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Abstract 

Canadian data show that second-generation immigrants generally achieve higher levels of 

educational attainment when compared to the children of Canadian-born parents; however, 

those who are racialized experience poorer labour market outcomes, such as higher rates of 

underemployment, lower rates of pay, and less access to jobs with opportunities for 

advancement. This study uses in-depth interviews to explore the experiences of both racialized 

and non-racialized second-generation immigrants in their school–work transitions. It focuses 

on examining the roles of human and social capital, and the differences that racialized and non-

racialized groups experience when navigating this transition. Findings highlight the value of 

social capital, experiential learning opportunities, and the pervasiveness of racial 

discrimination in the job search process. As the labour market share of young workers with an 

immigrant background increases, this research will help shed light on the experiences of this 

population, and shape policy and practice in the Canadian economy. 
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Chapter 1  

1 Introduction 
International migration has led to changes in the demographic makeup of the 

Canadian population over time. In 1966, 87 percent of Canada’s immigrants were of 

European origin; by 2011 65.1 percent of immigrants were of non-European origin 

(Knowles 2000; Statistics Canada 2013a). With the elimination of discriminatory 

immigration policies that limited migration to “preferred countries” (Britain, the United 

States, and northwestern Europe), and the implementation of the point system in 1967, 

recent waves of immigrants and their descendants bring a diversity of ethnic ancestries, 

racial backgrounds, languages, and religious affiliations to Canada (Green and Green 

1999:428; Statistics Canada 2013a).  

In 2011, foreign-born Canadians made up 20.6 percent of the national population, 

and the children of these immigrants, referred to as second-generation immigrants, 

composed 17.4 percent of the population (Statistics Canada 2013a; Statistics Canada 

2013b). Second-generation immigrants are relatively younger than the Canadian 

population at large, with a median age of 31.9 years nationally, and 29.7 years in Ontario, 

where they make up 22.5 percent of the population (Statistics Canada 2013b).  

One of the key indicators of successful integration of newcomers into the host 

society is the ability of group members to gain economic independence, as this has 

serious ramifications for social and economic inequality (Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development [OECD] 2010). While there is a substantial literature on the 
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experiences of immigrants in the Canadian labour market, less is known about the 

outcomes of their children.  

Canadian data show that second-generation immigrants generally achieve higher 

levels of education when compared to the children of Canadian-born parents (Abada and 

Lin 2011); however, for members of racialized groups, high educational attainment does 

not always translate into labour market success (Picot and Hou 2011). Racialized second-

generation immigrants experience poorer labour market outcomes, such as higher rates of 

underemployment, lower rates of pay, and less access to jobs offering opportunities for 

advancement (Palameta 2007; Yan, Lauer, and Chan 2012). This presents a problem for 

the personal wellbeing of this population, as well as the Canadian economy as whole, 

when racialized second-generation immigrants are entering the job market in large 

numbers (Statistics Canada 2005). 

While there is a base knowledge of the general trends and patterns of the 

economic outcomes of second-generation immigrants in Canada, there is a dearth of 

literature examining the actual experiences of this population and what happens to them 

as they make their school–work transitions. The present study attempts to address this 

gap in an effort to shed light on how second-generation immigrants navigate their 

school–work transitions, including the challenges they face and the strategies they use to 

navigate this transition successfully. Two key research questions will be addressed in this 

thesis. First, what are the roles of human and social capital in the school–work transitions 

of second-generation immigrants? Second, how are the experiences of racialized second-
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generation immigrants different from their non-racialized peers? To answer these 

questions, I conducted interviews with 27 participants across Southwestern Ontario.  

Chapter 2 provides a review of the existing literature that has inspired this thesis, 

and helped me identify a gap in the research. This section will provide a framework for 

my study, beginning with an examination of the destandardization of school–work 

transitions and the role of the knowledge economy. Next, I will provide an overview of 

human capital theory, as well as its shortcomings. In order to explain the limitations of 

the human capital model, I will move on to a discussion about social capital, and its value 

in the labour market. I end this chapter with an examination of structural inequality 

through three key factors: class, race, and immigration status.  

In chapter 3, I present my methodology, explaining how I conducted the study 

and answered my research questions. The benefits and drawbacks of the methods used 

are discussed here. In this chapter, I also provide a profile of my participants.  

Chapter 4 presents the results of the data analysis, highlighting a number of key 

themes including: participants’ belief in the importance of human capital; their realization 

of the shortcomings of this model through their experience of over-qualification in a 

precarious labour market and discrimination; their appreciation of their parents’ 

emotional support and personal sacrifice for the well-being of their children; their 

frustration due to their lack of access to valuable social capital; as well as the strategies 

they used to navigate this transition successfully by improving their own social and 

human capital.  



4 

 

 

 

Finally, the discussion in chapter 5 connects the current literature, the results of 

this study, and the implications of my research for both scholarship and policy. I begin 

with a summary of my results discussed in chapter 4, and link my findings to the existing 

knowledge about human and social capital, as well as racial discrimination. Then, I 

consider a number of policy implications and provide suggestions to help ease the 

school–work transitions of second-generation immigrants. Last, I discuss the limitations 

of my study and suggest directions for future research based on the findings of this study.  
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Chapter 2  

2 Literature Review 
The purpose of this chapter is to review the existing literature and provide a 

framework for my study within the broader sociological context. I will begin with an 

examination of the increasingly complex and destandardized understanding of school–

work transitions in today’s knowledge economy. Next, I will survey human capital theory 

and its applicability to the contemporary labour market, as well as its limitations and 

contradictions including over-reliance on formal schooling, overqualification in jobs, and 

discrimination among job seekers. Given the shortcomings of the human capital model, I 

will turn to a discussion of social capital theory in an effort to explain unequal outcomes 

among different groups with the similar human capital. Following that I explore the 

significance of structural inequality in this transition through the examination of class, 

race, and immigration status, ending with a summary of the current knowledge on the 

experiences of second-generation immigrants in Canada.  

2.1 School–Work Transitions in a Post-Industrial Society 
School–work transitions mark an important turning point in the lives of young 

people, and are considered to be one of the key markers of adulthood (Blustein 1999; 

Haase, Heckhausen, and Köller 2008; Lent and Worthington 1999; Shanahan, Mortimer, 

and Krüger, 2002). A seamless transition into the labour market is favourable at both the 

micro and macro levels. It allows greater independence for individuals, makes use of 

human capital, and maintains a labour market supply (Brzinsky-Fay 2014). This 
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transition offers individuals the opportunity for upward mobility, but also exposes them 

to the risk of downward mobility (Haase et al. 2008). In their seminal study, Young 

Workers, Ashton and Field (1976) identify three potential pathways of school–work 

transitions: 1) ‘extended careers’ are a common path for the upper-class who attended 

institutions of higher learning before entering professional and management-level 

positions; 2) being middle-class leads to occupations in banking and apprenticeships, as 

well as clerical positions; and 3) the ‘careerless’ path involves unskilled or low-skilled 

labour. Since the development of Ashton and Field’s typology, Canada and other Western 

countries have experienced deindustrialization, and more recently, transitioned into a 

‘new economy’ (often referred to as the ‘knowledge economy’) introducing an expansion 

of employment in the service industry (Bradley and Devadson 2008; Livingstone 2014). 

Additionally, Canada and other Western nations are seeing a significant growth of their 

post-secondary education systems, which means that the majority of any high-school 

graduating cohort now undertakes further studies at university or college (OECD 2005; 

Walters and Zarifa 2008). This shift into the new economy and changing educational 

preferences has rendered Ashton and Field’s framework less applicable to the school–

work transitions of today’s young people (Haase et al. 2008).  

2.1.1 The Knowledge Economy Shift 

Globalization and technological innovations have changed the very nature of 

today’s labour market, resulting in increasingly complex and destandardized school–work 

transitions (Chesters & Smith 2015; Lehmann and Adams 2016), which is made evident 

by the lengthened timeframe of these transitions into the mid to late 20s (Hango 2010). 



7 

 

 

 

Using data from Statistics Canada, Shaienks and Gluszynski (2009) find that among the 

cohort of Canadian youth between 18 and 20 years of age in 2000, nearly 70 percent 

completed their schooling and were employed in a full-time position seven years later by 

the time they were between 26 and 28 years of age in 2007. Meanwhile, 15 percent were 

still enrolled in some level of schooling (Shaienks and Gluszynski 2009). In 2014, 44 

percent of young people aged 15 to 29 reported currently being involved in some form of 

schooling (Statistics Canada 2016a). Moreover, the labour force participation rate (those 

who are currently employed or are actively looking for work) among individuals aged 15 

to 24 years saw a decline from 67.3 percent to 64.2 percent between 2008 and 2012 

(Bernard 2015). Looking more closely at those aged 20 to 24 years, between 2008 and 

2014, labour force participation falls 2.2 percent to 73.7 percent, and most of this decline 

is due to increasing school enrollments (Bernard 2015). This increase in enrollments is 

tied to the shift toward employment in knowledge-intensive industries (beginning in the 

early 1970s), which claims to prioritize the value of educational credentials in the labour 

market (Lavoie, Roy, and Therrien 2003; Lehmann 2009; Powell and Snellman 2004; 

Reitz 2001). Canada has seen a dramatic growth in professional and technical jobs 

requiring a specialized skill-set, as well as soft-skills such as critical thinking, problem 

solving, and communication (Adams and Demaiter 2008; Livingstone 2014; Walters 

2006). These jobs usually involve information processing, often through the use of 

technology. At the same time, jobs in manufacturing and materials processing have 

declined (Livingstone 2014). Over the period of 1980 to 2000, employment in highly-

skilled fields has grown by 84 percent, compared with 52 percent in medium-skilled 
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fields, and 32 percent in low-skilled fields (Morissette, Picot, and Lu 2013). In order for 

job-seekers to appear competitive for professional and technical occupations, there is a 

growing demand among employers for highly-skilled and highly-educated workers, 

resulting in increasing enrollment at the post-secondary level (Walters and Zarifa 2008; 

Livingstone 2014). At the same time, some are skeptical about the requirements for 

increased skills and education (Adams and Demaiter 2008). Skeptics attribute these 

requirements to credential inflation or a preference for workers with better social skills, 

rather than an actual need for more training (Adams and Demaiter 2008; Brown 2001; 

Collins 1979; Cote and Allahar 2007).  

