finding 

housing.  All of this is associated with a highly distinctive tendency to reside 

in composite households with (presumably) multiple adults earning incomes.  

Already impressive, the housing circumstances of this group improved sig-

nificantly over the 18 months separating the first and second waves of LSIC, 

on all of the measures considered in this report.  However, this trajectory of 

improvement was not as apparent in the second interval of LSIC as the first, 

perhaps hinting at the limits of social networks postulated in the theoretical 

literature.  Nevertheless, the aggregate housing situation of Family Class im-

migrants in LSIC would have to be described as fairly advantageous by the 

termination of the survey.

Our expectations for newcomers admitted as Skilled Workers should be a 

mirror image to those of the Family Class.  In many ways they are the “pio-

neers” of network theory discussed in the preceding paragraphs, although not 

completely so: many Skilled Workers come to join already-existing networks 

of family and friends, and Canada actually assigns 5 points for those with a 

relative living in the country.  For our purposes, however, the key point is that 

Skilled Workers are unsponsored.
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The housing circumstances of respondents associated with the Skilled 

Worker class were quite modest in W1.  Most lived in traditional nuclear fami-

lies though there was a noticeable number of single-person households as well.  

The majority found housing in apartments and very few owned homes.  Those 

in apartments dedicated a very high proportion of their income to rent, a point 

echoed in the high ratio experiencing problems finding housing.

Over the next two waves of the survey, however, it is clear that Skilled 

Workers experienced the greatest degree of progression in their housing cir-

cumstances.  The proportion experiencing crowding, affordability problems, 

and problems finding housing all fell, while the rate of home ownership rose 

sharply.  In fact, the housing conditions (as measured in this report: owner-

ship, crowding, affordability) of Skilled Worker immigrants began to approxi-

mate that of the Canadian population overall.

The Other Economic category is much smaller and, as noted earlier, domi-

nated by those who came to Canada through the business immigration pro-

gram.  For the most part members of this group arrive with financial capital 

but, as other research has shown (e.g., Hiebert 2002, Ley 2003), their eco-

nomic integration is actually quite difficult.  The initial housing circumstances 

of the Other Economic group are in keeping with the fact that they transfer a 

large amount of wealth to Canada.  Already at W1 approximately one-third of 

this group owns a home and few identify problems finding housing.  A high pro-

portion live in traditional nuclear families and the predominant dwelling type is 

the single-detached house.  Crowding is relatively rare, though those who have 

not yet purchased a home pay a very high proportion of their income as rent 

(not surprising given that this group is expected to start a business or invest in 

the Canadian economy rather than find work in the regular labour market, so 

their initial income level is quite low).
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Members of this group continued to invest their transferred capital into the 

real estate market over the next few years, with a jump in home ownership 

to approximately three-quarters of the group by W3.  At the same time, those 

who did not make this transition tended to experience a high degree of income 

stress in the rental market.

Finally, we outlined at the outset of this report our expectation that Refugees 

would experience the greatest challenges in the housing market.  This has 

proven true.  While Refugees, like other newcomers, tend to live in nuclear 

families, this category includes the highest proportion of lone-parent families, 

a group that is not generally well-housed in Canada.  Virtually none of the 

Longitudinal Respondents associated with Refugees in the survey were home 

owners in the first wave of LSIC (or the second).  The overwhelming majority 

lived in apartments in the early phase of the survey.  Refugees experienced 

a high level of crowding in W1 and also considerable affordability problems 

(though relatively few were registered in the extreme stress category given 

that they receive social assistance and therefore actually received more in-

come than many other newcomers in the W1 survey).

The housing situation of Refugees improved least of all of the groups sur-

veyed.  A substantial number indicated that they had problems finding housing 

even in the W3 survey; their degree of crowding was worst, and affordability 

challenges continued to be serious.  Refugees, understandably, had the lowest 

rate of home ownership and the highest tendency to live in apartments.

But the story is not completely depressing for this group.  In terms of 

affordability, the situation for Refugees in W3 actually approximated that of 

Skilled Workers just two years earlier, in W2.  Also, while their rate of owner-

ship continued to be low, it was edging towards 20 percent by the termination 

of LSIC.
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*     *     *

In the broad scope of the social sciences, race is widely seen as a major 

social fault line in Canada in much the same way that class was in the early 

twentieth century.14  Scholarship on immigration has also emphasized the sa-

lience of race in the process of settlement and integration.  We set out in this 

project with this long-standing understanding in mind, expecting to find clear 

distinctions between the experience of Whites and Visible Minorities in the 

housing market.  We also speculated that there would be significant differences 

within these categories, but that the major distinction between immigrants 

from European vs. other backgrounds would be highly relevant.  Certainly, 

White newcomers had the highest family income levels throughout the three 

waves of the survey (Table 4).

This expectation was valid in many, but not all, respects.  The hypothesis 

of a high degree of differentiation between cultural groups was more consis-

tently true.

We begin by summarizing the gap in the housing situations of White vs. 

Visible Minority newcomers.  The simplest way to do this is to compare the 

statistics on the “non-Visible Minority” group with the total sampled popula-

tion.  The household composition of White newcomers was not that different 

from that of Visible Minority groups, taken as a whole.  The only categories 

with noteworthy differences were a higher than average number of childless 

couples, and a lower proportion of multiple family units among Whites (across 

the three waves of the survey).  In other words, Whites, like all newcomers 

generally, tended to live in nuclear families but with a smaller number in large, 

14	 This is not to suggest that race has superseded class as the primary social division in Canadian society.  
Both are important.
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composite households and a larger number in smaller ones.  Apart from the 

relative lack of multiple-family households, these are not sharp differences.

