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Abstract 

This study asks whether there were significant differences in the economic outcomes of 
government-assisted refugees (GARs), based on the size of the city to which they were designated. The 
analysis was conducted for both those remaining in the designated cities (stayers) and those moving to 
other locations (movers). As supported by previous literature, the study found that the likelihood of moving 
was much higher among GARs who were assigned to smaller communities, compared with those 
assigned to large cities. Nonetheless, among GAR stayers, those assigned to Toronto had the lowest 
employment incidence and annual earnings, while stayers in medium-sized and small cities reported 
better economic outcomes. Similar patterns were observed among GAR movers, where those who chose 
to move to gateway cities (Montréal, Toronto and Vancouver) had the lowest employment incidence and 
annual earnings, while those who moved to a smaller city tended to report stronger labour market 
outcomes. The regression analysis found that the majority (89%) of these differences across city size 
could be explained by the city’s employment rate, as well as the source region of GARs. These 
explanatory variables also accounted for about half of the differences in annual earnings by city size. 
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Introduction 
A key component of Canada’s immigration program is to promote the balanced geographic distribution 
of immigrants and refugees across Canada (IRCC, 2020). Through various policy tools, Immigration, 
Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) has invested in steering newcomers away from the nation’s 
largest cities to medium-sized and small metropolitan areas. It is believed that through these initiatives, 
the benefits of immigration, including economic growth and ethnocultural diversity, can be shared 
throughout the country. Unlike other immigrant or refugee admission categories, IRCC plays a direct role 
in determining the initial resettlement destination of government-assisted refugees (GARs) before arrival. 
Under this refugee stream, the department balances the specific resettlement needs of GARs with IRCC’s 
commitments to resettle refugees to cities across Canada. 

The prevailing research on regional retention of newcomers in Canada tends to focus on immigrants 
broadly and is often limited to data at the provincial level. While this research can help provide some 
context on secondary migration patterns, it can limit the understanding of migration trends of refugees 
that may be occurring at a lower geographic level. More recently, studies have begun to analyze the 
retention and secondary migration patterns of refugees, at the city level (Gure & Hou, 2022; 
Kaida et al., 2020). However, there is a significant knowledge gap in the literature in terms of how 
retention and secondary migration decisions affect the economic outcomes of refugees. From a policy 
perspective, this is particularly relevant, since dispersion policies cannot be efficient without successful 
economic integration. 

This study seeks to understand how the economic outcomes of GARs vary based on the size of the city 
of resettlement. Moreover, this study compares the economic outcomes of GARs who choose to remain 
in their initial destination and those who choose to move. This study also aims to understand the extent 
to which these economic outcomes can be explained by differences in the sociodemographic 
characteristics of GARs, as well as the conditions of the city of resettlement. The answers to these 
questions can provide valuable information on the retention and secondary migration decisions of 
refugees in Canada and may provide further evidence to inform how resettlement destinations may be 
selected for GARs. 

Background 

Resettlement of refugees in Canada and destination matching 

Refugees who are selected abroad for resettlement in Canada are admitted through one of three 
resettlement streams: GARs, privately sponsored refugees (PSRs) and blended visa office-referred 
refugees (BVORs). While PSRs’ and BVORs’ resettlement destination is determined, in part, by their 
sponsors in Canada, GARs are “matched” or assigned to specific communities in Canada before arrival. 
The decision about where a GAR may be resettled is often determined by factors such as whether they 
have family or friends living in the area; the presence of ethnic, cultural and religious communities; and 
the availability of specific settlement services. Additionally, IRCC also determines where to resettle GARs 
based on discussions with provinces, which help inform the department’s pre-established annual plans 
and quotas to resettle refugees across Canada (IRCC, 2016). 

An important pillar of successful destination matching for GARs is retention. In other words, the 
effectiveness of the destination assignment process may be best measured by the proportion of GARs 
who choose to remain in their initial destination, following arrival in Canada. In addition to considerations 
for determining the ideal resettlement location for GARs, efficient resettlement also relies on the 
articulated preferences of GARs before their arrival. For instance, Simich et al. (2002) found that over 
90% of GARs who changed their destination upon landing at the airport believed that they were not 
accommodated according to their expressed preferences. In more recent years, evidence suggests that 
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the destination-matching process may have improved. A recent study by Gure & Hou (2022) found that 
since the early 2000s, overall retention rates have increased among successive GAR landing cohorts. 
This increase may indicate, among other factors, that there is greater consideration of GARs’ 
preferences.

Retention and secondary migration of refugees 

Upon arrival in Canada, a subgroup of GARs may ultimately decide that they no longer wish to remain in 
their assigned destination. Although GARs may be resettled to cities across Canada, of varying sizes, 
existing literature supports the notion that refugees tend to prefer to reside in larger cities, rather than 
smaller communities or rural areas (IRCC, 2011; Derwing & Krahn, 2008; Hyndman et al., 2006; 
Sherrell et al., 2005). For GARs who have been resettled to these smaller regions, out-migration in the 
years following resettlement is high. Kaida et al. (2020) found that the proportion of GARs who chose to 
leave their initial destination increased with smaller size of the initial city they were destined to. This was 
supported in a 2022 study by Gure and Hou, where it was observed that GARs resettled to smaller 
communities were significantly more likely to leave their initial destination. Moreover, the study found that 
while the majority of secondary migration occurred in the first year after arrival, the share of GARs 
resettled to these smaller communities continued to decline over the 10-year study period. 

Prior research has extensively explored the factors that may motivate newcomers to settle in large cities. 
One of the most frequently cited reasons for secondary migration among immigrants is the pursuit of 
economic opportunities (Derwing & Krahn, 2008; Hou, 2007; Hyndman et al., 2006). Compared with 
larger cities, smaller or more rural communities may have a more difficult time retaining immigrants, 
because of limited job prospects (Sherrell et al., 2005; Abu-Laban et al., 1999). This may be particularly 
salient among GARs, who possess lower levels of human capital than other immigrant groups, which 
may exacerbate adverse labour market outcomes. These GARs may be motivated to move to larger 
cities, where they may expect more favourable employment opportunities. 