In fact, while the new economy creates an increase in jobs that seemingly require 

higher skills and training while reducing semi-skilled jobs in manufacturing, it also 

brings a growth in low-skilled or unskilled positions in the service industry (Adams and 

Demaiter 2008). This raises the issue of job quality and the question of the bifurcation of 

the Canadian labour market between “good” and “bad” jobs (Adams and Demaiter 2008; 

Shuey and Jovic 2013). Good jobs are those located in the information and knowledge 

sector, offering full-time positions with job security, access to benefits, and opportunities 

for occupational mobility (Shuey and Jovic 2013). Bad jobs require little skill and are 

often identified as nonstandard arrangements that do not offer the same advantages that 

good jobs do (Shuey and Jovic 2013). As suggested by human capital theory, in order to 

succeed in the new economy, workers must be willing to invest in marketable skills and 

training in order to become flexible and adaptable, otherwise they will become disposable 

and find themselves competing against machines for work (Adams and Demaiter 2008).  
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While temporary and part-time positions can offer new labour market entrants an 

opportunity to get ‘a foot in the door’ and gain valuable workplace experience that they 

can later use as leverage when searching for full-time work (Galarneau 2010), research 

on part-time and temporary workers finds that most of these workers would prefer to be 

employed in full-time permanent positions in order to gain access to higher wages, 

benefits (such as health insurance and pensions), and job security (Schur 2003). The 

disadvantages of the new economy for workers is well documented. This economy is 

described as economically volatile and fiercely competitive; closures, mergers, and 

takeovers among corporations that lead to increased unemployment are commonplace, 

and a demand for more flexible and temporary workers highlights the precariousness 

faced by today’s worker (Bradley and Devadson 2008). Economic restructuring has 

resulted in a job market that is “uncertain, unpredictable, and risky” for the worker 

(Kalleberg 2009:2). The impacts of Canada’s new economy are numerous: deregulated 

labour markets, long-term unemployment, precarious work, job insecurity, 

underemployment, loss of occupational identity, the elimination of positions offering 

opportunities for occupational mobility, and an overall polarization of the labour force 

increasing the gap between the rich and the poor (Adams and Demaiter 2008; Bauman 

1998; Beck 2000; Bradley and Devadson 2008; Caldbick et al. 2014; Haase et al. 2008; 

Perrella et al. 2016; Peters 2002; Shuey and Jovic 2011; Tompa et al. 2014).  

Young workers are particularly affected by labour market precariousness. For 

instance, the youth unemployment rate in Canada tends to hover at nearly double the 

national average at any time. In 2016, it stood at 13 percent, compared to a national 
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average of 6.8 percent (Statistics Canada 2016b). While the uncertainty that these young 

people face is reflected in the wider global shift to a precarious labour market, young 

people are particularly vulnerable to job insecurity in times of economic downturn 

(Geobey 2013; Haase et al. 2008; Kalleberg 2009). When economic situations begin to 

deteriorate, hiring slows down and those with the least seniority are the first to be let go 

(OECD 2005). A study across 14 countries by Blossfeld et al. (2005) labels young people 

‘losers in a globalizing world’ due to the uncertainty they face as they make their way 

into the labour market. In fact, unemployment among young people reached dramatic 

heights around the world during the peak of the 2008 recession, and the effects continue 

to be felt today (Yoonyoung and Newhouse 2013). 

The economic vulnerability of young people in this context contributes to the 

complex nature of their school–work transitions. In the following sections, I will discuss 

two key mechanisms young people use to respond to this complexity and to increase their 

chances of successful transitions to employment: 1) increasing their human capital; and 

2) developing career-relevant forms of social capital.  

2.2 Human Capital in the Transition from School to Work 
High youth unemployment rates and a pervasive public discourse about the 

human capital demands of a knowledge economy encourage young people to pursue post-

secondary studies in order to improve their economic outcomes. The theory of human 

capital is based on the idea that individuals make the conscious decision to acquire 

certain marketable skills and knowledge as forms of capital (Bills 2003; Schultz 1961). 
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This capital is then brought to the job market as a symbol of an individual’s abilities and 

assets as a worker (Heijke and Koeslag 1999). Upon entering the labour market, the more 

human capital job seekers possess, the more productive and competitive they appear to be 

(Schultz 1961; Becker 1962). The skills gained through schooling are considered to be 

general and transferable to the workplace, where more specific skills are learned (Bills 

2003). For employers, the sum of potential employees’ human capital allows them to 

determine their level of competence and capacity to perform certain tasks, which can be 

used to calculate their level of productivity (Schultz 1961; Becker 1962). This theory 

assumes that within the workplace itself, workers must compete with one another over 

wages by way of individual productivity (Heijke and Koeslag 1999). The more 

productive the worker, the more they will earn through their wages. Consequently, 

differences in employee efficiency and earnings are justified through human capital 

theory (Schultz 1961; Becker 1962). 

Human capital theory also emphasizes the importance of education as an 

investment to increase one’s human capital (Becker 1993; Hango 2010). Heijke and 

Koeslag (1999) explain that typically, the more education one possess, the more 

productive they can be assumed to be in the workplace. Becker points to the higher 

incomes of those with college degrees versus the lower incomes of those with high school 

diplomas in the United States as an example (1993). Canadian data suggest similar 

findings, as those who enter the labour market with a university degree report the highest 

rates of return (Hango 2010).  
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Consequently, there has been a significant increase in post-secondary attainment 

in Canada and elsewhere. Global trends indicate that levels of post-secondary schooling 

are increasing around the world in order to meet the needs of the new economy (OECD 

2015). Canada is no exception to this trend, as its population has one of the highest levels 

of post-secondary attainment around the world (Ferguson and Wang 2014; OECD 2015). 

The working-age population of adults (those aged 25 to 64) with tertiary education 

(college/university), saw a rise from 39 percent in 1999 to 50 percent in 2009 (Statistics 

Canada 2012). By 2014, this number had risen to 54 percent, while the proportion of 

those with less than a high school diploma sank from 15 percent to 10 percent (Statistics 

Canada 2016a). It is also noteworthy that 11 percent of working-age adults in Canada had 

attained a post-secondary non-tertiary qualification (certificates or diplomas from 

vocational schools or apprenticeship training) (Statistics Canada 2016a).  

On the whole, human capital theory proposes that investments in one’s human 

capital, through formal education, yield a return in the labour market in the form of lower 

risks of unemployment and higher income potential.  

A number of studies have indeed demonstrated that educational attainment plays a 

key role in earnings and employment rates of workers (Bobbitt-Zeher 2007; Finnie 2015; 

Pascarella and Terenzini 2005; Statistics Canada 2016a; Statistics Canada 2009; Walters 

2006). Early school leavers are more likely to face negative outcomes in the labour 

market and become more vulnerable in times of economic instability (Côté and Bynner 

2008). Meanwhile, those with higher post-secondary credentials have better outcomes 
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than those with lower-level credentials (Walters 2006). That is, those who graduate with 

university degrees outperform those who graduate with a college diploma; even among 

university graduates, master’s and doctorate earners have better employment prospects 

than those with undergraduate degrees (Christie and Shannon, 2001; Finnie, 2001; 

Walters 2006). 

According to Statistics Canada (2016b), in 2014, 82 percent of those with a 

tertiary education are employed, in comparison to 66 percent of those with a high school 

diploma, and 56 percent of those with less than a high school education.  Those with a 

tertiary education consistently reported higher rates of employment between 2005 and 

2014, compared to those without these credentials (Statistics Canada 2016a). A report by 

the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (2015) finds that unemployment was much 

lower among post-secondary graduates with a diploma or certificate (7.3 percent), when 

compared to those with only a high school diploma (12.2 percent).  

At the same time, field of study also has a significant effect on labour market 

performance, as those graduating from applied or technical programs have better 

outcomes than those completing a liberal arts program (Walters 2006). This is 

particularly interesting given the apparent demand from employers for workers with soft-

skills that are often acquired in liberal arts programs (Walters 2006). Lehmann (2012) 

also discusses the importance of extra-credential experiences among today’s graduates. 

As post-secondary enrollment has increased exponentially, students use extra-credential 

experiences, such as volunteering, internships, employment related to their field of study 
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or desired career, and experiences studying or travelling abroad, to increase their human 

capital and set themselves apart from their peers when competing for jobs (Lehmann 

2012). Involvement in forms of experiential learning appear to promise labour market 

benefits. Studies find that graduates who take part in co-operative (co-op) education are 

able to make smoother school–work transitions when compared to their counterparts who 

do not (Walters and Zarifa 2008). Co-op programs help students gain practical experience 

in the workplace, while teaching them industry-specific knowledge and enhancing their 

academic scholarship (Ferguson and Wang 2014; Walters and Zarifa 2008). Ferguson and 

Wang (2014) report that those who complete co-op programs are less likely to return to 

school (at both the university and college level) three years following their graduation, 

and more likely to report a better match between their education and their employment. 

In terms of earnings, bachelor’s graduates who take part in co-op programs report higher 

earnings than non-co-op bachelor’s graduates (Ferguson and Wang 2014). While co-op 

programs were traditionally limited to fields such as math, engineering, and business, by 

2000 over 25 percent of graduates who completed co-op programs studied a field related 

to education, social sciences, or health sciences (Walters and Zarifa 2008). Similarly, 

while 93 percent of co-op graduates came from universities, the popularity of these 

programs have spread to the college level, and over half of co-op graduates were from 

colleges by 2000 (Walters and Zarifa 2008). 

It is also important to look at the employment outcomes of college and university 

programs independently. University degree holders (bachelor’s master’s, or doctorate) 

make up 28 percent of the working-age population of adults (Statistics Canada 2016a). 
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With regard to employment, 82 percent of this population was employed in 2009, which 

was higher than the national average of 75 percent (Statistics Canada 2012). Those who 

completed a college program make up 25 percent of the population (Statistics Canada 

2016a), and had an employment rate comparable to university graduates at 81 percent 

(Statistics Canada 2012).  Interestingly, employment levels among Canadian university 

graduates are lower than the OECD average at 85 percent, while those with a college 

credential were on par with the OECD average (Statistics Canada 2012). 

The economic vulnerability of those without any tertiary schooling became 

strikingly apparent in the aftermath of the financial crisis. Between 2008 and 2011, the 

unemployment rate among those with less than a high school diploma increased 2.6 

percent to 11.7 percent (Ferguson and Wang 2014). Comparatively, the unemployment 

rate of those with a university degree or a college diploma rose by less than half (0.9 

percent) to 5 percent during the same timeframe (Ferguson and Wang 2014). 

Lastly, completing a tertiary education program is also associated with an 

earnings premium of approximately 74 percent more than those with a trades certificate 

or a high school diploma (Ferguson and Wang 2014). For men with a bachelor’s degree, 

the premium is approximately at $728,000 and $442,000 for women over a lifetime of 

work (Frenette 2014). For college graduates, the premium averages $248,000 and 

$180,000, for men and women respectively (Frenette 2014). Additionally, those who 

enter the labour market after having completed university or college experience fewer 

layoffs and have more years of coverage as a part of an employee-sponsored pension plan 



16 

 

 

 

when compared to those with a high-school diploma (Frenette 2014).  

