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Sammanfattning 
Abstract 
Migration is a process that begins with the mere thought of moving, but it 
continues long after the individual arrives in her or his new home. The process is 
constrained by certain factors such as capital, immigration policy, and the 
existence of kinship networks. Individuals who are able to overcome these 
constraints and decide to migrate, must overcome a new set of challenges upon 
arrival in the host county. These challenges include the need to adapt to a new 
labour market, use of a new language, and integration with the rest of society. 
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Human and social capital are important tools that allow immigrants to 
successfully meet these challenges. Human and social capital play different roles 
in the migration process of these individuals. Human capital allows Mexican 
individuals to overcome the barriers to initial migration, but it does not ensure 
successful social or labour market integration. Social capital is a more effective 
tool in the resettlement process, and it also helps to strengthen transnational 
bonds. 
 
The Mexican community in the Vancouver CMA does not rely on a complex set of 
kinship networks. However, this study found that there is an ongoing process to 
create social capital. This process simultaneously encourages the formation of 
nationality-based social capital (i.e. bonding social capital) and bridging social 
capital. These types of capital are important because they help the community to 
overcome the challenges of integrating into the labour market as well as the larger 
society. Furthermore, the person-to-person contact between Mexicans and the rest 
of society fosters mutual understanding. Since much of the Mexican community 
maintains strong ties to the source country, integration is an important point of 
reference for further engagement between Mexico and Canada. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
Migration is a process that begins with the mere thought of moving, but it continues long 
after the individual arrives in her or his new home. The process is constrained by certain 
factors such as capital, immigration policy, and the existence of kinship networks. 
Individuals who are able to overcome these constraints and decide to migrate, must 
overcome a new set of challenges upon arrival in the host county. These challenges include 
the need to adapt to a new labour market, use of a new language, and integration with the 
rest of society. Human and social capital are important tools that allow immigrants to 
successfully meet these challenges. Human and social capital, play different roles in the 
migration process of these individuals. Human capital allows Mexican individuals to 
overcome the barriers to initial migration, but it does not ensure successful social or labour 
market integration. Social capital is a more effective tool in the resettlement process, and it 
also helps to strengthen transnational bonds. 
 
The Mexican community in the Vancouver CMA does not rely on a complex set of kinship 
networks. However, this study found that there is an ongoing process to create social 
capital. This process simultaneously encourages the formation of nationality-based social 
capital (i.e. bonding social capital) and bridging social capital. These types of capital are 
important because they help the community to overcome the challenges of integrating into 
the labour market as well as the larger society. Furthermore, the person-to-person contact 
between Mexicans and the rest of society fosters mutual understanding. Since much of the 
Mexican community maintains strong ties to the source country, integration is an important 
point of reference for further engagement between Mexico and Canada. 
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“There is a growing suspicion, even among orthodox economists, that some factors in the [realm] of 

…social relationships can make for wholes that are more than the sums of their parts, with the 

observation that nonmaterial causes can have significant material effects.”1

 

 

CHAPTER I 

 INTRODUCTION 

 

Migration is a complex process for most individuals. The process may begin with the mere thought 

of moving, but it continues long after the migrant arrives in her or his new home. Immigrants chose 

to leave their communities because they believe they can improve their quality of life by doing so.  

The decision can be based on a need to flee physical danger or poverty; but it can also be based on 

the desire to improve one’s lot in life. This is no different for Mexican’s who choose to immigrate 

to Canada: some of the migrants arrive as refugees, and some arrive as independent applicants in 

search of new opportunities. Regardless of the conditions under which individuals leave their home 

country, once in Canada, resettlement can be a difficult process. Language and non-recognition of 

credentials can be major barriers to finding employment and creating social ties, two key elements 

to becoming an integrated member of any host society.  

 

When individuals cannot help themselves they turn to other people for help. Immigrants often turn 

to kinship networks: friends, family and members of their ethnic community who can help in the 

resettlement process. Many immigrant communities have extensive networks that help their 

members find employment, housing, and lessen the negative impact of not knowing the host 

country’s official language(s). However, In the case of Mexican’s who live in the Vancouver census 

metropolitan area (CMA), there is no cohesive kinship network that can offer these benefits to 

newly arrived immigrants. Thus individuals must build their own support systems and join different 

networks in order to cope with their new surroundings. 

 

The focus group of this study are Mexican immigrants who reside in the Vancouver Census 

Metropolitan Area (CMA). Mexican immigrants may not be the first group of people that comes to 

mind when one thinks of the make-up of the Canadian population. Yet Mexicans are a part of the 
                                                 
1 Anirudh Krishna and Norman Uphoff, “Mapping and measuring social capital through assessment of 
collective action to conserve and develop watersheds in Rajasthan, India”, in (eds.) Christian Grootaert and 
Thierry Van Bastelaer, The Role of Social Capital and Development: An Empirical Assessment, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), p.87. 
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continued flow of immigrants into an increasingly ethno-culturally diverse country. The 2001 

Canadian census reported 36, 570 people as having Mexican background, which marks a 57% 

increase since 19962. These figures present themselves in a country where, according to the same 

2001 census, Canada has become a country with no single ethnic majority3. Furthermore, the 

Vancouver CMA is one of the most ethnically diverse cities in the country. Despite its diversity, 

Vancouver has the lowest level of concentration or segregation when compared to Toronto and 

Montreal, the other two largest cities in Canada.4  

 

In light of the increasing diversity of the Canadian social fabric, it is important to monitor the 

progress of the different communities and understand the socioeconomic aspects of their lives. This 

knowledge is imperative in a country that adopted multiculturalism as an official policy in 1971, 

and entrenched it as the first law of its kind in the form of the multiculturalism act of 1988.5 The 

law was entrenched in order to promote an integration process that respects and promotes cultural 

differences, while making them a part of Canadian identity. Moreover, the success of integration is 

in the best interest of the host country. Integration improves social cohesion within the country. It 

also allows the country to benefit from immigrant’s skills rather than creating a burden to public 

finances. When immigrants first arrive in Canada,  

 

…they affect the public finances…as they may bring tax subsidies in form of embodied 
formal education from their origin country…they may continue to subsidize the Canadian 
taxpayer if their tax contributions exceed their use of public services.6

 

The positive result will only occur if the individual is able to enter the labour market and become 

productive. Otherwise “… they will consume more services than they pay taxes.”7

 

From the Mexican perspective, it is also important to monitor the development of the Mexican 

communities outside of the country. These individuals are large in numbers, and generate important 

revenue for Mexico in the form of remittances. In light of the community’s importance to Mexico, 
                                                 
2 John Kralt, “Country of Birth of Parents and Ethnic Origins: A Comparison of Reporting Patterns in the 
2001 Census”, Canadian Ethnic studies, 35(1): 2003, p.68. 
3 RichardY.Bourhis, “Measuring Ethnocultural Diversity Using the Canadian Census,” Canadian Ethnic 
Studies, 35(1): 2003, p.23. 
4 T.R. Balakrishnan and Stephen Gyiman, “Spatial Residential Patterns of Selected Ethnic Groups: 
Significance and Policy Implications,” Canadian Ethnic Studies, 35(1): 2003, pp. 123-124. 
5 Bourhis, p.12. 
6 Don Devoretz, and Sergiy Pivenko, “Immigrant Public Finance Transfers: A Comparison by City”, 
Vancouver Centre of  Excellence, Research on Immigration and Integration in the Metropolis working paper 
series, # 04-2, http:// www.riim.metropolis.net/frameset_e.html, Feb. 2004.  
7 Ibid. 
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the government of Vicente Fox recently created the Instituto para Mexicanos en el Exterior (IME). 

The IME stems from the Mexican Department of Foreign Affairs, and aims to:  promote the 

interests of Mexicans who reside outside of Mexico, improve their quality of life, and strengthen 

ties between them and Mexico.8 Understandably, the administration has focused on the 

communities that reside in the United States. The Mexican population in the United States neared 

eight million by 2001.9 These individuals face serious problems, but they also generate important 

remittances that are fed into the Mexican economy. Nonetheless, an IME committee was recently 

established in Canada. Steps to open the chapter for Western Canada began 2003. The committee is 

now based in Vancouver.  

 

Furthermore, a goal stated by the Consulate general of Mexico in Vancouver states that: 

 
…this consulate general joins the international effort by the Mexican government to 
promote a more balanced and positive image of our country, looking to deepen the political,  
economic, educational and cultural ties between Mexico and the Western region of 
Canada.10

 

The Mexican community residing in this area, represents Mexico in many ways. Through people-

to-people contact in Canada, and retaining their ties to Mexico, migrants contribute to the 

realization of the above mentioned goals.  

 

1.1 Theoretical Framework and Analysis 

 

I will use two theories as a framework for this analysis: neoclassical theory and social capital 

theory. Neoclassical theory is effective as far as explaining the choice to migrate and the initial 

phases of migration. Immigrants make the decision to migrate based on the perception that they can 

yield higher returns to their human capital (i.e. skills and education) in another country. However, 

there are many aspects of resettlement that neoclassical theory cannot explain effectively on its 

own.  

 

When human capital does not translate into better jobs and a better quality of life, immigrants often 

rely on social support in order to resettle. Thus, social capital theory is a complement to neoclassical 

                                                 
8 Instituto de los Mexicanos en el Exterior, http://ser.gob.mx/ime/, December 28th 2004. 
 
9 Center for Immigration Studies, http://www.cis.org/articles/2001/mexico/numbers.html, 2001. 
10 Consulate General of Mexico, “Message from the Consul,” 
http://www.consulmexvan.com/spa/msj_consul.htm, 2002. 
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theory. Social capital is a theory that analyses the sort of social relations that take form in order to 

cope with the difficulties of integrating into a new society. The problem of understanding 

immigration patterns is all the more complex in the case of Mexicans in Vancouver, because there 

is no cohesive Mexican kinship network on which to rely upon arrival. That is, there is not an 

extensive network of family and friends (from the source region) to support the community. The 

analysis, then, will focus on the role both theories’ play in the immigration and resettlement 

processes of Mexicans in Vancouver. The project will also determine the nature of social capital 

within the Mexican community, the elements that hinder its formation, and the way both theories 

complement each other.  

 

1.1.1 Chapters 

 

The chapter following this introduction presents the theories that will be used, and their relation to 

migration. The third chapter gives an overview of Canadian immigration policy. It explains 

Canada’s selection process and the policy options that are available to would-be immigrants. The 

section also presents a short background regarding immigration and the economic base of the 

Vancouver CMA, as well as justification for the study of the metropolitan area as a whole. 