The potential for better labour market outcomes based on city size may also be underpinned by the 
presence of co-ethnic communities, which tend to be more established in Canada’s larger cities 
(Hiebert, 2015; Hyndman et al., 2006; Qadeer & Kumar, 2006). The literature has examined the role of 
large ethnic communities in settlement through the lens of the group affinity hypothesis, which suggests 
that new immigrants prefer to move to and remain in areas where co-ethnic communities are 
concentrated (Derwing & Krahn, 2008; Hou, 2007; Nogle, 1994). For GARs, the desire to resettle in a 
large city among co-ethnic communities may be a significant pull factor for secondary migration; the 
difficult and traumatic resettlement circumstances may further emphasize the need for familiar social and 
emotional support. Moreover, these established communities may serve as social networks for GARs, 
connecting them with valuable resettlement resources, including access to job opportunities, housing and 
other economic prospects. 

While it is evident that refugees may prefer to resettle in larger cities for their perceived better economic 
outcomes, research is limited on whether these aspirations are actualized in the long term, especially 
when compared with refugees who reside in smaller communities. In the context of GARs, whose 
resettlement destinations are selected before arrival, this lack of information presents a critical knowledge 
gap. This study seeks to understand how the economic outcomes of GARs varies based on the size of 
the city of resettlement. 

This research makes several contributions to the existing literature.  

Firstly, this study is among the first to analyze the economic outcomes of GARs using census 
metropolitan areas (CMAs) and census agglomerations (CAs) as the geographic unit of analysis. Existing 
empirical evidence on the economic outcomes of refugees is often confined to the national level, which 
can obscure potentially large variations between cities across Canada. 



Research article Economic outcomes of government-assisted refugees in 
designated destinations: The effect of city size 

Statistics Canada 4 Economic and Social Reports 
Catalogue no. 36-28-0001 Vol. 4, no.3, March 2024 

Secondly, this study uses the Longitudinal Immigration Database (IMDB) to identify refugees at the 
admission category level. This allows for the analysis to track the labour market outcomes of refugee 
subcategories over time and, as a result, provides a more comprehensive and systematic examination. 
This research fills existing knowledge gaps, where previous analysis may have grouped refugees or 
immigrants together. 

Lastly, this study analyzes how the economic outcomes of GARs may differ between GARs who remained 
in their designated destination and those who moved elsewhere, and whether such a difference may vary 
by the size of the designated destination. To the authors’ knowledge, this is the first Canadian study to 
explore the association between secondary migration and labour market outcomes among refugees. 

Data, measures and methods 

Data 

This study uses the IMDB, which combines the landing records and annual tax information of immigrants 
(Statistics Canada, 2020). Immigrants who have filed at least one tax return since 1982 are included in 
the database. The landing records contain immigrant characteristics at the time of landing, such as 
intended destination,1 admission category (e.g., economic class, family class or refugee), age, education, 
marital status, source country and official language capabilities. Tax records provide information on 
annual income, current marital status and place of residence. The IMDB data in this study cover landing 
information up to 2021 and tax information up to 2020. 

The analysis focused on 77,340 GARs aged 20 to 54 at the time of immigration and who arrived in 
Canada from 2000 to 2019. The 20-to-54 age group was selected because they are prime-aged workers 
at entry, and after 10 years in Canada, a follow-up period used in the study, they would be aged 30 to 64, 
still mostly of working age. 

Measures 

CMAs and CAs are the main geographic units for intended destinations and measuring subsequent 
mobility. Some CMA or CA boundaries change from one census to another, and this change poses a 
challenge when using CMAs and CAs to study economic outcomes of movers and stayers. To overcome 
this problem, this study created consistent CMA and CA boundaries in the tax file using 2016 Census 
boundaries as the base.2

The main outcome variables in this study are annual earnings from paid employment and employment 
incidence. Annual employment earnings are derived from tax files. Employment incidence for any given 
year is the number of individuals earning more than $500 in that year, divided by the number of individuals 
filing taxes in the same year. Over the study period, roughly 97% of GARs and 96% of PSRs filed taxes 
during their first full year in Canada. Filing rates were marginally lower among family class immigrants, 
at approximately 93%, and economic immigrants, at roughly 87%. 

In the multivariate analysis predicting annual earnings and employment incidence of GARs, three sets of 
explanatory variables are used. 

1. For GARs, this is their designated destination. For the rest of this article, “intended” and “designated” destinations are used 
interchangeably. 

2. This is based on a longitudinal conversion file created by the Social Analysis and Modelling Division, Statistics Canada. 
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The first set includes the geographic measures. For GARs who are designated to a city and “stay” there, 
six city types are used, including the three gateway cities of Toronto, Montréal and Vancouver; 
medium-sized CMAs (Ottawa, Calgary, Edmonton, Hamilton, Winnipeg and Québec); small CMAs 
(e.g., Victoria, Saskatoon and Halifax); and small urban areas (CAs). In addition, 11 variables capturing 
the movement of GARs among the city types are employed. These 17 variables, involving “stayers” and 
“movers,” are the primary independent variables of interest in this study. Refugees who intended to settle 
in rural areas were excluded, as it is difficult to create consistent boundaries for scattered rural areas. 
Moreover, less than 1% of refugees were intended to settle in rural areas. 