2.3 The Limits of Human Capital: Extended School–Work 
Transitions and Overqualification 

Despite the well-documented advantages associated with higher levels of formal 

education, over-reliance on the development of human capital has also created a number 

of problems for young people. For instance, the expansion of higher education has 

contributed to the destandardization of school–work transitions, as more and more young 

people are spending extended periods of time in school in order to meet the rising 

demands of the labour market (Brooks 2007; Macmillan 2005; Raffo and Reeves 2000). 

Many young people are also taking longer to settle into a career trajectory upon 

completing their undergraduate degree. Some temporarily accept low-skilled positions in 

retail, food service, or call centres out of necessity, or in order to save money to return to 

school or travel; others may simply desire to get a feel for the working world before 

settling into a specific career path (Bradley and Devadson 2008). The increased time 

spent in school coupled with their economically vulnerable position in the labour market 

often causes young people to move back and forth between school and work, and they 

often take on both at the same time (Bradley and Devadson 2008). Even those with high 

levels of educational attainment have no guarantee of a clear and stable pathway into the 

labour market (Finnie 2004). In fact, Finnie (2004:44) found patterns of “backtracking,” 

(particularly among women) wherein university graduates will return to school to obtain 

a college diploma, highlighting just how non-standard these transitions have become.   

Moreover, parallel to the increase in educational attainment, we see higher levels 
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of overqualification among graduates. Overqualification or credential inflation can be 

understood as working in an occupation that requires less education than the worker 

possesses (Uppal and LaRochelle-Côté 2014).  Simply put, with a growing number of 

people pursuing post-secondary studies, the supply of graduates has come to exceed the 

demand for new workers in a number of fields. As many graduates experience 

overqualification once they enter the labour market, this exacerbates problems with skills 

mismatch, wherein an individual’s job does not match their education (Ferguson and 

Wang 2014; Uppal and LaRochelle-Côté 2014; Yuen 2010). This can be particularly 

problematic in a weak labour market where an increasing number of graduates are 

competing for a limited number of positions related to their training (Uppal and 

LaRochelle-Côté 2014). Furthermore, it may hinder new labour market entrants, 

especially young people, from gaining the experience they need in order to develop a 

strong career trajectory (Uppal and LaRochelle-Côté 2014). College and bachelor 

graduates are more likely than master’s and doctorate graduates to report a skills 

mismatch in their employment (Ferguson and Wang 2014). Overqualification is 

particularly prevalent among those with a university degree in the humanities, as one 

third of graduates from this field aged 25 to 34 were found to be working in jobs 

requiring a high school education or less (Uppal and LaRochelle-Côté 2014). 

Additionally, graduates from teacher education programs are facing a particularly 

saturated market, with troubling rates of unemployment and underemployment (Ontario 

College of Teachers [OCT] 2014). In 2014, 30 percent of these graduates were unable to 

find any type of work in the teaching field (including supply teaching), while only 37 
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percent were able to secure full employment (OCT 2014).  

It is also worth noting that not all young people have the opportunity to invest in 

their human capital through post-secondary education. Between 1990 and 2014, tuition 

fees have swollen by 155 percent nationally, and over 180 percent in Ontario (Burley and 

Awad 2015). These rising tuition costs have increased barriers to higher education for 

young people from low-income families (Council of Ministers of Education Canada 

2007). Students are turning to a variety of sources to finance their education, including 

employment income, loans and grants from both government and private sources, 

scholarships, and family support (Ferguson and Wang 2014). Yet, the prospect of 

crippling debt levels, averaging around $28,000 upon graduation, is enough to deter the 

most financially vulnerable from pursuing education at the post-secondary level (Burley 

and Awad 2015). 

The high rates of debt that young people find themselves in upon graduation may 

also be impeding their ability to pursue further education or post-graduate studies. 

Furthermore, a recent report by the Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario (2015) 

finds that post-secondary graduates in Ontario have a relatively low rate of employment 

related to their field of study. One potential reason for this may be that many young 

people may be forced to accept low wage and non-standard employment in order to 

support themselves upon completing their schooling.  
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2.4 Limits to Human Capital: Structural Inequality  
Although the central dimensions of inequality examined in this thesis are class, 

race, and immigrant status, there is no shortage of literature discussing the intersections 

of these mechanisms among one another as well as with other social factors (gender, age, 

ability, among others) that affect structural inequality (Choo and Ferree 2010; Gillborn 

2015; Kvasny, Trauth, and Morgan 2009; Rodriguez et al. 2016; Winker and Degele 

2011). Structural inequality is defined by Dani and de Haan (2008:3) as “a condition 

arising from unequal status attributed to a category of people in relation to others, a 

relationship perpetuated and reinforced by unequal relations in roles, functions, decision 

rights, and opportunities.” Structural inequalities shape experience and produce varying 

circumstances and outcomes in school–work transitions across different social groups. 

Yet, human agency also plays a key role in navigating structural inequality (Lehmann 

2004; Wyn and Dwyer 1999). A number of European social theorists (Beck 1992; 

Giddens 1991) claim that contemporary society is characterized by fast-paced socio-

economic change, resulting in a wider diversity of options available to young people 

today.  Although this rapid change is associated with increased risk and vulnerability, it 

also allows young people greater control over their life circumstances and provides 

greater prospects for social mobility (Lehmann 2004).  

While the human capital model supports the narrative that individual agency 

(through investment in education and the acquisition of specific knowledge and skills) 

can lead to labour market success, it cannot explain the structural inequality apparent in 

the labour market outcomes among different groups with the same or similar levels of 
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human capital. Here, I focus on the significance of class, race, and immigrant status in 

relation to labour market outcomes, followed by a summary of the literature on the 

experiences of second-generation immigrants in the labour market.   

2.4.1 Class 

 The expansion of higher education not only saw a growth in enrollment, but it 

also saw an increase in the diversity of students attending these post-secondary 

institutions (Anisef, Okihiro, and James, 1982; Guppy 1984; Walters and Zarifa 2008). 

Regardless of social class, immigrant-status, or race, the precarious nature of today’s 

labour market has normalized a sense of uncertainty for the majority of young people as 

they navigate their way from school to work (Lehmann 2004). This uncertainty coupled 

with the premium placed on higher education by the knowledge economy pushes masses 

of young people to pursue some form of tertiary schooling. While education has 

traditionally been considered to be a social institution that helps to level the playing field, 

post-secondary education is still not equally accessible for all groups in Canada (Guppy 

2009). Despite the trend towards a more equal distribution of post-secondary credentials 

among women as well as ethnic and racial groups, placing them on par or above the rate 

of educational attainment of their peers, young people from working-class families 

continue to be less likely to pursue post-secondary education than their counterparts from 

more affluent backgrounds (Davies and Maldonado 2009; Guppy 2009; Lehmann 2007a; 

Mueller 2008). In fact, social class continues to be one of the strongest predictive factors 

of educational attainment (Andres et al. 1999; Davies and Maldonado 2009; Finnie 2005; 

Lehmann 2007a). Factors associated with class-background, such as parents’ occupation, 
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income, and level of educational attainment, are all highly associated with the school 

success and educational attainment of their children (Guppy 2009; Mueller 2008). 

Working-class students who are the first in their family to attend university also report 

higher university dropout levels, not as a result of poor academic performance, but rather 

due to a lack of sense of belonging (Lehmann 2007b).  

This class-based inequality in the education system is then reproduced in the 

labour market, as individuals from lower-status backgrounds who are less likely to access 

post-secondary schooling are disadvantaged when competing for jobs (Krahn 2009). A 

longitudinal study (between 1985 and 1999) following the school–work transitions of 

Canadian high-school graduates in three cities substantiates this claim, finding disparities 

in the outcomes of young people’s lives along different markers of social class (Krahn 

2009). For example, participants in Krahn’s study were three times more likely to obtain 

a university degree if at least one parent in their family had done so, compared to a family 

in which there is no history of university completion (56 percent versus 21 percent). Even 

among those who completed university, 89 percent of those from more affluent 

backgrounds were employed in managerial/professional occupations compared to 78 

percent of those from lower-class families (Krahn 2009). Overall, it is evident that class 

status poses a key structural barrier to accessing human capital in the form of post-

secondary education. 
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2.4.2 Racialization 

The Employment Equity Act defines visible minorities as “persons, other than 

Aboriginal peoples, who are non-Caucasian in race or non-white in colour.” This 

definition includes those who identify as Arab, Black, Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, 

Korean, Latin American, South Asian, Southeast Asian, and/or West Asian (Statistics 

Canada 2013a). While the term visible minority is useful in helping to capture important 

demographic data among the Canadian population, I will use this term only when 

referencing data from Statistics Canada.  In all other instances I will use the term 

“racialized”. According to the Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC) (2003), 

racialization is the process through which race is socially constructed by ascribing 

particular characteristics to different groups and defining them as real; these different 

racial constructs then have unequal economic, political, and social consequences for 

groups. Racialization, as a concept, is preferred over other terms such as “visible 

minority” because it acknowledges the social construction of race, rather than accepting 

the classification of individuals on the basis of a set of perceived or ascribed 

characteristics (Social Planning Council of Ottawa [SPCO] 2012). It also emphasizes the 

social and economic marginalization that racialized groups face collectively, in 

comparison to the wider population, as well as the differences between various racialized 

groups (SPCO 2012).   

According to Statistics Canada (2013a), visible minorities make up 19.1 percent 

(6,264,800 people) of the overall population, and by 2031, it is projected that this 

population will reach between 29 percent and 32 percent (Statistics Canada 2010). 
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Currently, 30.9 percent of visible minorities were born in Canada, while 65.1 percent 

arrived as immigrants (the remaining 4 percent are non-permanent residents) (Statistics 

Canada 2013a). Canada’s visible minority population is relatively young, with a median 

age of 33.4, compared to the national average of 40.1 (Statistics Canada 2010). 

Moreover, the majority of this population is spread between Ontario, British Columbia, 

Quebec, and Alberta, with most residing in census metropolitan areas within these 

provinces (Statistics Canada 2010). The growing proportion of racialized groups is no 

surprise given changes to Canadian immigration policy in the 1960s, including the 

elimination of racist policies that restricted immigration to individuals from Britain, the 

United States, and northwestern Europe, and the implementation of the point system in 

1967 that prioritizes candidates’ human capital over their country of origin (Green and 

Green 1999; Reitz and Banerjee 2009; Yan, Lauer, and Jhangiani 2008). Consequently, 

more recent waves of immigrants have largely been made up of racialized groups from 

Asia and the Middle East, quickly surpassing the number of immigrants from Europe 

(Statistics Canada 2013a; Yan et al. 2008).  