 

 Chapters four and five analyse the Mexican experience in Vancouver. In order to present this 

analysis effectively, I separate the discussion into phases. Andreas Delruth (2000), outlined several 

phases through which migration takes place. The first phase begins with the consideration to 

migrate and 

 

…how the idea [came]about… The second phase looks at the journey, and how this action is 
determined by factors such as destination, transport… The third phase is the phase in which the 
migrant arrives at a certain destination; it is about the lock gate he has to pass before being admitted 
into a country…the fourth phase is one reflecting the status of the migrant in the new host society.11

 
Approaching the analysis of migration through phases is useful in this particular study. The phases 

clearly show the challenges faced by migrants at each phase. It will also present the different roles 

played by human and social capital at each step.  

 

                                                 
11 Andreas Delruth, “Some Conceptual thoughts on Migration Research” in (ed.) Biko Angozino, Theoretical 
and Methodological issues in Migration Research: Interdisciplinary, intergenerational and international 
perspectives ( Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), pp.30-31. 
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I begin the community analysis by presenting the first three phases: how decisions were made to 

migrate, how travel was arranged, and the phase regarding entrance to Canada.  Then I focus on the 

settlement phase separately. Throughout this last phase, the paper analyses the circumstances of 

resettlement after arrival, in a context where human capital is not transferable and there is no 

kinship network to turn to for support. The analysis focuses employment, human capital and social 

capital. The sixth chapter evaluates the significance of the Mexican immigration process to both 

Canada and Mexico. Finally, the conclusion states the role played by human and social capital 

throughout the resettlement process. 

 

1.1.2 Aim and research questions 

 

The problem at hand is that there is limited information regarding the challenges faced by this 

growing community. Immigration can be very difficult. In order to improve the resettlement 

experience, it is necessary to identify the barriers that immigrants face. Literature that tackles these 

issues with regard to Mexican migrants, does so in the context of individuals who go to the United 

States. Although the analysis is valuable to that particular community, it cannot be replicated in the 

case of Mexicans in Vancouver. This is due to the different circumstances under which they make 

the decision to migrate to Canada, as well as their subsequent resettlement experiences.  

 

In light of this problem, the goals of this research project are threefold. The main aim is to 

determine the role of human and social capital in the migration and resettlement process of the 

Mexicans in the Vancouver CMA. The goal of this analysis is to add depth to the limited 

information available with regards to the Mexican community in Vancouver. The community is 

small in numbers, but it has grown significantly since the 1996 Canadian Census. Finally, I would 

like to offer a new perspective on Mexican migrants. This project paints a picture that is very 

different than the common understanding of what it is to be a Mexican immigrant…an image that is 

generally embodied by the individuals who live in the United States. I aim to analyse the settlement 

patterns of a community that arrives in Canada under different circumstances, and faces a different 

set of challenges.  

 

 The main questions to be answered are the following: 

 

What factors influence and constrain the decision to immigrate to Canada, and specifically the 

Vancouver Metropolitan Area? 
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What features influence the community’s resettlement patterns? 

 

What role do human capital and social capital play in the migration and integration process of 

Mexicans who live in the Vancouver CMA? 

 

1.1.3 Answers 

 

This study identified two main reasons why Mexicans choose to migrate to Canada (excluding the 

experience of refugees): a) the perception that Canada offers safety and better opportunities to get 

ahead; b) marriage to a Canadian citizen of non-Mexican decent. However, unlike many other 

immigrant groups, they do not base their choice of city on existing family ties. Rather, the decision 

is made based on something as seemingly arbitrary as weather –unless migration occurs through 

marriage. The final decision to migrate is constrained by financial costs and immigration policy that 

regulates entrance to Canada. Individuals who are able to overcome these constraints, enter a 

situation where there are no existing kinship networks to aid resettlement.  

 

Initial resettlement is highly susceptible to certain barriers to integration. These barriers are 

inadequate language skills and non-recognition of credentials. Human capital is very influential in 

the ability to overcome these barriers. Successful integration often depends on language skill 

acquisition and Canadian education. Yet even with these skills, it can be difficult to form a bond to 

the larger society. Social capital plays an important role in the creation of these bonds. Thus there is 

an ongoing process within the community that offers options for the creation of social bonds with 

co-nationals, as well as the larger community.  

 

Human capital plays a decisive role in the decision to migrate, and it is important for labour market 

integration. Human capital is also a key element in the creation of bridging social capital during the 

resettlement process. Nevertheless, there are aspects of resettlement that can be tackled much more 

effectively through the creation of social networks. Social capital is important in two aspects: it 

facilitates integration within the larger multi-ethnic community in Vancouver, and it strengthens 

links between Mexican and Canadian societies. 
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1.2 Methodology 

 

This thesis is a qualitative research project that is based on literature review as well as interviews. 

The literature review serves two purposes. First, literature was used to compile information 

regarding the theories, and general background on the study of immigration. Secondly, it provided 

information regarding immigration patterns of other groups. This allowed the study to evaluate 

whether some aspects of the findings were replicated in other studies. After all, qualitative research 

runs the risk of being overly subjective. Reviewing extensive literature on the settlement process of 

other immigrant groups is helpful in determining elements that are replicated in similar 

circumstances. It also sets a point of reference for analysing deviant findings. 

 

However, the literature review did not provide all of the necessary information regarding the 

Mexican community in Vancouver. In order to create a profile of the community, and find the 

necessary information, it was necessary to conduct interviews. This combined methodology allowed 

me to find the necessary information regarding individual experiences, as well as the tools for its 

qualitative analysis. Meanwhile, I was able to explore the possibilities for replication, and thus, 

minimize the negative aspects that qualitative research entails. A quantitative analysis, on the other 

hand, would have been of limited use. Due to the individualistic approach of Mexican migration to 

the Vancouver CMA, it would not have allowed for an in-depth view of circumstances that are 

faced.  

 

1.2.1 Literature Review 

 

The literature covered three main topics: theory, Canadian immigration and economy, and Mexican 

immigration in the United States. Literature regarding the theory was mostly found by conducting 

multidisciplinary research. The Neoclassical model is based on economic concepts, and the bulk of 

neoclassical literature covers economic analysis. On the other hand, the concept of social capital 

spans across several disciplines. This theory has the power to explain and analyse spatial settlement 

of communities, social relations between their members and the implications for government policy. 

Therefore, literature regarding social capital is found in disciplines such as sociology, political 

science, geography, and economics. Social capital is a concept that is growing in importance as a 

tool to fight poverty and other social problems. In order to understand how social capital can be 

applied to obtain positive results, the concept is studied by academics as well as international 

 14



organizations. Thus, the literature reviewed for this project includes articles published by 

international organizations and research institutes.  

 

The review of topics that pertain to Canadian immigration and economy offer an overview of the 

context in which the Mexican community lives. Canadian immigration policy presents the tools 

used by the government to regulate the entrance of immigrants. I refer to both policy initiatives for 

immigrant resettlement as well as empirical research literature. The later analyses circumstances 

and barriers to resettlement of the general immigrant population in Canada. Material on the 

Canadian economy (focused on Vancouver), presents the market to which immigrants must adjust 

upon arrival. 

 

There is extensive literature on Canadian Immigration policy and its analysis. The basic outline of 

the policy and its motivations can be found on the Citizenship and Immigration Canada website.12 I 

also relied on articles and books that either analysed or critiqued the current policy. As far as the 

details of the Mexican community in Vancouver are concerned, there was a scarce body of literature 

available, thus most of the information was compiled through interviews. The existing literature 

consisted of census data, and a 2001 University of British Columbia Master’s thesis titled 

“Dimensions of Citizenship Among Mexican Immigrants in Vancouver, Canada.”13 I also relied on 

literature geared towards the analysis of the Latin American community in Vancouver. Some of this 

literature was found in government documents, and information provided by organizations such as 

MOSAIC (which aids immigrant resettlement). I did not rely extensively on literature regarding the 

Latin American community because of its lack of specificity regarding the Mexican community. 

 

I used information from several articles and government publications to present the issue of barriers 

to immigrant participation in the labour market. However, working papers and articles found 

through the Metropolis Project website and their printed publications, offered much of the literature 

that covered all issues pertaining to Canadian immigration and insertion in the labour market. 

Specifically, it was the working papers presented by the Vancouver Centre of Excellence regarding 

“research on immigration and integration in the metropolis (riim)” that offered extensive literature 

in the Canadian geographical context.14

 

                                                 
12 www.cic.gc.ca 
13 Geoffrey Elliot Lee, Rempel, Dimensions of Citizenship Among Mexican Immigrants in Vancouver 
Canada, Master’s thesis, University of British Columbia, Vancouver,  2001. 
14 http://www.riim.metropolis.net/frameset_e.net/html 
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I also made use of publications by the British Columbia provincial government and the Canadian 

federal government regarding the 2001 census and immigration. Much of the later information, as 

well as publications by international organizations are available online. “The Monitor”, a 

Citizenship and Immigration Canada statistics newsletter, is also an important source of government 

information regarding immigration.” 15

 

It was also important to research and mention examples of the Mexican immigration experience into 

the United States. First of all, the bulk of literature that focuses on Mexican migrants, analyses the 

groups that go to the United States. Moreover, a significant amount of this literature analyses the 

relation of social capital and the Mexican immigrant experience in the US. Therefore it is important 

to mention some of the characteristics of this phenomenon as a reference point, even if the nature of 

the findings in the Canadian case, do not resemble those of the American case. I relied on the 

extensive literature- books, journal articles, a news paper article- to emphasize the differences 

between the two Mexican communities. 

 

1.2.2 Interviews  

 

When I began research on Mexicans in Vancouver, I had little knowledge about the community or 

the sort of information that was available. I soon found that there was scarce literature addressing 

immigration of this community. In order to obtain detailed information about the experiences of 

Mexicans living in Vancouver, I had to look for primary source information. I conducted eight in-

depth interviews which lasted an hour (more or less), and ten shorter interviews (ranging between 

10-15 minutes), all of which were based on the same format. The reason I chose a combination of 

these three was so that I could have information on several levels. The basic format provided a 

sample of general information and experiences, through which I could identify patterns within the 

community. The short interviews allowed me to explore immigrant situations and their own 

perceptions in some detail. The in-depth interviews paint a more comprehensive picture of the 

immigrant experience, including the reasons for leaving Mexico, as well as their changing 

experiences and attitudes throughout their resettlement in Canada. Surveys would not have been 

able to capture all that I wanted to find. Unfortunately, time constraints limited the number of in-

depth interviews that could be conducted. 

                                                 
15 http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/monitor/current.html  
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Although the number of interviews is small, it is representative of the community because of its 

size, and the sector on which I focus. I did not include refugees. The circumstances behind their 

migration differ from the rest of the population, and the sector requires separate analysis.  I also did 

not interview individuals who participate in the temporary worker program. The individuals who 

were interviewed are Mexicans who lived in Vancouver at the time of the interview. The sample 

included individuals aged nineteen to individuals in their seventies. Individuals who were 

interviewed are students, residents and citizens. The students who were interviewed have visas to 

stay in Canada for at least four years. I included these individuals, because among the rest of the 

respondents I found many who originally arrived in Canada as students. A generally accepted 

definition refers to immigrants as individuals who permanently move from one country to another. 