The second group of explanatory variables relates to the individual-level sociodemographic 
characteristics of the GARs, including age at landing, gender, marital status, number of children, source 
region, language at landing, level of education at landing, employment status after landing and school 
attendance after landing. Source region is coded into nine categories: South America, Southern Europe, 
Eastern Europe, Africa, Southern Asia, Southeast Asia, East Asia, West Asia and others. Language skills 
are based on the combination of mother tongue and self-reported knowledge of official languages at the 
time of landing: English mother tongue, French mother tongue, other mother tongue but spoke English, 
other mother tongue but spoke French, other mother tongue but spoke English and French, or did not 
speak English or French. The education variable is coded into four categories: not stated, high school 
education or less, some postsecondary education, or bachelor’s degree or higher. The school attendance 
variable is coded as 1 if an immigrant attended full-time postsecondary education in the last tax year or 
as 0 if otherwise.3

The third set of explanatory variables provides city-level characteristics for intended destinations for 
stayers and current city of residence for movers, including the presence of Resettlement Assistance 
Program service provider organizations (RAP SPOs);4 the economic conditions, as measured by the local 
employment incidence and median annual earnings among the adult (aged 18 to 64) Canadian-born 
population and long-term immigrants (those who arrived in Canada more than 20 years earlier); the 
presence of ethnic enclaves; and cluster resettlement. The RAP SPO variable was coded into 
four categories: none, 1 to 5 years in operation, 6 to 10 years in operation, or over 10 years in operation. 
This variable was used to capture the effects of not just the existence of RAP SPOs but also their 
accumulated experience. The ethnic enclave variable was measured by the percentage of immigrants 
from the same source region residing in the CMA or CA where a refugee was assigned to settle or 
currently residing. The cluster resettlement variable was measured by the number of GARs who arrived 
at the same intended destination in the same year. In the multivariate analysis, the logarithm 
transformation of this variable was used. 

Methods 

Linear probability models are used to estimate the effect of the explanatory variables on employment 
incidence. Regression models were run separately for 1, 5 and 10 years after landing. The sample 
includes GARs aged 20 to 54 at landing who arrived from 2000 to 2019. For each observation period, 
two models were run. Employment incidence was the dependent variable in both models. The 
independent variables in Model 1 include only the first set of independent variables described above, 
which are the 6 city types (for stayers) and 11 “mover” categories (for movers). The category of stayers 
in Toronto is used as the reference group. This means the coefficients on the mover and stayer variables 
indicate the percentage point difference in employment incidence between each category of these 
stayers or movers and stayers in Toronto. Model 2 includes the independent variables in Model 1 and 
adds the second and third sets of explanatory variables described above. The difference in the 
coefficients between Model 1 and Model 2 on the mover or stayer independent variables indicates the 

3. This variable was derived from the tax deduction for education in a tax year. 
4. Under the GAR program, IRCC provides refugees with financial support and immediate essential services through the 

Resettlement Assistance Program (RAP). RAP services are exclusively offered through RAP SPOs, which are located in 
designated communities across Canada, outside Quebec. 
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extent to which the control variables accounted for the gap in employment incidence between Toronto 
stayers and any other mover or stayer types. An example is given below.5

A set of ordinary least squares models is used to estimate the effect of the explanatory variables on 
annual earnings of GARs. The dependent variable is the level of annual earnings of the GARs. The other 
details regarding the modelling are identical to those outlined for the employment incidence estimates, 
except with the level of median annual earnings in each city added as an additional explanatory variable. 
For this analysis, stayers in Toronto are used again as the reference group. 

Results 

Intended destinations of government-assisted refugees and other 
immigrants 

Before arrival in Canada, GARs are assigned a “designated” destination, referred to as an intended 
destination in the IMDB. Compared with the family class and economic immigrants, GARs were much 
less likely to intend to resettle in Montréal, Toronto and Vancouver, and more likely to intend to settle in 
medium-sized and small metropolitan centres (Table 1). GARs were also somewhat less likely than PSRs 
to intend to settle in the three largest cities, and more likely to have an intended destination of a small 
metropolitan or urban area. 

Stayers and movers 

Immigrants may not reside in their intended (designated) destination by the end of their first full year in 
Canada,6 or in years thereafter, either because they never resided in their intended destination, or 
because they landed in that destination but moved shortly after. These individuals were referred to as 
movers. Possible reasons why such a move may take place were discussed by Gure and Hou (2022). 

5. For example, five years after landing, Model 1 indicates that stayers in small urban communities had an employment 
incidence 0.230, or 23.0 percentage points, higher than stayers in Toronto (Table 3). The difference in employment incidence 
between stayers in small urban communities and Toronto is reduced from 23.0 percentage points in Model 1 to 
10.4 percentage points in Model 2. Hence, 12.6 percentage points (23.0 - 10.4) (or 55%) of the actual 23.0 percentage point 
difference in employment incidence between stayers in small urban communities and Toronto were associated with the 
differences in other independent variables in the model. 

6. Information on the location of immigrants at the end of their first full year in Canada, which is derived from the tax files, has 
good coverage since the tax filing rate is quite high. Over the study period, roughly 97% of GARs and PSRs, 93% of family 
class immigrants, and 87% of economic immigrants filed taxes by the first full year in Canada. 

Government-assisted 

refugees

Privately sponsored 

refugees Family class Economic class

Montréal 5.5 12.8 13.0 17.5

Toronto 15.8 27.8 37.4 33.3

Vancouver 10.6 6.0 13.7 13.3

Medium-sized metropolitan areas 30.5 35.3 17.6 18.7

Small metropolitan areas 27.0 14.6 9.8 9.0

Small urban areas 10.3 2.4 4.6 4.9

Rural areas 0.3 1.2 3.9 3.3

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

percent

Table 1

Percentage distribution of intended destination among immigrants aged 20 to 54 at landing who landed from 

2000 to 2019 and filed taxes in the year after landing year, by immigration program

Source: Statistics Canada, 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.
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Stayers were those immigrants who resided in their intended destination in any given year.7 The 
economic outcomes of both movers and stayers residing in cities of different sizes were assessed at the 
1st full year, the 5th year and the 10th year following landing. 

The tendency of immigrants to move varied significantly by immigrant class. By the 5th and, particularly, 
10th year following landing, a much higher percentage of refugees were not found in their intended 
destination, compared with family or economic class immigrants (Chart 1). By the 10th year, 42% of 
GARs and 38% of PSRs had moved from their intended destination, compared with 19% and 27% of the 
family and economic classes, respectively. 

The likelihood of GARs moving was higher among those designated to small metropolitan or urban 
communities, compared with those in larger gateway cities or medium-sized CMAs. For example, by the 
fifth year, about half (51%) of GARs designated to settle in a small urban community had moved, 
compared with 29% of those designated to a medium-sized CMA. 