Although racialized groups have historically faced disadvantage in schools, recent 

work has found evidence that racialized youth express higher educational aspirations, and 

actually outperform their non-racialized peers, achieving higher levels of educational 

attainment at the post-secondary level (especially university) (Anisef et al. 2000, Davies 

and Maldonado 2009; Krahn and Taylor 2005; Thiessen 2009; Yan et al. 2008). It is 

important to note that while the racialized population as a whole has achieved higher 

levels of educational attainment when compared to the national average, group 
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differences within this population do exist; for example, Chinese and South Asian youth 

have achieved higher levels of school attainment than Black youth (Abada and 

Tenkorang 2009; Krahn and Taylor 2005; Thiessen 2009). With a demand for highly-

skilled workers in Canada’s knowledge-economy, it would be reasonable to expect that 

racialized Canadians would be able to make smooth school–work transitions; yet, this has 

not been the case.  

 While Canada is internationally praised and respected for its commitment to 

multiculturalism, and its capacity to embrace diversity, labour market trends appear to 

contradict these idealistic notions (Al-Waqfi and Jain 2008; Beck, Reitz, and Weiner 

2002; Berry 2013; Galabuzi 2001; OHRC 2003). According to the literature, racialized 

Canadians continue to find themselves struggling to navigate their way through a labour 

system that has demonstrated a historical practice of systemic discrimination against 

them (Pendakur and Pendakur 1998; Hier and Bolaria 2007; Block and Galabuzi 2001). 

This form of discrimination in employment practices is widely documented and evident 

among employers in Canada (Swidinsky and Swidinsky 2002; Block and Galabuzi 2011; 

Hasmath 2012). In their study on racial differences in education and employment, Kunz, 

Schetagne, and Milan (2001) found that while racialized Canadians generally possess 

higher educational qualifications than their White counterparts, those with post-secondary 

credentials still fare worse in comparison to Whites, as illustrated through their higher 

rates of unemployment. Moreover, Block and Galabuzi (2011) found that even in times 

of economic prosperity, a sizeable wage gap between racialized groups and the larger 

population exists, with racialized Canadians earning 81.4 cents per dollar paid to non-
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racialized Canadians. Racialized Canadians also maintain higher levels of labour market 

participation, and are more willing to take on jobs in precarious and unskilled labour, 

including janitorial positions, security services, and call centres (Block and Galabuzi 

2011; Galabuzi 2001).  

The actual practice of racial discrimination in the Canadian labour market has 

been captured in a number of audit studies. For example, Henry and Ginzberg (1985) 

conducted a field study in Toronto using both in-person and over the phone interviews 

revealing that non-white job applicants were considerably less likely to receive offers for 

employment when compared to white job seekers. The most severe in-person incidents 

resulted in Black applicants being told that a position was either no longer available, or 

that it had been filled; meanwhile, White applicants who applied to the very same jobs 

were either provided with an application form, or given the opportunity to interview on 

the same day. Telephone interviews reveal that over half of employers practice some 

form of discrimination against applicants who had ethnic-sounding names and non-

traditional Canadian accents. A similar study by Oreopoulos (2011) highlights the role of 

name-based discrimination. The Toronto-based field study uses thirteen thousand 

resumes, finding that applicants with Chinese, Greek, Indian, and Pakistani-sounding 

names are less likely to hear back from recruiters when compared to those with English-

sounding names. This type of discrimination is explained in part by recruiters’ concern 

for language skills; however, this justification does not fully account for differences. In 

order to combat name-based discrimination, many job-seekers have begun to engage in 

the practice of “resume whitening,” which involves removing any indicators or cues that 
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may signal applicants’ racial or ethnic background to employers (Kang et a. 2016:2).  In 

their study on whitened resumes, Kang et al. (2016) find that racialized individuals 

actively engage in this practice because they are well aware of the discrimination they 

face in the labour market. Interestingly, participants are less likely to whiten their resume 

when applying for a position with an organization that claims to value diversity and 

equality, although employers that boast pro-diversity commitments are shown to be just 

as likely to engage in the same discriminatory tactics as employers who do not make such 

commitments. Consequently, applicants who allow their resumes to be more racially 

transparent when applying to organizations that claim to embrace diversity may be 

putting themselves at a disadvantage.    

The covert nature of discrimination revealed in the above-mentioned studies 

highlights the pervasive and substantial role of racism in the unfavourable labour market 

outcomes of racialized Canadians. These studies also demonstrate the difficulty in 

capturing empirical evidence of the discriminatory intentions and actions of employers 

and recruiters in their interactions with everyday job-seekers. The concept of ‘new 

racism,’ developed in the late twentieth century, provides a helpful context to understand 

these experiences (Kobayashi 2009). New racism proposes that while overt racism may 

no longer be present in most liberal-democratic societies, subtler forms of racism 

permeate society; racialized people are still marginalized through everyday interactions 

that privilege White bodies and White culture. The shift to colourblindness often leads 

people to ignore these subtler micro-aggressions that shape the day-to-day experiences of 

racialized minorities. Essed’s (1991) theory of everyday racism is helpful in interpreting 
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this new racism, as it places the perspective of racialized individuals at the forefront. It 

prioritizes the experiences of racialized people allowing them to identify and interpret 

certain actions as racist. Although Whites may not be able to see the discrimination that 

racialized groups experience, this does not mean racism does not exist. Research on 

micro-aggressions indicates that this seemingly innocuous form of new racism has severe 

and detrimental effects on racialized groups (Steele, Spencer, and Aronson 2002; Sue et 

al. 2007), and may indeed be more damaging than overtly racist experiences (Sue 2003). 

The research reviewed above demonstrates that the systemic discrimination of 

racialized groups continues to permeate the Canadian labour market, even when 

racialized Canadians obtain high levels of human capital, thus creating a significant 

barrier to accessing good jobs. As racialized Canadians continue to make up an 

increasing proportion of the workforce, their persistent marginalization not only affects 

individuals, but also has negative economic consequences for Canadian society.  

2.4.3 Immigrant Status 

Differences in immigrant generational status can help to explain varying patterns 

of labour market integration. Accordingly, it is important to distinguish between first, 

one-and-a-half, and second-generation immigrant status. While the usage of these terms 

lacks consistency across the literature, for the purpose of this paper the following 

definitions will be used (Aydemir, Chen, and Corak 2008; Gans 1992; Portes and 

Rumbaut 1996; Taylor and Krahn 2013; Zhou 1997). The category of first-generation 

immigrants includes those who immigrate to the host country after reaching adulthood 
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(those aged 18 years and above) (Taylor and Krahn 2013). Since those classified as first-

generation immigrants are, by and large the parents of the population in question, the 

involvement of this group within the labour market will briefly be examined in order to 

provide greater understanding of the ramifications of their experiences on their children.  

 One-and-a-half-generation immigrants are those who arrive between the ages of 

six to 17 (Zhou 1997). While one-and-a-half generation immigrants face their own 

unique barriers to labour market integration in Canada (Anisef and Kilbride 2003), the 

context of this paper will focus on the experiences of second-generation immigrants.  

Second-generation immigrants is often conceptualized as those who are born in 

the host country to first-generation parents. While some scholars define second-

generation immigrants as those exclusively born to immigrant parents in the host country, 

many other scholars choose to include children who immigrated with their parents at an 

early age, due to the similarity in their experiences (Jantzen 2008; Koyabashi 2008; 

Taylor and Krahn 2008; Zhou 1997).  

2.4.3.1 Labour Market Patterns of First-Generation Immigrants 

In 2011, Canada’s foreign-born population accounted for 20.6 percent of the 

overall population, or one in five Canadians (Statistics Canada 2013a). Canada’s 

immigration policy allows for the arrival of newcomers within three general categories: 

economic, family reunification, and refugee claimants, each with their own specific 

objectives (Beck, Reitz, and Weiner 2003; Picot and Sweetman 2011). Immigrants in the 

economic class make up the majority of newcomers (63 percent in 2009) (Picot and 
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Sweetman 2011), and are evaluated according to their ability to become economically 

established once they settle in Canada (Beach, Green, and Reitz 2003; Yan et al. 2008).  

Upon their arrival however, many newcomers face difficulty in the labour market, 

especially when compared to earlier cohorts of immigrants (Sweetman and Warman 

2008; Taylor and Krahn 2013). Although more recent cohorts of immigrants possess 

higher levels of human capital, in the form of education, than their Canadian-born peers, 

this population faces higher rates of underemployment, lower earnings in income, and 

increased rates of poverty (Block and Galabuzi 2011; Buzdugan and Halli 2009; Taylor 

and Krahn 2013). These more recent waves of immigrants appear to be facing a different 

set of challenges than earlier cohorts. The implications of deindustrialization and the 

bifurcation of the labour market are significant here. With the introduction of the 

knowledge economy, technological advancement, coupled with the effects of 

globalization and foreign competition, have resulted in the elimination of middle-class 

jobs that allowed for the upward mobility of earlier cohorts of European immigrants and 

the creation of a new “hourglass” labour market (Block 2013; Fortin, Green, Lemieuz, 

and Milligan 2012; Portes, Fernández-Kelly, and Haller 2005:1007; Zizys 2011). This 

hourglass labour market leaves a high demand for low-skilled, precarious labour, and 

highly-skilled professional positions, with few opportunities in-between (Portes et al. 

2005). Since the majority of newcomers today arrive with high levels of human capital, it 

could be expected that these highly educated immigrants are winners in this scenario, yet 

recent labour market trends indicate that this is not the case. 
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 With an increase in the proportion of racialized immigrants arriving in Canada 

(especially between 1991 and 2001), a number of researchers have examined the 

significant challenge that discrimination poses in the labour market integration of these 

newcomers (Abada and Tenkorang 2009; Statistics Canada 2013a; Bucklaschuk and 

Wilkinson 2011). When compared to their non-racialized peers, racialized immigrants 

face more difficulty in their economic integration within the host country, as 

demonstrated through an earnings disadvantage (Baker and Benjamin 1997; Kazemipur 

and Halli 2001; Palameta 2004; Pendakur and Pendakur 1998; Swidinsky and Swidinsky 

2002). Using longitudinal data (1993-2001) from the Survey of Labour and Income 

Dynamics (SLID), Palameta (2004) found that racialized immigrants are far more likely 

to have lower incomes when compared to non-racialized immigrants, regardless of the 

length of their residence in Canada.  Additionally, foreign credentials and work 

experience of new Canadians are devalued upon arrival pushing them even further behind 

(Bucklaschuk and Wilkinson 2011; OECD 2010). The recognition of foreign credentials 

also suggests a pattern of discrimination as degrees obtained in Eastern and Southern 

Europe, as well as those from Africa and Asia, are devalued more than those obtained in 

Western and Northern Europe, and Australia (Buzdugan and Halli 2009; Raza, Beaujot, 

and Woldemicael 2013).  