The consideration of “immigrants” or migrants in this study is more general because of the fluid 

nature of current migration patterns. Today, migrants present characteristics that define them as 

“transnational citizens.” For example, immigrants to Canada “…will not necessarily stay. They may 

return home or go on to third countries, and their families may accompany them or stay behind in 

Canada.” 16 Individuals may not possess proper documentation. My selection of interviewees takes 

transnationalism into consideration rather than the traditional definition of immigration. Thus 

respondents included individuals who planned to stay in Vancouver for several years to live, work, 

study, and become a part of Vancouver’s social fabric. 

 

Respondents are from different backgrounds, states of origin, age; and entered Canada by using 

different policies. They also now live in different locations throughout the Vancouver CMA.  Both 

men and women were interviewed. The respondents were found in part through a snow-ball sample, 

going to Mexican businesses (such as a Mexican restaurant), and partly through the use of my own 

Mexican and Canadian networks. That is, Canadian friends and family referred individuals they had 

met or worked with; or Mexican family and friends gave me information on Mexicans who they 

knew were in Vancouver.  

 

The interviewees were assured anonymity. Some interviews were conducted in Spanish, and some 

of the responses were conducted in a combination of Spanish and English. I have done all of the 

translation of these interviews, including the formulation of the questions themselves in Spanish and 

English. The interviews were conducted in coffee shops, places of work, and over the telephone. 

                                                 
16 Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada, “Submission to the Dialogue on Canadian Foreign Policy”, 
www.asiapacificresearch.ca/caprn/discussion/papers/spfc.pdf,  April, 2003, p.9. 
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The interviews were effective in supplying information regarding the lack of cohesion in the 

community, the reasons behind this situation, why they chose the Vancouver CMA, as well as 

perceptions of what is necessary and difficult about resettlement in Vancouver.  

 

Interview questions were divided in sections. The first section addressed personal information such 

as age, marital status, city and state of origin. The second section directed questions regarding 

human and financial capital acquisition in Mexico (education, work experience, and income). The 

third section covered information regarding the migration experience. The questions in this section 

ranged from place of residence in Vancouver; year of arrival; motivations behind migration; mode 

of transportation used to enter Canada; current migration status, etc. Section four, covers the 

existence of kinship and social networks; as well as participation in organizations and associations. 

The sixth section addresses questions regarding employment experience in Vancouver. The last 

section covers issues regarding remittances. 

 

I also interviewed a representative of the Mexican consulate in Vancouver, and the representative of 

the IME for Western Canada. I interviewed them regarding their role in the community and their 

perceptions regarding difficulties faced by individuals. The interview conducted with the 

representative of the Mexican consulate was unstructured, as it was mostly an exploration of its 

activities in Vancouver. However, the representative shared important information regarding the 

community as well as other government branches involved with the community. The interview 

directed to the IME representative was semi-structured.  

 

I interviewed the president of the Mexican Business Association, and two individuals who preside 

(or did so in the past) other community associations. They were interviewed regarding their role in 

the community and the difficulties faced by these organizations. These were also semi-structured 

interviews, and their length of duration varied according to each respondent. 

 

There is one more branch of the Mexican government that is involved to a certain extent with the 

Mexican community in Vancouver: Bancomext. Bancomext is involved in providing financial 

assistance to Mexican investors involved in import-export businesses. I chose not to interview this 

government branch for two reasons. First, the services provided by Bancomext focus on financial 

capital rather than the capital relevant to this study. Furthermore, Bancomext focuses on business 
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and import-export investment rather than the larger community.17 The analysis of the role of 

Bancomext would be much more relevant to a study limited to the entrepreneurial sector of the 

Mexican community in Vancouver. 

 
CHAPTER II 
 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: Neoclassical Theory and Social Capital 

 

Capital, as an economic term, can be defined as the accumulation of assets that can be used in the 

process of production in order to yield some sort of profit or return. Traditionally, capital can be 

thought of as money or other physical tools that participate in production. People and their skills, 

however, can also function as a form of capital. When considered in the process of profit 

generation, people present many of the same characteristics that are present in other material types 

of capital. Such is the case of human and social capital, which rest on the premise that people use 

each others skills and connections to others in their community in order to obtain benefits. For 

example, just as other forms of capital, social capital “…is not costless to produce, as it requires an 

investment- at least in terms of time and effort, if not always money- that can be significant.”18 This 

is also the case for human capital. In order to understand human capital, social capital, and their 

implications for policy, it is necessary to look beyond the economic components and into the 

inherent social nature of the concepts. Their existence influences the dynamics of communities as 

well as their state of wellbeing. Thus it is imperative to look at social capital through its significance 

to the people who acquire human capital, and participate in networks. 

 

I would like to introduce the theories that will be the framework of this project, by quoting Robert 

D. Putnam. The following words present the evolution of the concepts that the social capital and 

neoclassical theories discuss: 

 

We all know what physical capital is- it is some physical object that makes you more 
productive than you would be if you didn’t have it. A screw driver for instance. You save 
up your nickles and dimes and you invest in a screwdriver so that you can repair more 
bicycles more quickly…That is physical capital. Then… economists began talking about 
human capital to refer to an analogy between a screw driver and a degree from the 
university of Toronto. If you save up your money and go to college or to automechanics 
school, you can be more productive and more efficient then if you lacked training. That is 
human capital….Now we are talking about social capital to refer to the features of our 

                                                 
17 http://www.bancomext.com/bancomext/index.jsp 
18 Christian Grootaert and Thierry Van Bastelaer, (eds.), The role of social capital and development: an 
empirical assessment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p.5. 
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community life that make us more productive – a higher level of engagement, trust, and 
reciprocity. If you are fortunate enough to live or work in a community … like that, you can 
be more productive than…in a different context.19

 
 

2.1 The Neoclassical Model and Human Capital 
 
One of the most basic definitions of neoclassical economics considers that it is “…the study of the 

allocation of scarce resources among different and competing ends.”20 The theory places great 

importance on the individual and her or his choices, as “…it assumes that all individuals seek to 

maximize their satisfaction…”21 Therefore, “ [n]eoclassical economists proceed to analyze what 

such rationally motivated individuals will do with their property as they maximize their 

satisfaction.”22 Much of neoclassical theory aims to explain many human circumstances and 

behaviours. It can illustrate how an individual is matched to a certain job, or even the reasoning 

behind a decision to become an immigrant23. The neoclassical model also studies the impact that 

these individual choices have on the economy as a whole. In fact,  

 

[t]he originality of the neoclassical theory lies in its notion that human nature determines 
economic outcomes. According to this notion, human beings possess within their own given 
natures the inherent rational and productive abilities to produce the maximum wealth 
possible in a society.24

 
 
 

An important tool in the analysis of economic choices and outcomes is the concept of human 

capital.25 Human capital is made up of “…the knowledge, skills, and experience that enhance an 

individual’s potential as an economic actor.”26The following are examples of human capital: 

education, work experience, special skills, and language ability. It is assumed through the 

neoclassical model, that a higher investment in human capital will result in better opportunities to 

increase financial capital returns.  
                                                 
19 Robert D. Putnam, “The Decline of Civil Society: How come? So what?”, Address delivered to the  John 
Manion Lecture at the Canadian Centre for Management and Development, 1996, p. 4. 
20 F.R. Woolley, “The Feminist Challenge to Neoclassical Economics”, Prepared for Status of Women 
Canada’s Economic Equality Workshop, 2003, p. 361.  
21 Richard D. Wolff and Stephen A. Resnick, Economics: Marxian Versus Neoclassical (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), p.7. 
22 Ibid, p.7. 
23 Daniel Hiebert, “The Colour of Work: Labour Market Segmentation in Montreal, Toronto and Vancouver, 
1991”, Vancouver Centre of  Excellence, Research on Immigration and Integration in the Metropolis working 
paper series # 97-02, March, 1997, p.3. 
24 Wolff, p.39. 
25 Daniel Hiebert, p.3. 
26 Julie A. Phillips and Douglas S. Massey, “Engines of Immigration: Stocks of Human and Social Capital in 
Mexico”, Social Science Quarterly, 81(1), March 2000, p.34. 
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A high stock of human capital can benefit individuals, as well as the economy as a whole. Literature 

regarding human capital and growth points out that “…[t]rough their investment in human capital, 

individuals enhance their earning ability and contribute to the aggregate level of productivity.”27 

The importance of human capital to the economic prospects of a region, sparked the “brain drain” 

debate, particularly in the 1970´s.28  This discussion revolves around the concern that individuals 

with important stocks of human capital migrate to regions where they can obtain higher returns on 

their skills and qualifications. Therefore the region of origin is left with a depleted stock of 

important economic fuel.  

 

This brings us to the neoclassical discussion of the role human capital plays in an individual’s 

decision to migrate: 

…[n]eoclassical models explain the decision to migrate as the outcome of a cost-benefit 
calculation where a potential migrant compares the expected income at the point destination 
to the income at the point of origin29

 
Therefore a given individual will consider migrating if he or she believes that their skills and 

education (i.e. human capital) will yield higher returns in another country.  The importance of this 

sort of capital to the decision to migrate has been well documented through the study of many 

migrant groups.30 In fact, it is one of the main tools for the analysis of migration patterns, as well as 

assimilation.31  

 

The general geographic pattern of migration is a movement from  

 

…low-income countries to high-income countries.Furthermore, the larger the income 
differential between the countries, the larger the size of population flow. For instance, the 
wage differential between Mexico and the United States is perhaps the larges income gap 
between any two contiguous countries in the world. It should not be too surprising, 

                                                 
27 Jean-Pierre Vidal, “The effect of Emigration on Human Capital Formation”, Journal of Population 
Economics, 11(4),1998, p.590. 
28 Ibid, p.589. 
29 Paul Winters, et al, “Family and Community Networks in Mexico- US Migration”, The Journal of Human 
Resources, 36(1), winter 2001, p.159. 
30 Phillips, p.34. 
31 Matt Foulkes and K. Bruce Newbold, “Migration Propensities, Patterns, and the Role of Human Capital: 
Comparing Mexican, Cuban and Puerto Rican Interstate Migration, 1985-1990”, Professional Geographer, 
52(1), 2000, p. 135. 
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therefore, that large immigration flows originate in Mexico and move towards the United 
States…32

 
Although, the consideration to migrate may be based on the possible returns to human capital, the 

final decision to migrate is subject to “the financial and legal constraints that regulate the 

international migration process.”33 The financial constraints are simply the costs incurred from 

transporting the individual (and in certain cases, the family) to their new home, and the 

expenditures that arise from physical resettlement. This issue will be further discussed in the 

analysis. The legal constraints are those which are “imposed by the immigration policies of the 

various countries.”34

 

Nevertheless, the possibility higher returns on human capital at the new destination are considered 

by neoclassical theory, to be the point of departure for the migration decision. By this measure,  

 

…it is assumed that the labour market is an equilibrium seeking mechanism that allocates 
workers on the basis of their education, skill experience and past performance. Employers 
are portrayed as rational actors motivated by economic maximization and, as such, pay 
attention only to the attributes of potential workers…literacy, numeracy, specific 
training…35

 
 

According to this line of thought, even in the host society, immigrant job seekers will find 

employment that matches their human capital. However, this is rarely the case. The human capital 

model, in the case of migration, states that the possibility that an individual will find employment in 

the host country- that matches their stock of human capital- depends on the transferability of this 

capital.36In Canada, it is often the case that much of the stock of human capital which an immigrant 

acquired in the source country, is not transferable. 