Economic outcomes in cities of different sizes 

Employment incidence 

Employment incidence, which is defined by the number of individuals with earnings over $500 in a year 
divided by the number of tax filers in the city in that year, was estimated for stayers in six different city 
sizes and for movers in different combinations of intended destination and current city type. 

For stayers, employment incidence was lower among GARs than among PSRs. These employment gaps 
were reduced as time spent in Canada increased, but persisted nonetheless. This pattern was observed 
in all city sizes (Chart 2). It was also observed that movers had a slightly higher employment incidence 
than stayers. For example, five years after landing, GARs moving from their designated city had an 
employment incidence of 63%, compared with 59% among those who stayed in their designated city. 
This is a relatively small difference, but it may suggest that movers, who are often motivated by economic 

7. If an individual initially settles in the city and is found there in the first year and fifth year following landing, they are considered 
“stayers” in those years. If they move between the 5th and 10th year following landing, they become a “mover” for the 
10th year. Hence, the sample changes through time as immigrants exit the city. 
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Percentage of immigrants moving from their intended destination, by immigrant type and years since 
landing

Source: Statistics Canada, 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database. 
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prospects, did better than if they had stayed in their designated city. However, there were far larger 
differences in employment incidence among city types than between movers and stayers. For instance, 
five years after landing, which may be enough time for some economic integration to have occurred, 
employment incidence among GAR stayers was lowest among stayers in Toronto and, to a lesser extent, 
Montréal (49% and 56%, respectively). Stayers in small urban communities, medium-sized CMAs and 
Vancouver had the highest employment incidence, at 72%, 63% and 65%, respectively (Chart 2). These 
patterns tended to hold 1 year and 10 years after landing as well (Table 2). 

Among GAR movers, five years after landing, those who had moved to a gateway city (either from another 
gateway city or a medium-sized metropolitan area) tended to have the lowest employment incidence, at 
around 50% (Table 2). Employment incidence was highest among GARs moving from a larger city to a 
smaller community. For instance, those who moved from a gateway city to a medium-sized CMA or 
smaller community had an employment incidence of 65%. The incidence of employment was even higher 
for those who moved from a medium-sized CMA to a smaller community, or from a small CMA to a small 
urban community (68% and 79%, respectively). GARs designated to Toronto and Montréal, as well as 
those moving from a smaller community to a gateway city, tended to have the lowest employment rates. 
However, it is important to note that not all individuals designated to a small urban community did 
exceptionally well; by the fifth year, one-half of GARs designated to a small urban community had moved, 
with the vast majority (88%) choosing to move to a larger community. The average employment incidence 
of these movers was 61%.8

There may be several reasons for the patterns observed above, including differences in the 
characteristics of the GARs designated to or moving to a community, and differences in the 
characteristics of the cities themselves. Multivariate analysis was conducted to assess the importance of 
these factors. 

8. Roughly equal to the 60% employment incidence average for all GARs in the sample, movers and stayers combined. 
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Multivariate analysis accounting for differences in employment incidence 
among city types 

The discussion in this section focuses on results five years after landing since this may provide enough 
time for GARs to be somewhat integrated into the local economy. Model 1 results are identical to those 
reported above in Table 2, since they represent the actual data, but reported in a different way.9

Model 2 results indicate the employment incidence (relative to Toronto stayers) after accounting for the 
effects of the control variables. The control variables accounted for, or “explained,” most of the difference 
in employment incidence between Toronto stayers and the other categories. The differences between 
Toronto stayers and other locations were significantly reduced and often became statistically 
non-significant10 in Model 2 (Table 3). On average,11 across all five stayer categories, the control variables 
accounted for 75% of the difference in employment incidence with Toronto. Among movers five years 
after landing, 10 of the 11 categories registered statistically significant higher incidence than stayers in 
Toronto in Model 1, but this was reduced to 5 of the 11 categories in Model 2 (Table 3). On average, the 

9. The coefficients in Table 3 represent the difference in employment incidence between any category and stayers in Toronto, 
who had the lowest employment incidence. 

10. Among stayers, five years after landing, only small urban communities and Vancouver registered a statistically significant 
difference in employment incidence compared with Toronto in Model 2, whereas before accounting for the effects of the 
control variables, all city types registered a statistically significant higher (actual) employment incidence, often quite large 
(Table 3). 

11. A weighted average, with the weights being the number of GARs in each stayer category. See footnote below. 

First full year after 

landing

Fifth year after 

landing 

Tenth year after 

landing

Stayers

Montréal 23.3 55.6 62.3

Toronto 29.2 48.8 50.1

Vancouver 44.4 65.1 67.6

Medium-sized metropolitan areas 36.9 63.4 68.8

Small metropolitan areas 32.9 56.2 63.0

Small urban areas 41.6 71.8 76.2

Movers

From a gateway centre to another gateway centre 33.1 50.4 51.2

From a gateway centre to a medium-sized CMA 43.5 66.5 69.4

From a gateway centre to a smaller community 39.4 64.5 67.0

From a medium-sized CMA to another medium-sized CMA 57.2 69.7 74.4

From a medium-sized CMA to a gateway centre 32.5 53.3 54.4

From a medium-sized CMA to a smaller community 49.8 68.4 70.2

From a small CMA to another small CMA 36.8 55.1 59.5

From a small CMA to a smaller community 57.5 79.4 82.5

From a small CMA to a larger CMA 42.2 60.8 63.6

From a small urban area to another small urban area 52.3 76.2 82.0

From a small urban area to a larger community 39.6 61.1 67.6

Table 2

Employment incidence among stayers in and movers from the intended destination, government-assisted 

refugees aged 20 to 54 at landing who landed from 2000 to 2019, by years after immigration

percent

Source: Statistics Canada, 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

Note: CMA = census metropolitan area.
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control variables accounted for 89%12 of the difference in employment incidence between the 
16 categories of stayers or movers and stayers in Toronto five years after landing. 