Whites vs. Visible Minorities were almost indistinguishable in terms of their 

dwelling types, with a slightly higher percentage of Whites in single-detached 

houses (perhaps signifying better housing), but also in low-rise apartments 

(perhaps signifying worse).

The aggregate home ownership rate also differed little between these 

broad categories, though Whites enjoyed a small advantage in this respect.  

Our longitudinal analysis also showed that White respondents were less likely 

to lose ownership once it had been acquired.

The largest, and surely most important, distinctions between these broad 

groups could be found in the variables that proxy experience in the housing 

market (“difficulty”), housing quality, and affordability.  In all three cases, new-

comers who identified a European origin were in a more favourable situation 

throughout the three waves of the survey.

There is clear evidence, therefore, of racialized differences in the housing 

market, but these do not extend to all aspects of housing consumption.

Moreover, our analysis has repeatedly shown substantial differences be-

tween Visible Minority groups.  The most striking of these are the extraordi-

nary degree of home ownership among South and Southeast Asian respon-

dents, vs. the highly precarious situation of West Asian (including Arab) and 

Black respondents in the housing market (compounded by a high incidence of 

difficulties locating housing for the latter group).

We employed a longitudinal analysis of home ownership to explore two 

central issues: the process of ownership acquisition over time (limited, by ne-

cessity, by the relatively short span of LSIC); and the degree of association 
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between ownership acquisition and several sets of variables.  In part, the lon-

gitudinal analysis enables us to speculate on the relative importance of admis-

sion class, Visible Minority status, and other relevant social characteristics in 

terms of home ownership.

It seems that the two most significant sets of variables that help predict 

ownership change are admission class (with the highest index values in Table 

11), and the various demographic measures used here.15  The Canadian im-

migration system is complex and has built classes around different social/

economic/political objectives (note especially the profound difference between 

the humanitarian and economic rationales of the program and their crystal-

lization into the Government Assisted Refugee vs. Skilled Worker classes, for 

example).  We should not be surprised, therefore, that admission class carried 

great significance through all of the measures of the housing market examined 

in this report.  The rate of ownership change, understandably, varies enor-

mously between admission groups.

Demographic specificities are also deeply embedded in the housing experi-

ence.  The age/experience cycle is the most evident of these in our analysis, 

but the size of family is also important and we have, throughout the report, 

emphasized the prevalence of composite-family household strategies among 

particular groups of newcomers.

The small number of socio-economic variables included in our analysis 

were also significant in predicting ownership change, but not as consistently 

as those just discussed.  As would be expected, employment and higher levels 

of income are both beneficial, but not overwhelmingly so.  We speculate that 

15	 Unfortunately we did not conduct an analysis by specific Visible Minority group, given the small size of 
many groups in the W3 sample, which would have necessitated amalgamating groups into a small number 
of categories.  Nevertheless, we believe that, if there were sufficient data to enable such an analysis, the 
results would be highly significant (e.g., South Asians vs. West Asians).
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we are missing a critical piece of the socio-economic puzzle that, perhaps, su-

persedes all others in the early stage of settlement: wealth, especially wealth 

transferred to Canada.

The other variables explored here were not particularly important.  Visible 

Minority status, at the broad scale of White vs. non-White, hardly registered 

as a predictor of ownership change (though was marginally important in pre-

dicting ownership loss).  None of the social capital or attitudinal measures we 

tested were particularly associated with the housing market.

Conclusion

Our overall working hypotheses for this study were:

Immigrants in general continue to experience a progressive housing ca-•	

reer, and their housing situation two and four years after landing will be 

better than it was at six months.

However, the degree of improvement, and the general housing situation, •	

will vary widely between groups.

Generally, there will be a gap between European-origin and Visible Minority •	

groups.  But there will also be substantial differences in the experiences 

of individual groups in the housing market (e.g., immigrants from India vs. 

China).

Refugees experience the most significant problems accessing appropriate •	

and affordable housing.

Our study reveals some of the contours of a highly dynamic engagement 

of newcomers with the Canadian housing market during the first four years of 

their settlement.  The most significant story is the remarkable improvement 

in the housing circumstances—by several relevant criteria—over the time pe-
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riod covered by LSIC.  The rate of home ownership acquisition was particularly 

significant and speaks to the impact of immigration in the Canadian housing 

market.  Clearly, there is an impact in housing demand (and, we would specu-

late, price), given the large and rapid investment on property shown in the 

data.

Of course this favourable outcome was not universally experienced, and 

a number of newcomers continued to struggle with problems of affordability, 

crowding, and difficulties finding housing even in the third wave of the survey.  

Regrettably, there are several groups who feel the impact of these problems 

more consistently than others, notably Refugees, and immigrants identifying 

as Black, Arab, and West Asian.

In general, the hypotheses that structured our analysis were valid.  The 

progressive housing career identified at the first wave of the survey continued 

for a large number of immigrants through the second and third waves.  As 

expected, though, the degree of improvement in housing circumstances con-

tinued to vary a great deal by group, a fact that was associated with the broad 

distinction between European and Visible Minority newcomers, but it’s also 

more complex than such a simple categorization could ever capture.  The situ-

ation of Refugees is worthy of particular attention given the information avail-

able in LSIC.  There are some hints that this group, too, will see a marked im-

provement in its housing situation, but the larger story is one of difficulty, lack 

of affordability, and (at least by the simple measure of crowding) inadequate 

housing for this group.
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