 

Lack of Canadian work experience and recognition of foreign credentials are the two most common 

problems faced by immigrants during their job search.37 The right to practice in certain professions 

is regulated by each province, and it is done in order to “protect the public from incompetent 
                                                 
32 George J. Borjas. “Economic Research on the Determinants of Immigration: Lessons for the European 
Union”, World Bank Technical Paper no. 438, Europe and Central Asia Poverty Reduction and Economic 
Management Series, 1999, p. 4. 
33 Ibid, p. 2. 
34 Ibid, p.3.  
35 Hiebert, p.3 
36 Thomas Bauer and Klaus F. Zimmerman, “Occupational Mobility of Ethnic Migrants”, Vancouver Centre 
of Excellence,  Immigration and Integration in the Metropolis Working Paper Series  #98-11, July 1998, p. 7. 
37 Statistics Canada, “Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Canada: Process, progress and prospects”, 
http://www.statcan.ca/english/freepub/89-611-XIE/labour.htm, 2003-09-04. 
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services.”38 In this case, barriers are institutionalised and equal for individuals with credentials from 

another province. The only option in this case is to acquire certification in the host country.  

 

Other trades are not regulated and employers use subjective measures to decide whether or not to 

recognise credentials. This allows for the possibility that employers will discriminate against 

migrants, or “…take advantage of an opportunity to pay lower wages and salaries under the 

pretense of non-recognition.”39 Sometimes employers legitimately reject credentials that are not up 

to Canadian standards, but other times employers simply do not know the worth of an individual’s 

foreign credentials.40 A study conducted by Thompson (2000), found that the transferability of 

credentials for immigrants to Canada, and “…the probability of finding skilled employment differs 

by region of origin.”41 Immigrants from  

 

..source regions such as North America and Northern Europe are consistently represented in 
skilled occupations… In contrast, some immigrant groups…from…regions such as 
Southern Europe, Southern Asia, East and South Asia, and Central America, South 
America, Caribbean and Bermuda, are consistently employed in skilled work to a lesser 
extent…42

 
Without transferability, immigrants who arrive with a high stock of human capital will not benefit 

from immigration. In fact, the situation goes beyond the disappointment of not improving their 

status compared to life before immigration. Employment is a key component to immigrants´ ability 

to attain a quality of life that is the same as that of the Canadian- born population. For newcomers, “ 

[p]articipation in the economy and particularly in paid labour is the path to economic 

independence…and acceptance.”43 In many cases, even if employment is found in a short period of 

time, it is often “… poorly paid, low status, high turnover work that is not commensurate with their 

skills…” and less stable than that of other Canadians.44 According to Thompson (2000),  

 

                                                 
38 R.E. Wright, K. McDade, “Barriers to the Recognition of the Credentials of Immigrants in Canada: An 
Analysis Using Census Data”, Institute for Research and Public Policy; Health and Welfare Canada; 
Montreal; Ottawa Secretary of State of Canada, 1992, p. 9. 
39 Ibid, p.15. 
40 Ibid, p.16. 
41 Eden Nicole Thompson, “Immigration and Occupational Skill Outcomes and the Role of Region-of-
Origin.specific Human Capital”, Strategic Policy Human Resources Development Canada, applied research 
branch,  2000, p. 28. 
42 Ibid, p.30. 
43 Derrick Thomas and J. Peter Rappak, “An Examination of Data from the Survey of Labor and Income 
Dinamics”, working paper series, Statistics Canada, Ottawa, 2000, p.2. 
44 Ibid, pp. 41-42. 
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…this evidence supports the concept that the match between an immigrant’s ethnic, 
linguistic, employment, and educational background and the Canadian labour market affects 
job market integration patterns.45

 

In general, “...foreign education may raise the productivity of its graduates less compared with 

education obtained in Canada.”46 In other words, although the title of a university degree earned in a 

foreign country may be the same as one earned in Canada, its worth in the Canadian labour market 

may be lower.47

 

Transferability of credentials is a determining factor of whether an immigrant will be able to find 

employment to match their skills. Language, however, is an element of human capital that is so 

important, it must be discussed on its own. Language, as well as employment, plays “…an 

important role in determining the social and economic status of immigrants”48 Without the proper 

language skills, even if credentials can be transferred, employment is nearly impossible to find; 

unless the immigrant’s mother tongue is widely spoken in the host country. The proper language 

skills,  

 

…satisfy …requirements for human capital. First, these skills are productive in that they 
may increase earnings …decrease the cost of consumption …by lowering the costs of 
communication…Part of the productivity of language skills is that they increase 
productivity of other forms of human capital. For example, the labour market productivity 
of a worker with professional skills compared to one who is just a labourer is greater for 
those proficient in the dominant language.49

 
 
The neoclassical model is able to explain the rational behind the choice to migrate. It also depicts 

the circumstances that can be faced by immigrants when their human capital is not transferable or 

insufficient (as in the case of language). However, neoclassical theory does not offer effective 

solutions to the problem, and it is a weak tool for the analysis of social relations and social 

integration. 

 

 

 

                                                 
45 Thompson, p.28. 
46 Ibid, p.30. 
47 Ibid 
48 Barry R. Chiswick and Paul Miller, “A Model of Destination Language Acquisition: Application to Male 
Migrants in Canada”, Vancouver Centre of Excellence, Immigration and Integration in the Metropolis 
working paper series #00-13, 2000, p.3. 
49 Ibid, p.7. 
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2.2 Social Capital Theory 

 

Cooperation is often more effective than working alone. It is common for people to rely on others in 

order to reach a goal, whether it is a case of cooperation among team mates during a soccer match 

or creating a neighbourhood program to curb crime. The study of social capital, considers the 

different dimensions present in the formation and use of social networks. The analysis of social 

capital networks is increasingly used to understand settlement patterns and evaluate how 

immigrants adapt to their host society. Adjustment to life in a new country and entering the labour 

force can be difficult experiences without the connections and support of family and friends. 

Kinship networks can be very strong bonds on which immigrants rely upon entrance to the host 

country. This situation may influence decisions relating to the neighbourhoods in which they settle, 

or the jobs they find. Certain immigration policies, such as family reunification encourage the 

formation of social capital in migrant communities. Nonetheless, other forms of immigration policy 

do not place any importance on kinship ties and focus on human capital. 

 

 2.2.1 Who is a member of a social capital network? 

  

Social capital rests on the premise that people join networks which offer support for different 

aspects of life. Members of these networks invest time and money, share information, and often 

even share living space. This investment is set forth by members in order to expand community 

opportunities and increase the likelihood of advancement and success. Poor communities, for 

example, have less financial and physical capital and thus use social capital as a substitute.50 In 

order for social networks to be effective, members must exercise reciprocity over an extended 

period of time. Reciprocity in the exchange of information builds trust and, in turn, strengthens the 

network.  Networks supply communities with a support system, and in the long run, transform this 

social capital into “…higher productivity of other resources, such as human and physical 

capital…”51 In the case of low income communities, the lack of material capital forces them to use 

non-material sources (social capital) to produce the necessary material capital. When individuals 

cannot solve problems alone, community action through the use of social networks can benefit 

                                                 
50 Paul Collier, “Social Capital and Poverty: a microeconomic perspective”, in (eds.) Christian Grootaert and 
Thierry Van Bastelaer, The Role of Social Capital and development: an empirical assessment,( Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), p.37. 
51 Grootaert, p.5. 
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multiple individuals. In a study which analysed healthy communities, Ricks (1999), found that 

“…when people lived values such as personalization and inclusion, cooperation and collaboration, 

mutual learning, empowerment in governance…changes began to take place for individuals, 

organizations and the larger community.”52   

 

There are different types of social networks. Members are not only bound by the similarity of their 

income levels, but they are in fact bound by a more general sense of similarity. That is, network 

members identify with each other and will accept members who are “like them.” In fact, some of 

the 

 

Strongest social bonds are found where there is a clear demarcation line between ´insiders´ 
and ´outsiders´, and where this demarcation can be policed effectively to restrict admittance 
to the group. ´Insiders´ are bonded together in no small part by their shared identity based 
on the clear understanding of what sets them apart from ´outsiders´.53

 

Being “alike” can mean many things. Some of the closest social ties exist between family members 

and close friends. These ties can also be more informal and specific, such as networks that join 

professionals with similar occupations. In an environment with many social options available for 

building networks, it has been found that people will remain closer to those with whom they 

identify the most. Erickson (2004), illustrates this point by contrasting network composition in 

urban and rural areas. Rural areas tend to be less populated, which causes networks to bridge over 

different occupational areas simply because all residents are more likely to know each other. Urban 

centers, on the contrary, are more heavily populated and therefore allow for extremely varied 

networks. When speaking of occupations, those who live in urban centers have the option to build 

their network with members who pursue a “…narrow range of similar kinds of work…” and use 

that as a bridge towards other networks.54 Despite the continuing importance of familial ties, 

variations in the commonalities that bind network members have become an important 

consideration as result of increased mobility and marital dissolution.55   

 

                                                 
52 Frances Ricks, All Together Now: Creating a Social Capital Mosaic (Ottawa: Frances Ricks and the Vanier 
Institute of the family, 1999), p.39. 
53 Graham Crow, “Social Networks and Social Exclusion: an overview of the debate”, in (eds.) Chris 
Phillipson, Graham Allan and David Morgan, Social Networks and Social Exclusion: sociological and policy 
perspectives (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), p.7. 
54 Bonnie H. Erickson, “Distribution of Gendered Social Capital in Canada”, in (eds.) Henk Flap and Beate 
Völker, Creation and Returns of Social Capital: A new research program, (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2004), p.30. 
55 John Field, Social Capital: KeyIdeas, (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), pp. 110-111. 
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Due to mobility, people may have to rely on binding similarities other than family ties in order to 

build or become a part of a network. Depending on geographical context, networks may be built on 

shared identity with respect to nationality, culture or religion. Yet in many cases the dividing line 

between networks does in fact rest on socioeconomic characteristics.  