It is important to understand which variables accounted for most of this effect. If the characteristics of the 
immigrants are most important in explaining employment outcomes, then choosing to designate refugees 
to smaller rather than larger communities will not in itself necessarily lead to better economic outcomes, 
since it is the characteristics of the refugees that matter most. Conversely, if the characteristics of the city 
are most important, then designating GARs to one type of city rather than another will make a significant 
difference in outcomes. 

Additional decomposition analysis found that the largest part of the “explained” component (about 
three-quarters of the difference between Toronto stayers and other city types) was attributable to the 
source region of the refugee. A significant portion was also attributable to the employment rate in that 
city. In some cases, the number of refugees designated to a community in any given year also contributed 
to explaining differences in employment incidence: the larger the number, the lower the employment 
success of the refugees. 

Two examples of the decomposition are illustrated here. 

In the first example, the employment incidence gap between stayers in Toronto and those in 
medium-sized CMAs was among the largest gaps observed, at 14.6 percentage points. The control 
variables explained almost all this difference (13.2 percentage points). Differences in source regions 
between stayers in Toronto and those in medium-sized CMAs accounted for 7.4 percentage points of the 
gap. Differences in the city employment rate also contributed 7.0 percentage points to the gap in 
employment incidence. Differences in some of the other variables tended to increase, not reduce, the 
employment incidence gap, but these effects were small. Of the explained component, source region and 
city employment rate were by far the most important explanations. The results for Vancouver were 
similar.13

The second example is about the 23.0 percentage point gap in employment incidence between stayers 
in Toronto and small urban communities. Differences in source region accounted for 10.6 percentage 
points of this difference, and differences in the number of GARs entering the city in a given year 
accounted for another 7.3 percentage points. Source region was the most important explanatory variable. 
This inevitably raises the question of why source region was important. The regression results indicate 
that, adjusting for other immigrant and city characteristics, GARs from West Asia had the lowest 
employment incidence, and those from South America had the highest, 23.7 percentage points higher 
than that of GARs from West Asia. Almost three-quarters of Toronto stayers were from West Asia, 
compared with 12% of stayers in small urban communities. Conversely, one-third of small urban stayers 
were from South America, compared with 3% of those in Toronto. Differences such as these explained 
much of the gap in employment incidence between city types. 

12. Weighted averages of the coefficients across the 16 mover and stayer categories in models 1 and 2 were estimated. The 
weight was the number of GARs in each category. The overall proportion accounted for by control variables (i.e., 89%) is 
then the weighted average in Model 1 minus the weighted average in Model 2, divided by the weighted average in Model 1. 

13. Although, in this case, only about one-third of the 16.3 percentage point gap between stayers in Toronto and Vancouver was 
explained by the control variables. 
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Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Intercept 0.292 *** -1.713 *** 0.488 *** -1.549 *** 0.501 *** -0.788 ***

Regional retention status (reference: stayers in Toronto)

Stayers in Montréal -0.059 *** 0.005 0.068 *** 0.023 0.121 *** 0.059 ***

Stayers in Vancouver 0.152 *** 0.110 *** 0.163 *** 0.109 *** 0.175 *** 0.109 ***

Stayers in medium-sized metropolitan areas 0.077 *** -0.002 0.147 *** 0.014 0.187 *** 0.062 ***

Stayers in small metropolitan areas 0.037 *** 0.014 0.074 *** -0.005 0.129 *** 0.042 **

Stayers in small urban areas 0.124 *** 0.090 *** 0.230 *** 0.104 *** 0.261 *** 0.124 ***

Movers from a gateway centre to another gateway centre 0.039 * 0.023 0.016 -0.021 0.011 -0.021

Movers from a gateway centre to a medium-sized CMA 0.143 *** 0.029 ** 0.177 *** 0.009 0.193 *** 0.042 ***

Movers from a gateway centre to a smaller community 0.102 *** 0.081 ** 0.158 *** 0.063 *** 0.169 *** 0.062 ***

Movers from a medium-sized CMA to another medium-sized CMA 0.280 *** 0.071 *** 0.210 *** -0.024 0.243 *** 0.047 **

Movers from a medium-sized CMA to a gateway centre 0.033 * -0.003 0.045 *** -0.015 0.042 ** -0.002

Movers from a medium-sized CMA to a smaller community 0.205 *** 0.096 *** 0.197 *** 0.028 * 0.200 *** 0.053 **

Movers from a small CMA to another small CMA 0.076 *** -0.003 0.063 *** -0.067 *** 0.093 *** -0.010

Movers from a small CMA to a smaller community 0.283 *** 0.142 *** 0.306 *** 0.084 *** 0.324 *** 0.126 ***

Movers from a small CMA to a larger CMA 0.130 *** -0.020 * 0.120 *** -0.053 *** 0.135 *** 0.005

Movers from a small urban area to another small urban area 0.231 *** 0.119 *** 0.275 *** 0.060 * 0.319 *** 0.139 ***

Movers from a small urban area to a larger community 0.104 *** -0.027 * 0.124 *** -0.065 *** 0.175 *** 0.030

Arrival cohort (reference: 2015 to 2019)

2000 to 2004 … 0.132 *** … 0.048 ** … 0.021 *

2005 to 2009 … 0.057 *** … -0.010 … -0.002

2010 to 2014 … -0.013 ** … -0.016 * … …

Female             … -0.245 *** … -0.228 *** … -0.175 ***

Age at landing … -0.005 *** … -0.009 *** … -0.013 ***

Source region (reference: West Asia)

Other world region … 0.165 *** … 0.200 *** … 0.167 ***

South America … 0.104 *** … 0.237 *** … 0.234 ***

Eastern Europe … 0.127 *** … 0.074 *** … 0.038 ***

Africa … 0.181 *** … 0.149 *** … 0.158 ***

South Asia … 0.023 ** … 0.058 *** … 0.102 ***

Southeast Asia … 0.115 *** … 0.179 *** … 0.198 ***

Official language (reference: mother tongue English)