Discrimination resulting from immigrant status or the process of racialization 

cannot be explained by human capital theory. Behtoui and Neergaard (2012:51) attribute 

some of the potential discrimination in hiring practices to homophily, which they define 

as “the tendency to form connections with similar others.” Despite the fact that the effect 
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of homophily in hiring is often unintentional, it still places immigrants at a disadvantage 

in their job search. Collins (1971:1008) states, “case studies show that the operation of 

ethnic and class standards in employment are based not merely on skin colour but on 

name, accent, style of dress, manners, and conversation abilities.” While racialized 

newcomers may possess the required skills and training to fulfill highly-skilled or 

professional occupations in the labour market, many employers believe that they do not 

possess the same natural dispositions or cultural awareness that would make them a good 

fit within existing work cultures.  

2.4.3.2 Second-Generation Immigrants in the Labour Market 

Second-generation immigrants compose a diverse and growing demographic of 

the Canadian population. Today’s second-generation is composed of a range of 

ethnicities, cultures, religions, and countries of origin (Halli and Vedanand 2008). 

According to Statistics Canada (2013b), the children of immigrants make up 5,702,700 

people, or 17.4 percent of the population. Nearly 3 in 10 (29.8 percent) second-generation 

immigrants are visible minorities (Statistics Canada 2013b), and in two decades this 

number is projected to be almost one in two (47 percent) (Statistics Canada 2010). This 

population is also relatively young, with a median age of 31.9 years, in comparison to the 

national population with a median age of 40.1 years. The overrepresentation of second-

generation immigrants in younger age groups is significant, indicating that these young 

people are increasingly making the transition from school to work.  
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 On the whole, second-generation immigrants achieve high levels of educational 

attainment, outperforming their peers with Canadian-born parents (Abada, Hou, and Ram 

2008; Aydemir and Sweetman 2007). It is important to note that group differences exist 

among this population: Chinese and South Asians demonstrate the highest levels of 

attainment, while Blacks and Latin Americans have the lowest level of attainment (Abada 

and Lin 2011; Boyd 2008). The school success of second-generation immigrants is 

generally attributed to the fact that most immigrant parents themselves have high levels 

of educational attainment, and hold similar expectations for their childrens’ school 

success (Abada and Lin 2011; Sweet, Anisef, and Walters 2010). A study by Krahn and 

Taylor (2005) on parental expectations and the educational outcomes of their children 

demonstrates high aspirations among racialized second-generation immigrants in 

particular, with most of these youth aspiring to achieve at least one university degree. 

Despite facing difficulty in their own economic integration, the parents of the second-

generation commit many resources (emotional, cultural, social, and financial) to ensure 

their children’s success in the host country (Nee and Sanders 2001; Sweet et al. 2010; 

Yan et al. 2012). As such, this population appears to fare well in the labour market when 

compared to the children of the domestic-born. They are employed at similar rates, obtain 

higher earnings, and are more often employed in professional occupations (Picot and Hou 

2011; Palameta 2007).  

Yet, upon closer examination, these outcomes are not evident across all groups. 

When compared to the youth population at large, racialized second-generation 

immigrants tend to face greater occupational difficulties including employment in less 
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desirable positions and lower earnings (Yan et al. 2012). This is troubling, especially 

since racialized second-generation immigrants are found to have notably higher rates of 

school attainment in comparison to non-racialized second-generation immigrants, and 

those with Canadian-born parents (Aydemir and Sweetman 2007; Boyd 2002; Picot and 

Hou 2011). Additionally, unemployment rates among racialized second-generation 

immigrants are higher than those among racialized youth with Canadian-born parents 

(Picot and Hou 2011). A study examining the earnings gap among Canadian-born 

racialized groups and Whites in the public and private sector found racialized groups are 

more highly educated, and while they receive wages similar to Whites in the public 

sector, they continue to face an earnings disadvantage in the private sector (Hou and 

Coulombe 2010). Moreover, regardless of immigration status, Kunz (2003) finds that 

racialized populations with post-secondary education consistently face a higher 

unemployment rate than those who are not racialized. Accordingly, the labour market 

disadvantages experienced by racialized second-generation immigrants are yet another 

demonstration of the shortcomings of human capital theory. Indeed, it appears that 

racialized second-generation immigrants in Canada may face unique challenges in their 

school–work transitions. This presents a problem for the personal wellbeing of this 

population, and the Canadian economy as a whole, because racialized second-generation 

immigrants are entering the job market in large numbers. 

Interestingly, racialized second-generation immigrants have conveyed a more 

pessimistic outlook regarding life in Canada, reporting a lower sense of life satisfaction, 

and optimism for the future when compared to the first-generation population 
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(Bucklaschuk and Wilkinson 2011; Reitz and Bannerji 2007). This is likely related to 

their high levels of perceived discrimination, including racism, which are reported at 

higher rates than first-generation immigrants, as well as their non-racialized peers 

(Bucklaschuk and Wilkinson 2011; Reitz and Bannerji 2007). While the second-

generation does not face all of the same obstacles their parents faced, their greater 

perception of discrimination may be linked to higher expectations for social acceptance 

and economic opportunity in a country that boasts a national multiculturalism policy 

(Reitz and Bannerji 2007). As the children of immigrants continue to make up a growing 

share of the Canadian demographic, it is important to pay attention to the experiences of 

this population to ensure their economic and social integration, and well-being. 

2.5 Social Capital in the Transition from School to Work 
People use different approaches when searching for employment. Mark 

Granovetter’s (1974) seminal study on how people find work categorizes these 

approaches into three key methods. First, he identifies formal means, through which 

individuals respond to official calls or announcements for job applications to fill a vacant 

position. Examples include: print or online job advertisements, employment agencies, or 

job placements organized by schools or professional organizations. Second, he identifies 

personal contacts. These are people who provide job seekers with information about 

potential employment opportunities, and are known to the job seeker through 

circumstances unrelated to their job search. Granovetter’s final method of finding work is 

direct application. Direct application occurs when job seekers apply directly to a 

company or organization, and do not use formal or personal means to provide them with 
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information about a specific employment opportunity. While formal means and direct 

application rely largely on human capital theory (wherein job seekers enter the labour 

market and search for opportunities to discuss their accumulated skills and knowledge 

with employers), the use of personal contacts sheds light on the importance of social 

capital to access job opportunities. Although human capital does play a significant role in 

one’s potential employability, the literature on labour market integration places a greater 

emphasis on the significance of social capital. 

Social capital is widely discussed in the context of labour market activities, 

especially with regard to the experiences of migrants and racialized immigrants 

(Bonacich and Modell 1980; Boyd 1989; Portes 1995; Neee and Sanders 2001; 

Aizlewood and Pendakur 2004; Raza et al. 2013). Within this framework, social capital is 

understood as the total amount of actual or prospective resources that are tied to a 

network of familiar members (Bourdieu 2006). Despite the ongoing theoretical and 

methodological contestation over how to best conceptualize, operationalize, and measure 

social capital, the concept provides useful insights regarding how to navigate the labour 

market. In the following section I will provide an overview of the work of a number of 

foundational scholars and the most fundamental aspects of the concept of social capital as 

it relates to finding employment.  

Pierre Bourdieu’s foundational work, The Forms of Capital (1986), offers a useful 

starting point to understand the concept of social capital.  Bourdieu (2006) states that this 

form of capital provides both individual and collective benefits. Members of a particular 
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network have access to certain opportunities that are not available to the public at large; 

however, by virtue of their membership in these groups, members are also obligated to 

reciprocate and contribute to the group by supporting other members. Such collective 

groups are often tied to one another through some sort of socially instituted commonality, 

such as a family name, race, ethnicity, school, or geographical location (Bourdieu 2006). 

Bourdieu (2006) also discusses the importance of investment strategies and the 

significance of fostering relationships with members of prestigious groups, as these 

networks function to enhance one’s own social capital, and ensure their ability to draw 

resources from advantageous groups.  

 Coleman (1988) emphasizes the importance of trust and norms. He states that 

mutual trust is what leads to the exchange of support between individuals. The obligation 

to assist one another creates the formation of an insurance policy that ensures a return on 

the investment one makes (Coleman 1988).  From there, the established norms of a 

society help to create and maintain functional and trustworthy relationships between 

group members, or between groups themselves, with sanctions in place to punish those 

who do not conform (1988). Putnam (2000), like Coleman, maintains that these social 

relationships add value to peoples’ lives. For instance, someone might hear about an 

employment opportunity through a neighbour or friend that is not advertised through 

formal means. He states that trust and the mutual exchange of social capital are promoted 

through involvement in community organizations and social solidarity (Putnam 2000). 
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additional qualification, the experiential learning opportunity would help them build their 

social capital. Bohai, for example, articulated that the entire reason he returned to school 

after completing his university degree in economics was to find work through a co-op 

placement, “Co-op was always, like it was the whole reason I went back. If there wasn’t 

co-op, then I wouldn’t have gone.” Other respondents who took part in post-graduate 

programs with a practical component also indicated that while that aspect was not 

necessarily the reason they chose to pursue a specific program; in hindsight the 

experiential learning component of the program was extremely valuable. 

 Consistent with the literature, most interviewees (15 out of 16) who completed a 

form of experiential learning (field courses, co-operative placements, internships, 

practicums, etc.) expressed the importance of these opportunities in their ability to help 

them make smooth school–work transitions, as these opportunities helped to build both 

their human and social capital. David (Chinese, strategic financial analyst) explained that 

he was able to develop practical skills from a field course he took in university which 

provided him with relevant experience that he was able to list on his resume, and use as a 

talking point in job interviews: 

We worked very closely with the start-up company, and they would tell us one of 
their main concerns and we would go back and do research, and then come back 
with recommendations, and write a report. That was the entire course. In that sense, 
I did have opportunities to work in the field. I think my program was structured 
really well to provide students with opportunities if they wanted to do it.  