 

2.2.2 Negative aspects of social capital networks 

 

Social networks are complex and they can have negative consequences. On one hand, social 

networks are generally exclusive. As was mentioned before, networks are more likely to be made-

up of individuals who feel they are alike in some way. Therefore, a social network that shares 

important knowledge and creates benefits may only benefit itself and exclude the greater 

community.56 In other words  

 

Networks tend to include people with similar quantities of knowledge, because people with 
a lot of knowledge will find it advantageous to pool with others who also have a lot of 
knowledge…People with little knowledge to share are thus confined to networking with 
others with little knowledge.57

 
In the case of kinship networks, there is a high propensity of patronage to take place. In extreme 

cases, this bonding type of social capital can create dangerously segregated societies like those of 

Belfast or Bosnia.58

 

Exclusive networks that have limited information can also create barriers to their own progress. In 

some cases informal social networks become the main source of information regarding jobs. They  

lock members into specific segments of the economy, and present barriers for those who attempt to 

leave these niches. This is why high concentrations of certain ethnic groups are employed in 

specific occupations on the formal or informal sectors of the labour market.59   

 

In order to avoid these negative consequences, it is important to create bridging social capital. 

Bridging social capital is what builds positive relationships between communities that are not so 

                                                 
56 Grootaert, p.2. 
57 Collier, p.38. 
58 Robert D. Putnam, et.al, Better Together: Restoring the American Community (New York: Simon and 
Shuster, 2004), p.3. 
59 Audrey Kobayashi and Linda Peake, “Themes in the Urban Spacial Study of Immigrants”, Prepared for 
Strategic Policy Planning and research; Metropolis Project, Citizenship and Immigration Canada. January 
1997. http://canada.metropolis.net/research-policy/litreviews/kob_rev-04.html, p.16. 
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“alike”, and lessens the negative consequences mentioned above. Unfortunately, it is very difficult 

to build –“…after all, birds of a feather flock together.” 60

 

2.2.3 Implications for migrants 

 

Networks are traditionally bound by time and space. They may be traditionally considered to take 

shape over a certain period of time in a certain community… where people get to know each other. 

Yet this pattern of network creation is challenged and transformed by the mass movement of people 

that occurs around the globe. New communities take shape and challenge  are the basic 

understanding of community which “…expresses locality and  particularness- the domain of 

immediate social relations, the familiar, proximity…”61 The movement maybe one of refugees 

fleeing to safety, families looking for a better quality of life, or professionals and entrepreneurs who 

simply search for new opportunities. In her study regarding “Immigration History and Policy” 

(1989), Freda Hawkins expressed that since the nineteen eighties: 

 
…our rather questioning belief that, on the whole, apart from our energetic minority people 
stay put in their countries in which they were born, enduring whatever fate- poverty, 
malnutrition, disease- had been allotted to them, has been totally confounded. About eighty 
million people are on the move, nearly all of them without documents. A great many of 
them are moving in a northerly direction, if they can, towards the affluent countries of 
Europe and North America. They have not been content to sit and endure a very deprived or 
limited existence, but are actively seeking a better life for themselves and their children… 62

 
This is not to say that everyone prefers to leave their country of origin, but the fact is that millions 

of people are on the move. These individuals from different backgrounds make new homes in 

countries of permanent resettlement like Canada where they become a part of a diverse social fabric 

and a new labour market. Resettling involves leaving behind traditional kinship ties that remain in 

source communities. Therefore, migrants break out of networks and sources of social capital of 

which they were originally a part.63   

 

In host countries, migrant social networks are created and joined in order to cope with new 

environments. The networks can cover services like childcare, education, and in some cases even 

                                                 
60 Putnam, Better Together, p.3.  
61 Gerard Delante, Community: Key Ideas (London and New York: Routledge and Francis Group, 2003), 
p.12. 
62 Freda Hawkins, “Immigration History and Policy: Australia and Canada”, Working Papers on Migrant and 
Intercultural Studies, no. 15: March 1990. Proceedings of the conference held on August 1989. Centre for 
Migration and Intercultural Studies, Monash University Clayton, Victoria, Australia, p.2. 
63 Field, p.109. 
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health services, when the state does not provide them adequately.64 In this way, networks, minimize 

and diversify the risk that comes from forgoing the social safety nets of extended family and friends 

that are left behind in countries of origin.65  

 

These benefits encourage what is known as “chain migration”. This term refers to the fact that 

individuals or families considering permanent or temporary resettlement are more likely to go to 

places where they have family members. In other words, migrants tend to move towards places 

where they can enter social networks that will lower the cost of leaving existing safety nets. This 

situation facilitates the search for accommodation and employment, and in some cases securing 

employment for migrants before they enter the host country. This is common among Mexicans who 

migrate to the United States. 66 There is quantitative evidence suggesting that Mexico-US migration 

is fuelled by networks, because of the cost absorption they offer.  In fact,  

 

…based on interviews with Mexican immigrants in California…it is not uncommon for 
newly arrived migrants to stay with kin, borrow money from them, and seek their assistance 
in emergencies. In addition, Menjivar notes that the majority of interviewees mentioned a 
friend or relative who “took them to, recommended them for, or informed them about a 
job.”67

 

Kin in this case, extend to members of the immigrants´ hometowns as well as extended family.68 

This study will use the same definition of kin. 

 

The measurement of social capital can be a difficult task. One way of evaluating it involves 

measuring the cohesiveness of networks through the information that is shared, trust among its 

members and general reciprocity. Furthermore, the stock of social capital in a larger community 

must take into account “…involvement in civic associations , participation in public affairs, 

membership in churches and social clubs…[and] time spent with friends an neighbours…” among 

other things.69 In this project, the interviewees were asked questions regarding their involvement in 

associations as well as time spent with other members of the Mexican community, in order to 

acquire a general sense of the social capital available to these individuals.  

                                                 
64 Kobayashi, p.18. 
65 Alberto Palloni, et.al, “Social Capital and International Migration: A Test Using Information on Family 
Networks”, American Journal of Sociolog,y 106(5), March 2001, p.1266. 
66 Vladimir Canudas Romo, “Moving North: different factors influencing male and female migration to 
United States”, Papeles de Población no. 39 CIEAP/UAEM, January/March 2004, p.21. 
67Winters, p.161. 
68 Ibid, p.161. 
69 Putnam, Better together, p.4. 
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CHAPTER III 

IMMIGRATING TO CANADA 
 
3.1 Canadian Immigration Policy 
 
Canada is an interesting case study with regards to immigration. Even though “[a]lmost all 

countries have immigrants; relatively few have organized immigration programs that set out 

numerical targets and selection criteria.”70Despite a questionable- and in many ways racist- 

immigration policy history, Canada has managed to become innovative in the realm of immigration. 

For example, it was the first country to “….adopt universality, meaning equal treatment of 

applicants regardless of skin colour.”71 It was also the first country to introduce a system by which 

potential immigrants´ skills could be matched to the needs of the country. 

 

Today, there are several policy tools available to aid the government in its selection of immigrants. 

Canadian immigration policy does not allow for complete control regarding the characteristics of 

those who enter the country, but it certainly shapes the recruitment of potential immigrants. Since 

1967, the tools used by foreign policy either accept immigrants based on existing family ties in 

Canada (through other immigrants), points awarded based on skills and qualifications, or a 

combination of both. A much small number of refugees are also admitted under humanitarian 

grounds. 

 

 The point system assigns “…points based on age, education, training and occupational demand…” 

and “the applicants must attain a specified minimum number of points to gain entry.”72 Family class 

applicants, as well as refugees, are given processing priority, and the number of those whom are 

accepted by the Canadian system is fixed. Furthermore, their skills play no part in their application. 

Assisted family class applicants, however, are skilled individuals who are given priority and score 

higher on the point system because they have family members in Canada.73 There are also, of 

course, individuals who enter and remain in Canada without proper documentation. 

 

                                                 
70 Daniel Stoffman, Who Gets In: What´s Wrong With Canada´s Immigration Program- and How to Fix It 
(Toronto: MacFarlane Walter and Ross, 2002), p.3. 
71 Ibid, p.3. 
72 Alan G. Green and David A. Green, “Canadian Immigration Policy: The Effectiveness of the Point System 
and other Instruments”, The Canadian Journal of Economics, 28(4b), November 1995, p.1007. 
73 Ibid, p.1007-1008. 
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Immigration policy in Canada, as other countries with a high percentage of immigrants such as the 

United States, encourages family class migration. It is an official objective of the Canadian 

Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, “to see that families are reunited in Canada”.74 This 

policy recognizes that it is easier for immigrants to adjust to a new environment with support from 

family members75 Although the percentage of family class immigrants to Canada ranged around 

33% in the first quarter of 2003, 60% of all new immigrants reported proximity to family and 

friends to be the “…main consideration in their choice of settlement location in Canada”.76 Yet 

networks take shape over long periods of time. Not all migrants can count on such support when 

they arrive in a new country.  

 

Canadian immigration policy does not only emphasize family reunification. Policy also encourages 

the inflow of individual professionals and entrepreneurs. These are individuals who arrive on their 

own or with immediate family members irrespective of having established network ties in Canada at 

the time of their arrival. Since 1992, there has been an increase in skilled worker class migration to 

BC; and all economic class migration to Canada represented 58% of year-to-date landings by the 

fall of 2003.77  

 

In order to qualify as a business immigrant, a person must prove that they can either afford to start 

their own business, or have a net worth of $300, 000 to $800, 000 Canadian Dollars. Due to the 

high level of income possessed by this immigrant class, it is expected that they will fair much better 

individually than other immigrants.  Independent class immigrants are also expected to adjust easily 

because of their skills and qualifications, yet the process may be more complex. This group is 

assessed by the Canadian point system. This system evaluates would-be migrants´ skills and 

experience; and their suitability to fill the needs of the Canadian labour market. In more general 

terms, it awards more points to those who are more educated and experienced with the assumption 

                                                 
74 Canadian Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, c.27, 3(a), 2001. http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/I-
2.5/64352.html, 2001. 
75 Citizenship and Immigration Canada, Immigration and Refugee Protection act, Fact sheet 13: overview of 
the new act, http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/irpa/fs-overview.html, 2002. 
76 The Monitor, “Immigrants”,  http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/monitor/issue03/02-immigrants.html, Fall 2003; 
The Monitor, “The First Six Months in Canada: the importance of family and friends”,  
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/monitor/issue04/06-feature.html, Winter, 2004. 
77 Citizenship and Immigration Canada, “Immigrants”, The Monitor, 
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/monitor/issue03/02-immigrants.html; British Columbia Ministry responsible for 
Multiculturalism and Immigration,  “1986-1996 A profile of Immigration to British Columbia Regions and 
Communities,” Policy Planning and Research Division, Canadian Cataloguing in Publication Data, p.19. 
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that they will adapt quickly to Canadian life.78 Nonetheless, the experience and education that 

weigh so heavily in their selection may not surpass barriers to employment. Many employers do not 

recognize foreign credentials and give preference to individuals with Canadian work experience.  

This situation places migrants at a disadvantage compared to non-immigrants.  