Not speaking English or French … -0.124 *** … -0.095 *** … -0.056

Other mother tongue, bilingual … -0.082 *** … -0.024 … -0.011

Other mother tongue, French … -0.097 *** … 0.000 … 0.027

Other mother tongue, English … -0.034 * … -0.030 … 0.006

Mother tongue French … -0.086 *** … -0.002 … 0.040

Education (reference: university degree)

Not stated … -0.033 ** … -0.053 … 0.112

High school education or less … -0.046 *** … -0.072 *** … -0.083 ***

Some postsecondary education … 0.000 … 0.001 … 0.007

Marital status (reference: single)

Separated, divorced or widowed … -0.054 *** … -0.041 *** … 0.005

Married … -0.069 *** … 0.040 *** … 0.104 ***

Number of kids             … -0.039 *** … -0.047 *** … -0.038 ***

Attended school after landing    … 0.072 *** … -0.009 … -0.051 ***

RAP SPOs (reference: none)

1 to 5 years in operation … 0.073 *** … 0.054 *** … -0.025

6 to 10 years in operation … 0.103 *** … 0.039 *** … 0.013

Over 10 years in operation … 0.117 *** … 0.047 *** … 0.030 ***

Employment incidence among adults … 0.031 *** … 0.033 *** … 0.023 ***

Percentage of own-group immigrants in the region   … 0.009 *** … 0.006 *** … -0.001

Log of number of GARs who arrived in the same year          … -0.026 *** … -0.023 ** … -0.010 **

Tenth year after landing

Table 3 

Linear probability models predicting employment incidence among government-assisted refugees aged 20 to 54 at landing who arrived 

from 2000 to 2019

First full year after landing Fifth year after landing

… not applicable 

coefficient

* significantly different from reference category (p < 0.05)

Notes: CMA = census metropolitan area; RAP SPO = Resettlement Assistance Program service provider organization; GAR = government-assisted refugee.

Source: Statistics Canada, 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

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

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

On average, employed GARs had lower annual earnings (in 2020 constant dollars) than PSRs and 
economic class and family class immigrants. This was particularly true during the first year following 
landing but held for all years examined. It also held across all city types, as noted for the fifth year 
following landing (Chart 3). 

Among employed GAR stayers, by the fifth year following landing, annual earnings among stayers in 
medium-sized and small communities surpassed those in the three gateway cities, particularly Toronto 
and Montréal. This is similar to the pattern observed for employment incidence. On average, employed 
GAR movers tended to have marginally higher earnings five years after landing than stayers, at $26,200 
and $24,500, respectively. But again, there was far more variation among different city types than 
between movers and stayers. For instance, five years after landing, the average earnings among GAR 
stayers ranged from $19,500 in Montréal to $26,000 in medium-sized CMAs (Chart 4). 

GAR movers to gateway cities, including those from other gateway cities or from medium-sized 
metropolitan areas, had lower earnings than other movers, at around $21,000 five years after landing 
(Table 4). Movers who did relatively well by the fifth year tended to be those who moved down in 
community size, possibly because they were moving to a better-paying job. This included movers from a 
gateway community to a medium-sized CMA, from a medium-sized CMA to a smaller community, and 
from a small CMA to a small urban community (Table 4). Those who moved but remained in a 
medium-sized CMA or a small urban centre also had relatively high earnings. These results resemble 
the patterns observed with employment incidence among GARs: those staying in smaller communities 
tended to do better than those staying in large gateway communities; movers tended to do marginally 
better than stayers, on average; and those moving down in community size tended to do better than 
those moving to the gateway cities. 
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Chart 3
Average annual earnings five years after landing among stayers aged 20 to 54 at landing who 
landed from 2000 to 2019, by immigrant type and city type 

Source: Statistics Canada, 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database. 
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Chart 4
Average annual earnings among government-assisted refugees who stayed in their designated city, 
by city type and years since landing

Source: Statistics Canada, 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database. 

First full year after 

landing

Fifth year after 

landing 

Tenth year after 

landing

Stayers

Montréal 10,400 19,500 25,600

Toronto 12,700 22,500 27,500

Vancouver 13,900 25,200 30,600

Medium-sized metropolitan areas 12,800 26,000 33,600

Small metropolitan areas 12,900 24,500 31,100

Small urban areas 12,700 25,700 32,800

Movers

From a gateway centre to another gateway centre 11,600 22,200 27,600

From a gateway centre to a medium-sized CMA 13,300 28,000 36,800

From a gateway centre to a smaller community 14,600 26,500 33,600

From a medium-sized CMA to another medium-sized CMA 16,600 28,100 37,100

From a medium-sized CMA to a gateway centre 12,500 21,200 27,200

From a medium-sized CMA to a smaller community 18,300 28,600 36,500

From a small CMA to another small CMA 12,900 25,700 31,500

From a small CMA to a smaller community 20,000 33,200 40,700

From a small CMA to a larger CMA 14,600 25,900 33,200

From a small urban area to another small urban area 18,300 30,100 37,200

From a small urban area to a larger community 13,500 24,900 33,700

Table 4

Average employment earnings among stayers in and movers from the intended destination, among government-

assisted refugees aged 20 to 54 at landing who arrived from 2000 to 2019, by years after immigration

2020 constant dollars

Source: Statistics Canada, 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

Note: CMA = census metropolitan area.
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Multivariate analysis accounting for differences in earnings among city 
types 

The details of the multivariate regression approach are described in the Methods section. In the analysis 
that follows, two models were run. Model 1 results represent those observed in the actual data. Regarding 
stayers, comparisons between Model 1 and Model 2 results suggest that in most cases, adding the 
control variables (Model 2) accounted for relatively little of the actual difference in earnings between 
stayers in Toronto (the reference group) and those in other city types.14 On average,15 across the five 
stayer categories, five years after landing, the control variables accounted for 37% of the difference in 
annual earnings between different city types and Toronto. Regarding movers five years after landing, 
adjusting for the effects of the control variables in most cases reduced the earnings gap with Toronto 
substantially, at times to zero. The control variables were more important in explaining the earnings gaps 
with Toronto stayers for movers than for stayers. On average, across all 16 mover and stayer categories, 
adjusting for the control variables accounted for 47%16 of the unadjusted earnings gap with Toronto 
stayers. 