Other interviewees indicated that experiential learning opportunities, especially 

those that lasted a full term, could often lead to full-time job opportunities with the 

organization. Ivana (Serbian, administrative coordinator), who had to complete a co-op 
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placement as a requirement of her post-graduate diploma in public administration, was 

able to have her placement extended into a contract position, and ultimately into a 

permanent job. Once she had secured her co-op placement in the public sector, she was 

able to access job postings that were internal to the organization, which were instrumental 

in helping her secure a permanent position. She found that her post-graduate program 

helped to reduce some of the challenges she might have otherwise faced.  

Similar to Ivana, Adam (Chinese, chef de partie), who completed a co-op 

placement as a part of his post-graduate diploma in culinary arts, found that the network 

he built during his co-op led to his current employment, “I got [the job] right out of 

school. I was a co-op student at the same unit, and I just went back to say hi, and he told 

me that somebody was leaving a position there and I could fill it right away.” 

Many post-secondary programs (at both university and college) that offered these 

opportunities also required students to take a mandatory career development course to 

prepare them for the labour force. Derek (Guyanese & Bajan, camp counselor) explains, 

“There is a co-op class you have to take and through the class you are receiving training 

on learning how to write resumes, job search techniques, and all of that.” These types of 

opportunities were instrumental in providing participants with the skills they needed to 

understand how to navigate the job search process: 

When I was doing my co-op class [in college] I learned how to properly do a 
resume, like tips on how to make it better. It actually was pretty helpful. They talked 
about how to make your resume more skills-based. Like you would say how you 
efficiently did this, you know what I mean? It’s not just stating what you do, but 
also explain how you do it, and how you can do it better than someone else.  
–Bohai (Vietnamese, accounting assistant) 
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Additionally, experiential learning opportunities also enabled participants to make 

connections and form a network in their field. Misha (Indian, evaluation coordinator) 

stated, “My practicum, I would say, was useful for personal goals as well as professional. 

Professionally because I was able to meet a variety of people […], and build more skills. 

It really helped me get my next job.” Delia (Sri Lankan, unemployed) expressed a similar 

view of her internship: 

I think that’s definitely very helpful. I’ve kept in contact with people from there. 
They haven’t specifically given me work, but in terms of developing skills to talk 
to professionals, knowing how to network, and even just learning basic counseling 
stuff, I think I’ve benefited.  

Students who were aware of the value of these opportunities, especially in their 

ability to help them gain valuable human and social capital, but did not have these 

experiences provided through their schooling would often take part in extra-curricular or 

volunteer opportunities in order to fill this gap. For example, Hamid (Sri Lankan & 

Ugandan, financial analyst) spoke about the importance of taking part in case 

competitions to gain practical experience in his field. Essentially, students would work 

individually or in teams to tackle a business case and present their solutions to industry 

experts. He explained that a lot of these experiences often led to job opportunities: 

You’re not just having a conversation, you’re actually showcasing what you know, 
what your ideas are, things like that. I know a lot of people that got interviews and 
jobs through these things. Where you know, their ideas were really good or they 
really liked what you’re capable of, and then boom, you know, a job offer.  

Hamid was therefore able to build his human capital by gaining experience in his desired 

field, while also building access to valuable social capital, through networking. Similarly, 
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David (Chinese, strategic financial analyst) sought out a number of unpaid internships, 

both over the school year and in the summertime:  

I did a ton of unpaid internships too. Because my school doesn’t have co-op, which 
is one of the drawbacks. I had to seek out employment during the summer or during 
the school year to kind of fill my resume because I knew that it would be extremely 
difficult to find a job if I didn’t have some sort of experience right. So I did three 
unpaid jobs, two in the financial services industry, and one in the kind of marketing 
consumer-packaged goods industry. […] It was a lot of researching, giving 
presentations to management, things like that. The marketing one was kind of 
looking at a problem, doing some research on it, and then coming up with some 
recommendations for management. Again, it was a lot of presenting findings, doing 
a lot of communication with stakeholders, things like that. 

Derek (Guyanese & Bajan, camp counselor) credited much of his practical experience 

and useful network to his extra-curricular involvement: 

Yeah, so in my undergrad there were various sort of leadership things I went to 
which helped me network, or exposed me to people, and gave me experience too. 
Student council for example was a good opportunity to interact with the 
administration at my college, which is pretty cool. You get to sit in meetings, you 
get budgets to work with. It’s fun. You get to spend money and write checks 
[laughter]. It was primarily through my interaction with student council that I met 
a lot of my friends and made a lot of the connections and networks that I have today. 
It was one of those friends that I made through student council that got me involved 
in this part-time job that I have now.  

Participants who did not take part in experiential learning opportunities (either by 

choice, or because a lack of knowledge) expressed regret over this. Others expressed their 

frustration at their school, as opportunities for co-ops and internships were either 

exclusive to certain programs, or because these types of experiences were competitive 

with a limited number of spots available only to the top students: 

No there wasn’t [any opportunities for experiential learning]. I know from every 
faculty between science and engineering there is an internship you can do with 
research assistantships or co-ops. There’s no co-op options for any of the social 
sciences or humanities. You couldn’t even get a research position here.  
–Josif (Serbian, unemployed)  
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Yeah, definitely very competitive. I wasn’t in it, but I knew a lot of my friends were. 
There was a co-op program for specific programs so you would apply to that stream. 
I applied, but I didn’t get in.  
–Misha (Indian, evaluation coordinator)  

For those participants who were struggling in the labour market and did not take 

part in experiential learning opportunities (either because most universities do not offer 

these types of practical learning experiences in the majority of their programs, or because 

they were not aware of the value of these experiences until it was too late) many were 

debating returning to school in search of a program that specifically offered this type of 

practical component at the time of their interview. Jameelah (Pakistani, marketing 

associate & security personnel), for example, indicated that she was interested in 

returning to school to pursue a specific program that would help her gain access to the 

field she was interested in working in, “They do co-op in the federal government, so I 

thought that might be useful. That’s the whole thing about going to [that school]. You do 

it because you get bridged in, so I thought that might be useful.” 

While Alana’s (Filipino, unemployed) schooling did not offer her the chance to 

take part in experiential learning opportunities, she makes the case that these types of 

programs should be offered across disciplines. 

Okay, so obviously historically universities have nothing to do with the labour 
market. But then again in Canada we have a very educated population. Technically, 
at this point, universities should adapt to help bridge school–work, and help with 
that transition. So I guess, I mean, there’s issues there, right? Now that I am done 
with school for now, I think that, and as a social science student, I think that there 
is so much value in co-ops, and internships, and practicums. Especially in the social 
sciences, if I were to do it over again, I would not have done the program I did. 
Where it was just course work and just a project and that’s all. Yeah. And it’s funny 
because my undergrad, a year after I graduated, they put in co-ops. […] I don’t 
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know if it’s a career resource department at universities, or if universities 
themselves that need to adapt and make that link to academia and real life, because 
the population is changing, people are becoming more educated, but at the same 
time unemployment rates are rising.  

 Although some participants were successful in their ability to gain experience in 

their field and create professional networks, others were not able to get this far. Increased 

access to these types of bridging programs may create a more level playing field for 

students across disciplines, helping to facilitate a smooth transition from school–work. 

The conversation surrounding experiential learning opportunities emphasized their 

usefulness in learning how to prepare for the job search, gaining practical work 

experience, and networking with professionals in their field. 

4.6 Summary 
 This chapter provided an in-depth look into the school–work transitions of young 

second-generation immigrants. The unspoken assumption of the importance of investing 

in human capital via higher education encouraged participants to pursue some form of 

post-secondary education; however, participants were well aware of the shortcomings of 

this model through their own experiences of overqualification in their occupations and 

racial discrimination. The recognition of this limitation led many participants to 

recognize the significance of having access to valuable social capital, namely through the 

role of personal contacts, in the labour market. While participants’ parents provided 

emotional support to their children, their access to useful networks in high-status 

occupations was limited (as a result of their immigrant status and the downward mobility 

they faced upon arriving in Canada), and their own networks in low-skilled or blue collar 
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work were not of value to their children. To improve their job prospects, participants 

engaged in a number of strategies to improve their own human and social capital 

including: networking with professionals in their field, pursuing additional credential 

qualifications, seeking out programs that offered opportunities for experiential learning, 

and taking part in extra-curricular activities or volunteer positions related to their 

occupational field of interest.  

 In the next chapter, I will discuss both the sociological and policy implications of 

these findings, as well as the limitations to this study, and directions for future research.  
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Chapter 5  

5 Discussion and Conclusion  
The aim of this study was to explore the school–work transitions of second-

generation immigrants while illuminating the challenges they face, as well as the 

strategies they used to navigate this transition successfully.  The interviews conducted 

with participants sought to answer the following questions: What are the roles of human 

and social capital in the school–work transitions of second-generation immigrants? And 

how are the experiences of racialized second-generation immigrants different from their 

non-racialized peers? While the results of this study are not generalizable to all second-

generation immigrants, they offer a deeper insight into some of the broader experiences 

of this population. I begin this chapter with an overview of the results discussed in the 

last chapter. I then discuss the implications of these findings in the context of the existing 

sociological literature, followed by the impact they may have on policy decisions. I 

conclude this section with an examination of the limitations of this study, and directions 

for future research.   

5.1 Overview of Findings 
Overall, participants’ stories revealed common narratives surrounding the value 

and shortcomings of human and social capital in their job searches. In the context of 

respondents’ experiences, human capital is largely understood in the form of educational 

credentials and work experience in participants’ desired field, whereas social capital is 
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largely understood in the form of personal contacts and networks that participants had 

access to. 

Respondents discussed a common belief among themselves, and especially their 

parents, regarding the value and necessity of investing in human capital (primarily 

through education) to establish themselves in the labour market and to gain upward 

mobility in Canada, which they considered a country in which meritocratic principles 

were upheld. As their parents impressed the importance of education from a young age, 

respondents acknowledged the existence of an unspoken agreement between parents and 

their children, in which the pursuit of post-secondary studies was a requirement rather 

than an option. Respondents indicated that the parental expectations to pursue higher 

education were also tied to their decision to uproot their lives and immigrate to Canada. 

Better (educational and occupational) opportunities for their children were among the 

most common reasons for their parents’ immigration. Those participants who were 

employed, particularly those employed in good jobs in their field, at the time of their 

interview also acknowledged the importance of their education and the applicability of 

both the hard and soft skills they gained through their schooling. 

At the same time, participants who were overqualified for their position at the 

time of their interview questioned the value of their degree as they continued to search 

for work. Respondents expressed difficulty in identifying the practical value of their 

schooling. They were often working in jobs that would require a high school diploma at 

most. This was particularly the case for those with degrees in the social sciences or 
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humanities. The inadequacies of the human capital assumption of an open and accessible 

labour market also became evident as most participants who applied for work through 

formal (mostly online) job postings rarely heard back from these applications. This was 

the case even for those who were employed in good jobs at the time of the interview 

(most of these respondents ultimately found work through personal contacts). 