 

Despite the limited amount of information on people of Mexican origin who live in Vancouver, it is 

enough to suggest that most Mexicans who choose to move to Vancouver do so by making 

individual or household decisions. Furthermore, available information suggests that there is no 

concrete kinship network that binds the community.79 Thus, family reunification is not the principal 

policy used by Mexican immigrants to enter Canada. It is much more common for Mexican 

immigrants to rely upon independent class policy tools or refugee policy.  

 

3.2 The Vancouver CMA: Why study a Metropolitan area? 
 
Contemporary urban spaces are dynamic polycentric entities80. When speaking of a Metropolitan 

area, reference is made to much more than a city of importance to the country in which it lies. 

Urban centers all over the world are turning in to the sum of a central city and its surrounding 

suburbs. The areas become polycentric because economic and social concentration is divided 

throughout several centres that comprise the metropolitan area. The important social and economic 

interaction between the different municipalities, “…create[s] a relatively integrated spatial unit, 

whose functioning renders the boundaries of individual municipalities meaningless for most intents 

and purposes.”81  Those who reside in these metropolitan areas may choose to have a home in one 

municipality, but their social, educational and work related activities are likely to span across 

several neighbouring municipalities. Canada is no exception: whether it is a growing city that 

swallows adjacent entities or suburban centres that meld into the original metropolis, these areas are 

the focal point for economic growth as well as the concentration of population. In Canada “…close 

to 80 percent of citizens live in cities or metropolitan areas (Statistics Canada 2001).”82

 

                                                 
78 Abdurrahman Aydemir, “Effects of Selection Criteria and Economic Opportunities on the Characteristics of 
Migrants”, Research Paper Series No. 182, Ottawa Statistics Canada, Analytical Studies Branch, 2002, p.1. 
79 Rempel, p.4. 
80  Kobayashi, p.1.   
 
81 William J. Coffey, “The Evolution of Canada’s Metropolitan Economies”, Series edited by France St 
Hilaire, The Institute for Research on Public Policy, Montreal, 1994, p.27. 
82 Amanda Aizelwood and Ravi Pendakur, “Ethnicity and Social Capital in Canada ”, Vancouver Centre of 
Excellence, Research on immigration and integration in the metropolis working paper series, 
http://www.riim.metropolis.net/frameset_e.htm, April 2004, P.8. 
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It is in these metropolitan areas where the changes in the global economy are reflected and spread 

throughout the country. Coffey (1994), describes the economic role played by metropolises with the 

following words:  

 

…Metropolitan economies are the “relay points” of the national economic space through 
which are transmitted those changes in global economic conditions that are of greatest 
consequence for the national economy. It is largely within metropolitan areas or “city-
regions” that we find not only the nations core economic production and consumption 
systems but also the physical and social infrastructures that constitute the very foundation of 
these systems. 83

 

In terms of social concentration, by 1991, 61.1% of the total Canadian population resided in the 25 

Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs); and slightly over 31% of the population lived in Toronto, 

Montreal or Vancouver.84 The magnitude of economic activity in these metropolitan areas also 

attracts the highest number of immigrants. Immigrants affect the re-composition of the labour force, 

as well as the way the market functions in these cities. 85 These three key Canadian cities are very 

diverse as well large communities. “In 2001, 48 percent of immigrants and refugees settled in 

Toronto, 15 percent in Vancouver, 12 percent in Montreal.”86 Urban regions that share these 

characteristics are referred to as “global” or “world” cities. In Canada, Toronto and Vancouver have 

come to be considered as second tier global cities (behind London, New York and Tokyo).87 

Therefore, when considering immigration into a metropolis like Vancouver, it makes sense to 

consider all of the areas that make-up the metropolis. Each area contributes to the economic and 

population growth that makes the region such an important focal point in Canada.  

 

3.2.1 Vancouver CMA: Population, economic base and Labour Force  

 

Canada is one of the world’s “major immigrant receiving nations.”88 Since the mid-1980´s the 

number of immigrants entering Canada has been in the range of 200, 000 a year, making Canada an 

                                                 
83 Coffey, iv. 
84 Ibid, pp. 25-26.  
85 Kobayashi,  p.2. 
86 Aizlewood,  p.9. 
87 Kobayashi,  p.2. 
88 Michael J. Greenwood and John M. McDowell, “Differential Economic Opportunity, Transferability of 
skills, and Immigration to the United States and Canada”, The Review of Economics and Statistics, 73(4), 
Nov. 1991, p.612. 
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increasingly diverse nation.89 Although there is no ethnic majority in the Canadian population as a 

whole, the situation varies from region to region. For example, the regions can be very generally 

described as varying from higher concentration of “…aboriginals in the North, the “other” ethnic 

groups in the West, the French in Quebec, and the British in the East…”90 The west, in this case, 

includes the southern parts of British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba. Perhaps the 

west is described as having “the other ethnic groups” because, although Canada as a whole is very 

diverse, it “is the only region where no group is the majority”. 91 This is not to say that other regions 

are not multicultural; in fact, in urban centers like Ontario “…multiculturalism and multiracialism 

are growing.”92 However, “…the west has been strongly Multicultural and Multilingual throughout 

its comparatively short history.”93

 

The 2001 census reported 1, 986, 965 people residing in the Greater Vancouver Regional District. 

This marks a 155, 300 person increase from 1996-2001.94 The census also projected 2, 126, 806 for 

2003.95 Furthermore, between the years of “…1991 and 2001, immigration alone accounted for 

nearly 75 percent of the region’ s rise in population…” 96 These numbers “…coincide with high 

number of immigrants and visible minorities entering the labour force each year.”97 The total 

experienced labour force accounted for in 2001 was of 1,049,910.98 DeVoretz (1996) noted that it is 

the “…absolute size, distribution and importance of immigration to Vancouver [that] has made the 

integration process a focus of continued debate…”99 Furthermore, the research on immigration in 

the metropolitan area is steered by “…a numerically large impact of now primarily economically 

                                                 
89 Daniel Hiebert and Ravi Pendakur, “Who´s Cooking? The Ethnic Division of Labour in Canada, 1971-
1996”, Vancouver Centre of Excellence, Research on Immigration and Integration in the Metropolis Working 
Paper Series 03-09,  http://www.riim. Metropolis. Net/frameset_e.html,  March 2003. 
90 Driedger, Leo, Race and Ethnicity: Finding identities and Equalities, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
2003), p.74. 
91  Ibid, p.88. 
92 Ibid. 
93Ibid. 
94 Greater Vancouver Regional District Publications, “Greater Vancouver´s 1996-2001Population Growth 
Supports Livable Region Strategic Plan Objectives”, http://www.gvrd.bc.ca/publications/file.asp?ID=499, 
P.1.  
95 BC Stats, “Greater Vancouver Community Facts”,  
http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/data/dd/facsheet/CF170.pd)f. 
96 Greater Vancouver Regional District, “International Migration Continues to Fuel Greater Vancouver’s 
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97 Hiebert and Pendakur, P.2. 
98 BC Stats, “2001 Census profile of British Columbia’s Census Subdivisions”, 
http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/data/cen01/profiles/59015000.pdf 
99 Donald Devoretz, “RIIM: Research, Structure and Dissemination: 1996-97”, in (eds.)  Baha Abu-Laban and 
Tray M. Derwing, Responding to Diversity in the Metropolis: Building an Inclusive Research Agenda, 
Proceedings of the first Metropolis National Conference on Migration, Prairie Centre of Excellence for 
Research on Immigration and Integration, Edmonton, 1997. p.73.  
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assessed immigrants put in the context of robust population growth.”100 As far as the make-up of 

immigrants in the area, the Vancouver CMA has a higher proportion of immigrants from Asia, 

compared to the numbers that arrive from other source countries. This metropolis attracts a high 

proportion of economic immigrants compared to family sponsored applicants.101  

 

TheVancouver CMA consists of eighteen entities: Bowen Island, Burnaby, Coquitlam, Delta, 

Langley C, Langley DM, Maple Ridge, New West Minster, North Vancouver C, North Vancouver 

DM, Port Coquitlam, Port Moody, Richmond, Surrey, Pitt Meadows, Vancouver, West Vancouver, 

and White Rock. The metropolitan economy, as is the case for the rest of British Columbia, has the 

most diversified economy ever. The most important industries include: “Sea, land and air 

transportation; forestry and mining corporate headquarters; banking; accounting; high tech research 

and development; film and TV production.” 102 Other general areas that are important sources of 

employment are “…accommodation and food service…culture and recreation, finance, insurance 

and real estate.”103 In British Columbia, “…[a]pproximately  80 % of all jobs…are within the 

service sector.” There has been a shift from manufacturing to the service sector. The service sector 

represents a great source of employment, “…but it does not come without some consequences as 

some service sectors have lower pay levels than in the goods-producing sector, as well as higher 

rates of part-time work.”104

 

Besides the shift in the economic base of the area, there has also been a change in the employment 

prospects for the growing number of immigrants that reside there. Immigrants who arrived in the 

“post-war boom”, who were mostly of European origin, 

 

…were able to enter the labour market containing ample unionized jobs in manufacturing, 
construction trades, and blue collar services…which were relatively well paid…but these 
jobs have been devalued over time. In the ´new economy´, employers who are willing to 
pay high wages demand educated workers and the prevalence of unions- at least in many 
blue-collar occupations- has receded. Meanwhile, there has been much growth in low-order 
service jobs that are generally unprotected by unions.105

 

                                                 
100 Ibid, p. 74. 
101BC Stats, “Special Feature: A Tale of Immigrant Cities”, Immigration Highlights, issue 97-3 
http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/pubs/immig/imm973sf.pdf, p.2. 
102 CBC, “Top Ten Cities”, http://www.cbc.ca/sunday/toptencities/cities_printer.html, December, 21, 2003. 
103 Human Resources Development Canada, “Human Resource Analysis for HRCC-Vancouver,” 
www.bc.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/Vancouver, January 2001. 
104 Ibid, Human resources development Canada, p.4. 
105 Daniel Hiebert and Ravi Pendakur, p.5. 

 35

http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/pubs/immig/imm973sf.pdf
http://www.cbc.ca/sunday/toptencities/cities_printer.html
http://www.bc.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/Vancouver


This situation is paired with the fact that many immigrants do not speak English or French. In fact, 

in 1998 “49.2 percent of immigrants who landed in Vancouver could speak neither of the official 

languages.”106 This has a negative impact on the ability for these individuals to enter the labour 

market in anything other than low-order jobs.  