The decomposition results indicate that where the control variables explained a significant proportion of 
the earnings gaps with Toronto stayers, source region and the city’s employment rate played the key 
role. This result was similar to that observed for employment incidence. For example, differences in 
source regions between stayers in medium-sized metropolitan areas and Toronto would account for 
$2,700 of the earnings gap between those city types, and differences in regional employment rates would 
account for $1,800 of the gap. A number of other variables tended to increase the gap between stayers 
in Toronto and medium-sized CMAs, and thus offset some of the effects of source region and regional 
employment rates. Overall, the control variables, mainly source region and regional employment rate, 
accounted for $1,900 (or 54%) of the $3,500 gap. 

Decompositions were also conducted for some mover categories, and the results were similar. For 
example, movers from gateway cities to medium-sized CMAs earned $5,500 more than GARs who 
stayed in Toronto, $3,400 (or 62%) of which was accounted for after adjusting for differences in the 
control variables (i.e., Model 2). Differences in the source region of these movers, compared with those 
who stayed in Toronto, accounted for $2,700 of the gap. About 67% of stayers in Toronto were from West 
Asia, compared with 19% among those who moved from a gateway city to a medium-sized CMA. GARs 
from West Asia had the lowest annual earnings, at $2,200 to $7,200 less than those from other regions, 
even after adjusting for differences in immigrant characteristics (e.g., education and age) and city-level 
characteristics (e.g., economic conditions and the existence of own-group enclaves). GARs from Africa 
had among the highest annual earnings, at $5,300 more than those from West Asia. An estimated 51% 
of the movers in this example were from Africa, compared with 11% of those staying in Toronto. These 
differences contributed significantly to the earnings gap. Additionally, differences in the employment rate 
between the CMAs to which the movers went and the Toronto region, also contributed to the earnings 
gap, by $2,200. Again, these effects were offset by the effect of some other control variables, but none 
of them were large. The decomposition of the earnings of movers from a medium-sized CMA to another 
medium-sized CMA, compared with GARs who stayed in Toronto, produced similar results. Differences 
in source region and the city employment rate accounted for most of the observed earnings gap. 

14. Adjusting for the control variables explained more than 100% of the Toronto–Montréal difference, but relatively few GARs 
were designated to Montréal. Among cities with larger numbers, only for stayers in medium-sized CMAs did the control 
variables explain some of the difference in earnings with Toronto stayers. 

15. A weighted average where the weight is a number of GARs in each stayer (city type) category. See footnote below. 
16. For each of the 16 mover and stayer independent variables, the coefficient in Model 1 minus the coefficient in Model 2 is 

calculated. The weighted average of this difference is estimated across all 16 variables. The weight is the number of GARs 
in each mover and stayer category. This weighted average difference divided by the weighted average of the coefficients in 
Model 1 represents the share of the earnings difference with Toronto accounted for by the control variables. For some 
variables, the earnings gap with Toronto (i.e., the coefficients) increased from Model 1 to Model 2. This means that the 
control variables accounted for none of the original earnings gap, but rather resulted in an increased gap. In these cases, 
the difference between Model 1 and Model 2 was set to zero. 
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Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Intercept 12,725 *** -40,997 *** 22,513 *** -55,368 *** 27,497 ** -15,430

Regional retention status (reference: stayers in Toronto)

Stayers in Montréal -2,300 *** 26 -3,015 *** 1,237 -1,921 * 2,617 *

Stayers in Vancouver 1,221 *** 2,038 *** 2,733 *** 3,442 *** 3,106 *** 4,240 ***

Stayers in medium-sized metropolitan areas 108 -1,086 *** 3,468 *** 1,585 *** 6,091 *** 3,726 ***

Stayers in small metropolitan areas 217 907 * 2,036 *** 3,493 *** 3,640 *** 4,400 ***

Stayers in small urban areas 22 1,910 *** 3,234 *** 6,634 *** 5,263 *** 7,721 ***

Movers from a gateway centre to another gateway centre -1,114 -212 -333 751 65 721

Movers from a gateway centre to a medium-sized CMA 550 -1,206 ** 5,496 *** 2,121 *** 9,328 *** 5,443 ***

Movers from a gateway centre to a smaller community 1,844 *** 2,686 *** 3,993 *** 5,282 *** 6,085 *** 7,512 ***

Movers from a medium-sized CMA to another medium-sized CMA 3,920 *** 340 5,559 *** 26 9,604 *** 2,703 **

Movers from a medium-sized CMA to a gateway centre -193 253 -1,314 -395 -324 -256

Movers from a medium-sized CMA to a smaller community 5,587 *** 4,256 *** 6,058 *** 4,152 *** 8,975 *** 7,316 ***

Movers from a small CMA to another small CMA 221 -34 3,156 *** 2,446 ** 4,046 ** 2,945 *

Movers from a small CMA to a smaller community 7,233 *** 5,349 *** 10,661 *** 8,623 *** 13,227 *** 10,782 ***

Movers from a small CMA to a larger CMA 1,902 *** -699 3,378 *** 222 5,720 *** 1,044

Movers from a small urban area to another small urban area 5,525 *** 4,904 *** 7,585 *** 8,239 *** 9,671 *** 8,717 ***

Movers from a small urban area to a larger community 784 -1,624 ** 2,406 *** 407 6,154 *** 2,258

Arrival cohort (reference: 2015 to 2019)

2000 to 2004 … -643 … 929 … 3,536 ***

2005 to 2009 … -281 … 1,142 * … 1,282 *

2010 to 2014 … -922 *** … 979 * … …

Female             … -5,064 *** … -8,467 *** … -8,538 ***

Age at landing … -6 … -29 * … -238 ***

Source region (reference: West Asia)