Despite the fact that the majority of participants were employed at the time of 

their interview and were able to find work within a few months of graduating, a 

considerable proportion were employed in low-skilled, non-standard, precarious positions 

that were not related to their field of study. The current precarious nature of the economy 

had a significant impact on participants’ ability to find stable work. Respondents stated 

that they accepted these positions in order to support themselves financially, and often 

got caught in a trap of working precarious job after job; some actually held multiple jobs 

at once. This led to individual frustration, as participants expressed a desire for full 

employment as well as wanting to find work in their field. Graduates from teacher 

education programs faced a particularly challenging experience, as the labour market has 

been saturated with an oversupply of recent graduates, but a decline in demand for new 

teachers. Ultimately, participants who were stuck in these types of jobs felt let down by 

the promise of the human capital model that had been instilled in them early on. Once 

participants made the transition from school to employment, it became clear that 

education on its own was simply not enough to guarantee them a good job. 
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Discrimination faced by racialized participants also demonstrated the 

shortcomings of human capital theory. When first asked about racism, participants were 

hesitant to state that they encountered any overt instances of racial discrimination, and 

they tended to individualize this issue. An example of overt discrimination was a job 

interview that was cut short by the employer who was clearly surprised and annoyed by 

the appearance of the participant, a Pakistani-Muslim woman who wore a hijab. More 

often, however, participants described encounters with recruiters and employers they 

considered to be experiences of covert discrimination. This often took the form of 

underhanded comments or feelings of hostility or discomfort during these exchanges.  

Racialized respondents also discussed experiences of name-based discrimination, 

as they were concerned about how employers would perceive their “non-traditional” 

names. Interviewees talked about (actual and potential) employers’ internal biases and 

subjective perceptions of different ethnic and racial groups, and how these beliefs may 

have an impact in the hiring process. Some feared that employer assumptions may hinder 

their likelihood to receive a call for an interview, even if they were equally as qualified as 

their peers with more “Western” or “Canadian” names. Some participants reacted to 

name discrimination by “whitening” their resume and altering their names. Such 

strategies were consistent with their focus on individualized solutions. Despite 

acknowledging the injustice of these discriminatory practices, participants removed the 

onus from employers, stating that they were likely concerned about potential candidates’ 

ability to meet the occupational requirements for a job.  
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While the interviews identified the limitations of human capital theory, they also 

highlighted the important role of social capital in their school–work transitions. As 

mentioned earlier, although social capital can take a number of forms, in the context of 

this study, participants generally focused on the role of personal contacts and networks. 

In this regard, the value of emotional support and sacrifice made by parents emerged as 

an important theme. Nearly all families faced downward mobility upon arriving to 

Canada as a result of a devaluation of parents’ schooling and work experience, systemic 

discrimination, and/or their refugee status. As a result of the downward mobility these 

families experienced, respondents indicated that their parents pushed them to reach their 

full potential in school from an early age in order to ensure their own success in Canada. 

Interviewees also indicated that watching their parents face hardship encouraged them to 

internalize this determination for success. Witnessing their parents struggle and sacrifice 

was identified as a motivator for respondents. 

 Moreover, participants spoke of their parents (a) encouraging them during their 

job search anxiety and frustration; and (b) supporting them through whatever resources 

they had available as they continued to search for work. This was often explained through 

examples in which parents helped to reduce the stresses of everyday life in order to allow 

their children more time to focus on the job search. These parents allowed their children 

to live at home, would drive them to job interviews, and take on their share of household 

responsibilities and chores. Respondents felt that their peers with Canadian-born parents 

did not receive the same type of support. This support can be interpreted as reflecting the 

shared ambition between participants and their parents, as they try to increase the 
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likelihood of occupational success and thus, the potential for upward mobility. While the 

motivation and emotional support provided by parents was a valuable form of social 

capital for their children, it was limited in its ability to help them find work. Considering 

that personal contacts, particularly family, are one of the most important forms of social 

capital used in the job search, participants considered themselves to be at a disadvantage 

due to the limited value of both their own, and their parents’ networks. Since all 

interviewees had completed at least one form of post-secondary education, they were 

looking for employment in their respective areas of education. However, because their 

parents were concentrated in low-skilled jobs, they did not have access to networks of 

highly-skilled individuals that could provide job referrals to their children. Similarly, 

respondents’ parents could not provide them with strategic advice or guidance on how to 

navigate the labour market for these types of occupations. Usually, as a last resort, 

immigrant parents did provide their children with job referrals within their networks, 

including positions in factories and ethnic stores. Lack of access to the “right” form of 

social capital for their job search was exacerbated by the combination of their immigrant 

status and their parents’ employment in working-class jobs.  

 Although participants identified a number of barriers they faced in their school–

work transition, they also identified a number of strategies that allowed them to improve 

both their human and social capital. In order to gain access to contacts in their field, some 

participants actively sought out networking opportunities. Interviewees who had studied 

business, in particular, learned about the importance of this strategy through their 

schooling. These participants spoke about networking events arranged by the business 
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faculty; such events provided students with the opportunity to impress recruiters, 

exchange contact information, and arrange job interviews. Conducting information 

interviews with people working in participants’ desired fields emerged as another 

strategy used to improve their social capital. These information interviews provided 

opportunities to meet individuals working in their industry, learn about employment 

practices in their field, and gain access to the hidden job market.  

 In addition to advancing their access to valuable social capital, respondents also 

sought to improve their human capital. Just over half of participants obtained an 

additional credential following their undergraduate degree in the hope that this would 

make them more competitive in the labour market. Importantly, most participants were 

searching for post-graduate programs that offered an experiential learning component 

because of the work experience (human capital), as well as the opportunity to build their 

networks in their field (social capital).  

5.2 Relation to Existing Literature and Implications 
The findings from the study highlight a number of important themes in the 

school–work transitions of young people from immigrant families. Much like other 

young people, the data show that participants continued to rely heavily on the promise of 

human capital. All interviewees attained high levels of formal education and all believed, 

at least initially, that this education was a requirement for occupational success. As has 

been documented in other research (Abada and Lin 2011; Krahn and Taylor, 2005; 

Looker and Thiessen, 2004; Sweet et al. 2010), this belief is strongly supported and 
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encouraged by their immigrant parents, who came to Canada precisely for the mobility 

promise contained within the human capital model. Much like most other young people 

in the transition from education to employment (Ferguson and Wang 2014; Uppal and 

LaRochelle-Côté 2014; Yuen 2010), the participants in this study quickly realized the 

limits of human capital, as most struggled to find employment commensurate with their 

formal education. Importantly, the data show that these problems are exacerbated by the 

intersection of their immigrant status and the fact that their parents found themselves in 

positions of lower socio-economic status in Canada. This limited participants’ access to 

the types of social capital that have been shown to be essential for successful school–

work transitions. Moreover, their job search was affected not only by the precariousness 

generally associated with the youth labour market in Canada, but also the effects of 

economic restructuring and the aftershocks of the 2008 recession. 

While education is often considered to level the playing field for different groups, 

the realities of wider structural inequality prevent this from materializing. Without a 

doubt, human capital does provide individuals with much of the skills and knowledge 

needed for the workplace. Yet, this study adds to the literature on the economic outcomes 

of different groups with the same human capital by showing that social factors such as 

class, race, and immigrant status affect the exchange value of human capital in the labour 

market. Race was an especially salient factor in how employers viewed participants’ 

human capital, as evidenced in the examples of both overt and covert racism participants 

encountered. That many respondents openly discussed “whitening” their resumes and 

changing their names to be competitive illustrates the illusion of the human capital 
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model. Moreover, by managing their racial identity, and whitening their names, 

respondents are being forced to adopt individualized approaches to manage barriers that 

are rooted in systemic racism. As the number of racialized immigrants in Canada 

continues to grow, these findings raise important questions about the well-being of this 

population, as well as the Canadian economy as a whole. 

Shifting to the role of social capital, regardless of how well people do in school, 

Granovetter (1974) explains that personal contacts, specifically family, are the main 

source of job referrals. Yet, as stated by Bourdieu (2006), various groups have 

differential access to social capital. Putnam’s (2000) distinction between bonding and 

bridging forms of social capital also helps to explain the range of value among different 

forms of social capital. Putnam states that bonding forms of social capital (close ties with 

homogenous others; e.g. those with similar sociodemographic and socioeconomic 

characteristics) are often of limited use unless the job seeker is looking for work in the 

same field as these contacts. In this way, participants’ and their parents’ contacts had 

little value in their job search, as most participants’ own contacts are in positions similar 

to theirs, and their parents’ contacts are largely concentrated in low-skilled work. 

Although for the majority of participants (with the exception of two individuals) bonding 

capital was not effective in connecting them with a job in the field they wanted to be 

employed in, their social capital through parental sacrifice and emotional support was 

important in providing them with the stability they needed to deal with the frustrations of 

their job search.  
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Bridging forms of social capital (loose ties with heterogeneous others), on the 

other hand, are considered to be more useful in the job search because they are more 

likely to expose the job seeker to a variety of networks. Since the majority of 

interviewees are pursuing work in specialized white collar fields that are very distinct 

from the types of low-skilled blue collar jobs their parents held, bridging forms of social 

capital are understood to be particularly useful to respondents.  In order to gain access to 

the valuable occupational networks in their fields, participants took matters into their own 

hands. Interviewees employed a number of personal strategies to develop bridging forms 

of social capital including attending networking events, setting up information interviews 

with people working in their industry, taking part in experiential learning opportunities, 

and engaging in extra-credential involvement related to their field of interest. While these 

methods did not always lead to a direct job opportunity, they helped provide participants 

with contacts in their occupational field, as well as valuable information about their 

industry. Despite the fact that these strategies often proved useful in respondents’ 

experiences, individuals are yet again left to navigate the structural problems of the 

labour market on their own.  

5.3 Policy Implications  
Most policies aimed at addressing youth labour market problems continue to be 

rooted in the human capital model. Stay-at-school programs for at-risk youth, or the 

expansion of higher education are prime examples of such human-capital-driven policies. 

Yet, as this and other research suggest, raising individuals’ human capital is a rather 

limited approach to solving what are mostly structural problems. In fact, all participants 
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in the study have successfully participated in the game of improving their human capital, 

and still encountered significant challenges in their transitions to employment. No human 

capital strategy can be successful if labour markets are not expanding to accommodate 

highly-educated workers. This has been a persistent problem with Canada’s post-

recession labour market, which continues to be characterized by slow job growth and 

high levels of precarious employment (CCPA 2016; OECD 2016; Yoonyoung and 

Newhouse 2013). Discussing the role of creating employment opportunities as an 

important aspect of school–work transitions, unfortunately, is outside the realm of this 

thesis. I will instead focus my attention on the role of social capital.  