 

It is a fact that most immigrants take time to catch up to the living standards of the Canadian-born 

population: “historically, immigrants achieved employment rates similar to Canadian-born workers 

within fifteen years of living in Canada.”107 However, evidence shows that this timeframe is longer, 

and “…many recent immigrants who have been in Canada five years or less are having acute 

settlement issues.”108  

 

Yet the situation in the labour market is not dire for all immigrants, as many individuals do manage 

to find employment. However, because of the difficulties involved in finding employment with non-

transferable human capital, immigrants have followed certain tendencies in the Canadian labour 

market. That is, there has been a “specialization of certain groups in specific types of jobs… the 

development of enclave economies based on networks of contractual relationships within ethnic 

groups.”109 Enclave economies become apparent when “…ethnic groups become identified with the 

economic participation of their members.”110The situation is most apparent with the development of 

stereotypes relating certain ethnic groups to certain jobs such as “Korean shopkeepers, African –

American porters…Italian masons, Jewish lawyers, and so on,” 111Daniel Hiebert presents the 

example of real estate in East Vancouver: 

 

…a new house began to take shape. I watched the succession of sub-trades, noting that 
virtually all of the workers in each were of South-Asian descent… The completed house 
was sold by an Indo-Canadian realtor to an Indo-Canadian family.112

 
It is into this context that Mexican immigrants enter and attempt to resettle in the Vancouver CMA.  

They are a small community that lacks cohesion, in a metropolis with large immigrant communities 

that often count on extensive networks based on ethnic ties. 
                                                 
106 Johanna L. Waters and Sin Yih Teo, “Social and Cultural Impacts of  Immigration : An Examination of the 
Concept of Social Cohesion with Implications for British Columbia”, Vancouver Centre of Excellence, 
Research on Immigration and Integration in the Metropolis Working Paper Series no. 03-03, Jan 2003.  
107 Human Resources Developemnt Canada “Human Resource Analysis for HRCC-Vancouver”, 
www.bc.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/Vancouver, January 2001, p.17. 
108 Ibid, Human Resources Development, p.17. 
109  Hiebert, p.2. 
110 Hiebert, p.2. 
111 Ibid, p.2. 
112 Ibid, p.1. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE MEXICAN COMMUNITY IN VANCOUVER 

 

4.1 Moving to Vancouver: Motivations and Constraints? 
 
The 2001 Canadian census reported 36, 570 people as having Mexican background, which marks a 

57% increase since 1996.113 The census also reported 2, 405 single responses of Mexican origin in 

the Vancouver CMA, among the 18, 715 Latin American total.114 Besides immigrants, Mexico 

supplies a significant number of seasonal foreign workers, a number which peaked at 5, 474 during 

the second quarter of 2003.115 Mexico is also one of Canada’s top ten source countries for foreign 

students. The exact number of Mexican students in Canada is difficult to calculate, because students 

who plan to study in Canada for six months or less do not require a permit.116 Yet, statistics point 

out that Mexico is one of the top five target markets for English language schools in Vancouver. 

This is a market that “realizes an annual economic benefit of approximately $500 million…”by 

offering language instruction to foreigners and immigrants.117 Mexico is also one of the top 5 

countries of origin for refugee applications to Canada.118  

 
Canada and Mexico have held diplomatic relations for sixty years, but the relationship began to 

strengthen since the North American Free Trade Agreement - between Canada, Mexico and the 

United States- came into force in 1994.119 The relationship with the United States has been the focal 

point of NAFTA. In fact, the agreement can be seen more as “…two bilateral relationships centered 

by the United States.”120 This situation has left the Canada-Mexico part of the equation as the 

“forgotten relationship.” Nonetheless, NAFTA has fostered more contact and understanding 

between the two countries and it has put “…each country on each other’s map.”121 The two 
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countries have become important trade partners, and this awareness has also fostered increased 

social exchanges. A growing number of Mexicans travel to Canada for leisure and education, as 

well as employment. The number of Mexicans living in Canada, however, is still small compared to 

individuals from other source nations. The increased flow of Mexican immigrants into Canada is a 

recent phenomenon, but one that promotes mutual cultural understanding. Social contact and 

cultural understanding are important in the attempt to strengthen ties between the two countries. 

Both elements are also crucial in the effort to transform NAFTA into a North American community, 

as opposed to two bilateral relationships with the U.S. 

 

Many of the Mexican individuals who choose to move to the Vancouver CMA are well educated 

professionals, whether or not they arrive by using the point system. Only one person interviewed for 

this study possessed less than a Bachelor’s degree and was not in the process of acquiring one. The 

individuals interviewed for this project originated in different parts of Mexico: Mexico city, 

Chihuahua, Nuevo Leon, Monterrey, Veracruz, etc. The majority of the individuals who I 

interviewed stated that they had middle to high- range income in Mexico before immigrating to 

Canada. Once in Canada, a few individuals sent remittances and others sent money back to Mexico 

as a gift. Yet, the need for remittances was not a contributing factor in the decision to immigrate to 

Canada. The overall picture shows that the individual’s kinship network and community in Mexico 

is self-sufficient, and does not depend on money that is made in Canada and then sent back to 

Mexico. This is an interesting point because remittances from migrants, specifically those who go to 

the U.S., “…are Mexico’s second-largest source of revenues.”122 A certain amount of remittances is 

sent to Mexico, but most respondents were not willing to share their value. 

 

Interviewees did not arrive in Canada with an extended family, nor did they join kin already 

residing in Canada. Decisions were made by individuals, or immediate family units – some with 

children, some without. The decision to immigrate was made at different times by the respondents 

and for different specific reasons. However, there were certain specific characteristics that 

motivated the decision to migrate to Canada. 

 

First of all, the main motivations for travel were marriage, and increased opportunities for education 

and general quality of life. In the case of several respondents, the main objective of their original 

trip to Canada was to learn English, or receive some other form of education. Their status at the 

time of arrival was either as tourists or as students. Later on, individuals made personal decisions to 

                                                 
122 Ibid, p.14. 
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remain in Canada indefinitely, while others married Canadian citizens. In fact, community 

representatives mentioned that there is an increasing wave of Mexicans who immigrate to Canada 

because of marriage to Canadian citizens. The spouses were often met in Canada, or in Mexico 

(where many Canadians vacation). Respondents, namely the ones between the ages of 40-60, also 

stated the search for “a better quality of life” as the main reason behind migration. One respondent 

stated that she simply heard that Canada admitted significant numbers of immigrants based on 

certain qualifications and considered this a good opportunity to improve her quality of life. Her 

husband and she went on to apply to immigrate through the point system. 

 

For one respondent, the motivation to consider migration was sparked by continued“…corruption 

and abuse of power…” by Mexican authorities. When asked why he chose Canada, the response 

was: 

 

“first it was human rights…Canada is the first place in Human rights according to the United 
Nations….we came to Canada…Mexican people does not need to apply for a visa to come as  a 
visitors to Canada, then I get an immigration lawyer…and our application was as a permanent 
resident ,based on humanitarian and compassionate grounds.”  
 

This last response is not surprising, as  

 

…”non-economic” characteristics are obviously important determinants of the attractiveness of any 
particular country to a potential migrant. There is obviously a great deal of variation in the value of 
the offers made by different countries, simply because economic opportunities, as well as cultural, 
social and political conditions, vary greatly across countries.123

 

However these non-economic factors, such as better social and political conditions, can definitely 

foster an environment more conducive to a better quality of life and more effective economic 

participation. If negative social and political conditions, such as corruption and abuse of power, 

impinge on an individual’s ability to effectively participate in the economy and “maximize their 

satisfaction,” then they have a negative influence on an individual’s ability to obtain a better quality 

of life. The same respondent complained that corruption got in the way of his ability to do his job 

effectively. As an architect, he claimed, he would have to pay-off one person in order to speak to 

the next person he would have to pay-off, in order to even acquire a building licence. Corruption 

increased the cost of “doing his job” and made the process more time consuming. Corruption was a 

direct obstacle to the person’s ability to maximise his financial returns.  Stability and the absence of 
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such corruption can have an important effect on a person’s income. Thus factors which encourage 

the migration process are linked to the economic process and quest for a better quality of life.  

 

One of the few respondents who arrived in Vancouver before the 1990´s, expressed that she and her 

husband could foresee “difficult times” for Mexico and felt that it would be in the family’s best 

interest to leave the country. The couple also wanted to give their children the opportunity to 

receive education that would develop their environmental interests. The family then began the legal 

process of immigration and arrived in Vancouver as residents. 

 

The choice to make a new home in Vancouver, as opposed to other cities in Canada, was based on 

factors such as the location of schools, weather, and in some cases based on accounts of family and 

friends who had visited Vancouver as tourists. Weather was the overwhelming factor behind the 

choice of Vancouver as the city of residence. For example, a woman described her choice of city in 

the following words: 

 

“my husband’s cousin came [to Vancouver] to study English, and she told us that it was…well…we 
also checked if it was a place that was less problematic with the weather…so it was the best 
weather…and…also…my husband’s cousin said it was very nice and she gave us some relation to 
where we could come and live. But it was mostly that…the weather, that’s all.” 
 
A choice of settlement based on weather or the description given by another individual may seem 

trivial, but it is not uncommon. If the migrant has never visited the country which will become a 

new home, an account of experiences lived by a member of the kinship network from the source 

country, can add a sense of familiarity. In other words, the person will not feel that they are 

venturing into a new place completely blindfolded. This is especially the case when the information 

shared, includes useful tips such as neighbourhoods where the migrant can search for housing.  

 

The consideration of weather is also a common factor of influence. In a study that evaluated the 

“Migration Propensities, Patterns and the role of Human Capital” in the case of interstate migration 

among the Mexican, Cuban and Puerto Rican communities in the United States, Foulkes and 

Newbold (2000) found a similar situation among the Cuban population.  The United States began a 

relocation program to try to lessen the burden of the large inflow Cuban refugees into Southern 

Florida. Much of the population was relocated outside of Florida. However, in the 1970´s a 

significant number of Cubans began to return. The reasons stated included “…the desire to live near 

friends, family, and co-nationals, along with the South Florida Climate. Surprisingly, economic 
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opportunities were rarely mentioned as motivators of the return migration.”124 Climate is no small 

issue in Canada. Winter temperatures vary across the country, and many regions reach extremely 

cold temperatures. Vancouver offers one of the mildest climates in the country.    

 

Besides the weather, most everyone agreed that the attractiveness of Vancouver was a factor in the 

decision. Comments ranged from, “everyone who comes here falls in love with the city,” to “we 

originally came to ski at Whistler, and really liked the city.” Therefore, the main attraction was the 

image of the city itself, as well as the weather. 

 
Once the decision is made to immigrate, the individual enters the phase of travel. The first 

important characteristic found with regards to this phase, is that these Mexican immigrants arrived 

in Canada by air. Only one interviewee arrived by land, and the reason was that he had been 

traveling though the United States by car on his way to Canada. This fact can explain several things. 

First of all, upon entering the country through an airport, the individuals enter legally by showing 

documentation and clearing customs. Even though it is not necessary for Mexican citizens to have a 

visa to enter Canada as a tourist, they still must show identification and clear customs. Whether the 

individuals apply for the proper status or not when intending to stay and work, is another matter. In 

any case, this situation is a stark contrast from the notion of the large numbers of illegal Mexican 

immigrants entering the United States. 