Other world region … 3,075 *** … 7,193 *** … 7,959 ***

South America … 810 ** … 5,868 *** … 8,348 ***

Eastern Europe … 4,319 *** … 5,452 *** … 6,225 ***

Africa … 4,086 *** … 5,261 *** … 5,843 ***

South Asia … 104 … 2,880 *** … 4,876 ***

Southeast Asia … -448 … 6,736 *** … 8,873 ***

Official language (reference: mother tongue English)

Not speaking English or French … -1,372 * … -3,375 *** … -5,610 **

Other mother tongue, bilingual (English and French) … -657 … 222 … -396

Other mother tongue, French … -1,518 * … -1,923 * … -937

Other mother tongue, English … 495 … -311 … -1,148

Mother tongue French … -2,356 *** … -1,432 … -1,124

Education (reference: university degree)

Not stated … 506 … -236 … -10,653

High school education or less … -504 * … -3,133 *** … -7,204 ***

Some postsecondary education … 141 … -182 … -2,144 ***

Marital status (reference: single)

Separated, divorced or widowed … -58 … -449 … 12

Married … 675 ** … 1,924 *** … 3,515 ***

Number of kids             … -927 *** … -1,168 *** … -1,413 ***

Attended school after landing    … -2,043 *** … -8,418 *** … -10,710 ***

RAP SPOs (reference: none)

1 to 5 years in operation … 713 ** … 1,282 … 2,135

6 to 10 years in operation … 566 * … 2,216 *** … 2,698 **

Over 10 years in operation … 161 … 2,035 *** … 2,336 ***

Regional employment incidence among adults … 593 *** … 822 *** … 480 ***

Regional average earnings of employed workers … 0 *** … 0 *** … 0 ***

Percentage of own-group immigrants in the region   … 336 *** … 227 *** … -77

Log of number of GARs who arrived in the same year          … -394 *** … -321 * … -951 ***

Tenth year after landing

Table 5 

Ordinary least squares regression models predicting earnings among government-assisted refugees aged  20 to 54 at landing who 

arrived from 2000 to 2019

First full year after landing Fifth year after landing

coefficient

… not applicable 

Notes: CMA = census metropolitan area; RAP SPO = Resettlement Assistance Program service provider organization; GAR = government-assisted refugee. 

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

Source: Statistics Canada, 2020 Longitudinal Immigration Database.

* significantly different from reference category (p < 0.05)

** significantly different from reference category (p < 0.01)
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Summary and conclusion 
This study sought to determine whether there were significant variations in the economic outcomes of 
GARs who were designated to cities of different sizes. These outcomes were also compared between 
GARs who remained in their designated cities and those who undertook secondary migration and 
resettled elsewhere.17 Additionally, the study aimed to determine the extent to which these differences in 
economic outcomes could be accounted for by the sociodemographic characteristics of GARs, as well 
as by the conditions of the designated or chosen city. The analysis focused on GARs aged 20 to 54 at 
entry who landed in Canada from 2000 to 2019. 

The study observed that compared with PSRs and family and economic class immigrants, GARs were 
less likely to have one of the three gateway cities as their initial destination, and were more likely to be 
resettled to smaller communities. Over the study period, GARs had lower levels of employment incidence 
and annual earnings than PSRs or the family and economic classes. These gaps were reduced with 
years spent in Canada but persisted to at least 10 years after landing. 

Among GAR stayers (those who remained in their designated city), those who were assigned to small 
urban communities had the highest employment incidence and annual earnings, while those who were 
assigned to Toronto had the lowest economic outcomes. Moreover, GAR stayers in medium-sized or 
small communities had stronger labour market outcomes than GAR stayers in Toronto. Among GAR 
movers (those who moved away from their intended destination), those who moved to a gateway city had 
the lowest employment incidence and annual earnings. Most notably, GARs who moved down in city size 
tended to have better economic outcomes than other movers. Nevertheless, city size was still negatively 
correlated with out-migration, with the likelihood of moving increasing as the size of the city decreased. 

The regression analysis indicated that five years after landing, differences in individual sociodemographic 
characteristics and city-level characteristics accounted for the majority (89%) of the observed differences 
in employment incidence between Toronto GAR stayers and other GARs. Of the many explanatory 
variables in the regression, the source region of the GARs and the employment rate in the city were by 
far the most important in explaining the differences with Toronto GAR stayers in employment incidence. 
In particular, compared with other stayers and movers, a very high percentage of GARs designated to 
Toronto and who chose to stay there were from West Asia, which was the group with the lowest 
employment incidence even after adjusting for differences in age, education, city economic conditions 
and other explanatory variables. The regression results for annual earnings illustrated that differences in 
sociodemographic and city characteristics explained less (47% on average) of the difference in earnings 
between Toronto stayers and movers in other cities. Thus, there are other, unobserved factors that could 
explain these differences, but could not be captured in this analysis. 

Since the differences in earnings across city sizes could not be fully explained in this study, there may 
be partial explanations as to why these variations may exist. In particular, the apparent success of smaller 
cities compared with Toronto and Montréal may relate to a phenomenon whereby those unable to find 
well-paid employment in small communities tend to move to larger centres, resulting in a higher 
employment rate and earnings among the stayers in the smaller communities. As supported by this study 
and existing literature, the observed preference that refugees have for larger cities could mean that even 
those who are struggling economically will still prefer to remain in a large city such as Toronto, and that 
those who struggle in smaller communities would prefer to move there, as well. Thus, the implication is 
that GARs who remain in small communities are the ones who are able to integrate economically. 

The findings from this study may inform policy discussions in various ways. In terms of employment 
prospects, the study’s findings suggest that it is less about the size of the city to which refugees are 
assigned, but rather the strength of the labour market, as indicated by the regional employment rate. 
Hence, consideration of regional economic conditions should be an integral part of GAR resettlement 

17. Movers include those who were designated to a community (or intended to live there) but never actually resided there, and 
those who resided in the community but moved at some point before the year being analyzed. 
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decisions. Additionally, the findings in this study indicate that despite the general preference among 
GARs to resettle in large cities, relatively strong economic outcomes can be achieved in smaller 
communities, which can in turn increase retention rates. 
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