As I have shown throughout, a key problem participants faced was related to the 

development of social capital or weak ties in their desired occupational field. Second-

generation immigrants do not have access to social networks that can help them get work 

experience or job referrals, yet access to many employment opportunities in the so-called 

hidden job market depend on such forms of social capital (McGill University Career & 

Placement Services 2004). As the findings in this thesis suggest, participants who had 

participated in experiential learning or who had access to or engaged in networking 

activities fared better in their job search. Programs targeting this population should 

therefore consider implementing different mechanisms to help bridge the gap between 

employers and job seekers to create more accessibility around improving their networks. 

Expanding experiential learning and networking opportunities in a greater range of 

academic disciplines may be a very successful policy option to help develop the social 

capital of young people who, due to their class position, race, or immigrant status, do not 
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have ready access to such networks. Furthermore, exposing young people to experiential 

learning opportunities as early as high school may also open up new career options that 

they may not have considered.  

 My results also help to corroborate the findings of earlier literature suggesting that 

second-generation youth, particularly those who are racialized, face multiple barriers to 

employment (Aydemir and Sweetman 2007; Picot and Hou 2011; Yan et al. 2012). These 

additional barriers, namely, the intersections of race, class, and immigrant status, should 

be taken into consideration in youth employment policies. This study suggests that 

racialized participants continue to encounter racial discrimination, name-based 

discrimination, and language perceptions from employers and recruiters. Although anti-

discriminatory legislation and multicultural policies are in place to avoid these types of 

occurrences, experiences of discrimination continue to permeate the school–work 

transitions of racialized participants. Policy makers need to re-assess the existing 

legislation and policies, and implement stronger enforcement in order to help level the 

playing field for racialized Canadians. Increased accountability on the part of employers 

to justify hiring decisions, or anonymous job application procedures may be worth 

considering. An examination of best practices adopted by other jurisdictions may help to 

provide a starting point. 

The role of class is also prominent in this study. Due to the downward 

assimilation faced by the parents of these interviewees, the majority of participants had a 

working class background. Finding themselves in low-wage blue collar jobs, 
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respondents’ parents had only limited resources and contacts to ease their children’s 

school–work transitions. As such, young second-generation immigrants from less 

economically well-off families face an additional disadvantage. Class also appears to be a 

limiting factor when it comes to the development of social capital. Racialized participants 

were still able to take part in practices to build and improve their social capital in the 

same way as their non-racialized counterparts. What we do not know is the extent to 

which their social capital is racialized, and if this leads to different outcomes. In order to 

improve the labour market outcomes of the children of immigrants, policy makers must 

introduce a better method of assessing the credentials earned by their parents in their 

country of origin. While Canada’s immigration policy is heavily reliant on the human 

capital model, and the Government does offer an Educational Credential Assessment 

[ECA] for applicants, there is no guarantee that immigrants’ education or work 

experience will be recognized in the labour market, or that their licensing for regulated 

professions will transfer over in Canada (Citizenship and Immigration Canada [CIC] 

2016). Although the ECA does appear to provide immigrants with pertinent information, 

in order to improve their labour market outcomes, it would make sense for the assessment 

to add a component that does guarantee transferability of their human capital or 

implement bridging programs to help connect them with employment that matches their 

skills and experience (CIC 2016). This might be facilitated through open discussion with 

employers and regulatory bodies to address their concerns, and by providing them with 

easy access to the information used in the ECA process to help reduce the stigma against 

the uncertainty of foreign credentials. In this regard, it is also necessary to stop the 
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discriminatory practice of devaluing credentials obtained from non-Western countries as 

evidenced in the literature (Buzdugan and Halli 2009; Raza et al. 2013). A more 

streamlined process that helps to ensure immigrants’ credentials and work experience are 

valued on par with their Canadian counterparts can help enhance their socio-economic 

position in Canada. If the parents of these children are less likely to experience 

downward mobility upon arrival in the host country, they might in turn be able to offer 

better social networks to their children. 

5.4 Limitations and Future Research   
The goal of this thesis was to provide an in-depth examination of the lived 

experiences of the school–work transitions of a group of racialized and non-racialized 

second-generation immigrants. It was therefore important to have a small but carefully 

selected purposive (or judgment) sample that was driven by my research questions 

regarding the different experiences of racialized and non-racialized second-generation 

immigrants. Although this methodological decision allowed me to focus data collection 

and analysis and make it manageable within the confines of a MA thesis study, it 

obviously creates limitations in other ways. At the most basic level, the small, purposive 

sample limits the study’s generalizability. It also limits my ability to investigate the role 

of gender and the role of ethnicity. Clearly, not all racialized second-generation 

immigrants will experience similar forms of discrimination; their actual ethnic identity 

will affect their school–work transitions in ways that I could not capture in this thesis. 

There is also no shortage of evidence that women encounter unique forms of 

discrimination in their job search (Blau, Ferber, and Winkler 1998; Boudarbat and 
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Connolly 2013; Christie and Shannon 2001; Drolet 2011) an important issue which, 

unfortunately, had to remain outside the scope of this study. To address these limitations, 

future studies could use larger and more diverse samples, for instance through surveys, to 

create generalizable data that allows for a greater range of comparisons while looking at 

employment outcomes and the process of navigating the school–work transitions. 

Future studies could also compare the outcomes of individuals from different 

fields of study, as my sample was limited in its representation of individuals from STEM 

fields. Likewise, while my study was open to participants with any level of post-

secondary schooling, my sample included only one respondent with a college diploma; a 

more in-depth examination of the outcomes of college graduates might also provide 

insight into the value of vocational training. Similarly, a larger sample may shed light 

onto the different experiences of young people across ethnic groups. 

 An expanded study could also examine the role of family. Participants identified 

parents as playing a significant role in terms of motivation, emotional support, and self-

sacrifice. As a result of the pressure placed on children early on, and the investment of 

resources committed to their children, the parents of these young people can be said to 

have a heavy influence on the outcomes of their children. In-depth interviews with 

parents may help to provide deeper insight into some of the unique findings of this study.    

Other important factors to consider for future research include the role of gender 

and geography. A handful of female participants stated they felt their gender limited their 

job prospects in specific fields. Likewise, the importance of location was raised in two 
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respects. First, it was identified as a limitation to accessing certain jobs. Some 

respondents from smaller cities indicated that while they were able to find advertisements 

for jobs they were qualified for, the positions were located in larger metropolitan cities 

where the cost of living would barely allow them to break even, and the cost of 

transportation was too high for commuting. Additionally, a number of participants 

indicated that culturally, their parents disapproved of them relocating too far from their 

home. Second, geography was also considered as a mitigating factor when discussing 

experiences of racial discrimination. Interviewees indicated that by living in larger 

diverse cities, they felt more protected against racist micro-aggression by employers. 

While these two factors may also help to provide insight into this transition, they were 

beyond the scope of this study. 

5.5 Conclusion 
The aim of this study was to explore how second-generation immigrants navigate 

their school–work transitions. By conducting in-depth interviews with participants, I was 

able to shed light on their unique experiences, and identify a number of challenges they 

faced and the strategies they used to navigate this transition successfully. As all 

participants were highly educated, their stories demonstrate the limits to the human 

capital model, and highlight the importance of having access to valuable social capital in 

this transition. The intersections of class, race, and immigrant status further complicated 

the issues they faced. While participants’ parents provided an important source of 

emotional support throughout the transition, respondents’ limited access to valuable 

social capital, via personal contacts in their field, presented a significant barrier. This 
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limited access to professional contacts was also tied to their largely working-class 

background, as most participants’ families faced downward mobility upon arriving in 

Canada. Respondents’ narratives also revealed the pervasive, and often covert, nature of 

racial discrimination that continues to permeate today’s job market as described in their 

experiences with employers. These results indicate that school–work transitions and the 

labour market outcomes of young second-generation immigrants is a complicated issue 

that requires more attention and research. Interviewees’ stories illuminate a number of 

policy implications. At present, the lack of resources and programs targeting these young 

people as they make this transition has led respondents to take an individualized approach 

to navigating these structural problems. The findings drawn from this study can help 

connect policy makers with the lived experiences of this growing population in an effort 

to ease their school–work transitions and improve their ability to effectively participate in 

the labour market.  
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Appendix B: Interview Guide 

Research Project: School–Work Transitions and Employment Among Second-
Generation Immigrants 
Dr. Wolfgang Lehmann (PhD) & Awish Aslam (BA) 

Part 1: Employment  
*Note: If participant is not currently employed, ask about past employment. If participant 
has not been able to secure employment since completing post-secondary program skip to 
Part 2. 
 

1. Are you working right now? 
• What do you do? 
• How did you get your job? 
• How long did it take to find work? 

 
2. How does the job that you hold currently relate to your educational training? 

• What skills did you gain through your educational training? 
• Did you find that what you learned in school was useful? 
• Did you take part in any volunteer or extracurricular activities that 

provided you with relevant experience? 
• What parts of your work are unrelated to your field of study? 

 
3. Are you satisfied with your current position? 

• Do you feel like you could do something more with the training you have? 
• Do you feel undervalued or overqualified?  
• In terms of your career, what are your plans for the future? 

Part 2: Job Search 

1. What strategies have you used to find work? 
• How effective were they? 
• Did you use any personal contacts? Why or why not? 
• Did you apply directly to jobs online or through print advertisements? 

Why or why not? 
• Did your school program provide opportunities for internships or 

practicums? Why or why not? 
• Did you apply directly to a company without a specific job opening? Why 

or why not? 
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2. What are some of the barriers or challenges you faced when looking for work? 
• Did you find it difficult to navigate the job search process? Was it 

challenging to find job openings in fields that you were interested in?  
• Did you know how to make a proper resume and cover letter? Did you 

seek help? 
• Did you know people in the field that you were searching for work in?  

 
3. Do you think that being a second-generation immigrant affected your job search? 

• Did your ethnic background play a role in your job search or the methods 
that you used to find work? 

o If this posed a challenge in your job search, is it still a challenge at 
work? 

• Did your racial background play a role in your job search or the methods 
that you used to find work? [Note: this question will only be posed to 
those who identify as racialized minorities.] 

o If this posed a challenge in your job search, is it still a challenge at 
work? 
 

4. Is there anything else I haven’t asked you about that you think I should know? 
 

The interview has now reached its conclusion. Thank you for your time and 

participation in this study. 
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