 

If one were to watch Mexican or American news coverage of Mexican immigrants trying to enter 

the United States, there are certain images and stories that would likely be encountered. One image 

would be of people frantically scaling a wall to cross the border. Another might be of armed 

American patrols guarding the border. It might be a group of individuals huddled in the back of a 

truck who have been caught while being smuggled illegally. Then there are the stories of those who 

tried –and died- to cross a desert in order to arrive in an American city without encountering “la 

migra” –or immigration officers. One would also encounter articles, such as one released by the 

New York Times in May of 2004. This article outlines the human smuggling that occurs across the 

border and refers to the 64 people who died near the Arizona border region in the seven months 

preceding the date of the article. It also mentions the frustration experienced by the border guards 

who are in charge of stopping undocumented Mexicans from entering the United States. Many 
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undocumented Mexicans repeatedly attempt to cross after being deported. One border guard claims: 

“…I arrested the same guy three times.”125

 

Mexico borders the United States, and entering the country legally or illegally is done relatively 

easily by land, although the journey from the border to a city can be very dangerous. Despite the 

dangers, “[t]he U.S.- Mexico border is notoriously porous, and can be crossed illegally by almost 

anyone who really wants to.” However, the level of difficulty and constrains to immigration 

increase in the case of entering Canada. The difficulty does not lie so much in the capability or 

dangers in crossing the border into Canada, as it does in simply trying to arrive at the border. The 

United States –a large country- lies between Canada and Mexico, making the arrival farther north 

much more difficult for those without the financial means. 

 

It is expensive to migrate. The cost of transportation for an individual –and sometimes his or her 

family- can be quite high. Therefore distance, is a significant constraint to migration, as well as  

 

…an important determinant of the “direct” costs of migration- although many of the 
advances in transportation during the twentieth century have greatly weakened the link 
between distance and migration costs. Nevertheless, it is likely that persons have more (and 
better) information – as well as more extensive and cultural links- with countries that are 
closer to home. As a result, migration flows typically will be larger among countries that are 
geographically (and culturally) close to each other.126

 
 

Further indirect costs are incurred by migrants in the form of “…income losses associated with 

unemployment spells that occur as immigrants look for work in the new country.”127 Thus the 

distance between Mexico and Canada, compared to Mexico and the United States, increases the cost 

of migration simply through the cost of transportation. This explains part of the reason why so few 

Mexicans decide to immigrate to Canada. Furthermore, it points to the fact that most of those who 

do travel to Canada – and definitely the individuals who were interviewed- were in a better financial 

situation, at the point of departure from Mexico, than most of the population that decides to stay in 

Mexico. Much of the Mexican population stays in Mexico because they are able to support 

themselves and do not feel the need to move. However, with 20.3% of the Mexican population 

living in extreme poverty and 50.7% living in moderate poverty,128 the majority of the population 
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cannot afford the attempt to immigrate to Canada. Individuals with few financial resources go to the 

United States, where they can rely on the extensive networks that have already taken shape in that 

country. 

 

Mexican immigrants to Canada, at the point of departure, were also in a better financial situation 

that the majority of Mexicans who chose to migrate to the United States. This is inferred because 

individuals who immigrate to the United States benefit from geographical proximity, as well as a 

large Mexican community with cohesive networks. Mexicans who immigrate to the Vancouver 

Metropolitan area forgo both of those benefits, and must be in the position to afford the added risk 

to the migration process. Statistics regarding the education levels of Mexican immigrants in the 

United States are more concrete proof of this fact. The majority of these individuals, 64.9% of the 

total number of Mexican immigrants to the US, has less than a high school education.129 The 

majority of international remittances (that are sent to Mexico) originate in the United States, and are 

destined for poor rural areas. This fact indicates that a large number of immigrants to the United 

States originate in these extremely poor areas. 

 

The way NAFTA’s generated revenues have been distributed by the Mexican government, has 

produced mixed results over the last decade. Certain areas of the Mexican economy have benefited 

more than others, just as certain regions of the country have benefited more than others. Subsistence 

agriculture- as opposed to commercial agriculture-is one economic sector that has been particularly 

hard hit in the last few years. Subsistence agriculture consists of “…small farm plots that [farmers 

use to] feed the family and sell at local markets.”130 The significance of dramatic employment loss 

in this sector is very serious because 30% of the total Mexican population depends on agriculture 

revenues. Of this 30%, only 4% is involved in commercial agriculture compared to 26% of the 

population involved in subsistence agriculture.131  In order to put this into a wider perspective, one 

can consider that only 2% of the populations in Canada and the U.S. work in agriculture.132This 

situation propels the emigration toward the United States. Communities and families in need, 

depend on the revenues family members are able to obtain in the U.S. and send to Mexico. 
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The benefits in other sectors of the economy which have experienced growth and revenue are not 

evenly distributed across the country. Economic growth is concentrated in the north of Mexico. For 

example, 90% of FDI “...goes to four states-none of which are in the south.”133 This disparity 

creates cleavages in the socioeconomic and education levels in the country’s population. In this 

particular study, the Mexican respondents I interviewed originated overwhelmingly from Mexico 

city, but also came from different cities north of the capital. None of the respondents who 

permanently lived in Vancouver originated in rural Mexico. 

 

These simple facts paint a very different picture of Mexican immigrants in the two countries. 

Mexicans who have immigrated to Vancouver CMA have a relatively high stock of human capital, 

and migrate to Canada more because they can than because they are forced to. The decision is made 

by individuals or households…not the larger community to which they belong in Mexico. The need 

for remittances is not a defining factor in the decision to migrate. In sum, the immigration process is 

a risk that these individuals or households take, on their own, out of the hope that they will yield 

higher returns in Canada, or the perception that it will be (as one respondent put it): - “…the same 

as Mexico, except …better and …safer…” 

 

By the same token that people with important sources of human capital are able to migrate because 

they want to and not because they have to, it is less likely that family members will follow. Higher 

education makes it less likely that individuals will apply to immigrate. Those who apply do so out 

of personal decisions and because they expect to receive higher returns in Canada.134 Yet because of 

the difficulties surrounding transferability of credentials, the relationship between education and 

migration begins to take shape as follows: 

 

Realizing a high return to education in a foreign country …is difficult due to language 
barriers and, if migration is illegal, jobs that match education are not accessible…A certain 
minimum level of skill (literacy) is necessary  for international migration, but the return to a 
higher education is low…135

 
The difference in return to human capital in a host country is related to the return to human capital 

in specific source countries. For example, if an immigrant originates in a country where the return 

to human capital is low, then that person stands to gain more from immigration. On the other hand, 

lets 
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...consider workers living in countries where the payoff to human capital is relatively high. 
The rewards to skill are often quite high in many developing countries, such as 
Mexico…These high rewards to skills partly account for the very unequal distributions of 
incomes observed in these countries, where the skilled earn substantially more than the less 
skilled. Highly skilled workers in these countries often face better economic opportunities 
than they would face if they migrated…while less skilled workers can barely rise above the 
subsistence level…it is the least skilled who want to emigrate [in such circumstances].136

 

This can also account for the small number of Mexicans who have ventured to immigrate to 

Canada. Because of the cost of immigration, would-be immigrants must possess the human capital 

to allow them to be in a financial situation that could support the cost. Yet because individuals with 

a high stock of human capital can receive higher returns at home, it is less likely that they will 

migrate.  However, a small number of Mexican individuals and families who immigrate to Canada 

expect that their stock of human capital will allow them to adjust to Canadian society. 

   

The process of immigration to Canada begins with issues that motivate certain people to leave 

Mexico. The final decision depends on personal, policy, and financial factors that constrain the 

actual act of immigration. The personal factors include the perception that there is something 

lacking in the life experienced in Mexico and something to gain by leaving. For respondents, 

motivations included insecurity, want of further education, and a perceived opportunity to obtain 

higher returns and a better quality of life in Canada.   

 

When people intend to remain in Canada as documented migrants, their ability to do so depends on 

the requirements set out by immigration policy. One option is to have family members that have 

already gone through the process of immigration, something that is rarely the case with Mexicans 

who intend to stay in Canada. The other options are to secure an employment permit, a student visa 

(for a prolonged study period), or to fulfill the human and financial capital requirements to qualify 

as an independent immigrant. Thus, of those individuals who are motivated to migrate, only those 

who possess the qualifications demanded by Canadian immigration policy will be supplied with the 

permits to remain in the country. 

 

The financial constraints are created by the cost of travel, the potential spells of unemployment, and 

the acquisition of additional human capital that might be necessary for integration into the labor 

market. The cost of migrating seriously restricts the number of Mexicans who are financially 
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capable of traveling to Canada (considering the high percentage of poverty that exists in Mexico). 

The relatively high returns to human capital in Mexico coupled with the risk of not finding desired 

employment, further restricts the number of potential migrants from within the financially capable 

group. These factors define the possibilities of immigration in a context where networks are not 

present to absorb these costs. Yet for over 2000 people, the Vancouver CMA represents an 

attractive city with good economic prospects and potential opportunities. It is only Mexicans who 

hold this perception, and have the requirements to overcome the constraints, who make the final 

decision to move to Canada.  

 

4.2 Resettlement: language acquisition and employment 

 

Mexicans who live in Vancouver generally have a good command of the English language. Some 

learned it in Mexico, and some studied English in Vancouver before deciding to stay.  Certain 

individuals, however, did not possess adequate language skills upon arrival in Canada. Although 

they are few in number, this issue represented a significant obstacle to the acquisition of stable 

employment and social interaction. Another issue faced by Mexicans in Vancouver, mainly 

professionals, was a lack of credential transferability. If credentials are not transferable, even when 

immigration is legal, employment that is relevant to the immigrants´ human capital may still not be 

available. Therefore many highly skilled immigrants can only find employment in the same sectors 

as immigrants who possess a minimum level of skill. Thus, the returns for educated immigrants are 

much lower, especially when they lack skills regarding the language spoken in the host country. 

Language and credential transferability were two influential factors in search for employment and 

integration into the larger society. This is illustrated by the cases of several respondents. 

 

One of the women who was interviewed arrived in Canada with her husband and two children. Both 

of the adults arrived with non-transferable credentials as dentists. The decision was made that the 

wife would work to support the family, in order to allow the husband to go through the certification 

process. This process can be costly as well as time consuming, but the family viewed it as a 

valuable long-term investment. Once the husband acquired certification he would increase the 

family income significantly. Although, the interviewee had studied English in Mexico, she found it 

difficult to communicate in Canada at the time of her arrival. Thus, with no valid credentials and 

minimal language skills, she found employment caring for terminal patients. When asked about the 

acquisition of language skills, she responded that during the first years of residence in Canada, the 

family could not afford for her to take the time to study English. So she says: “it was frustrating….I 
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learned on the street…at work.” Ten years later, her husband is a practicing dentist in Vancouver, 

but the couple is now separated. The respondent is now a night manager of a 24 hour 

restaurant/coffee shop, and receives financial support from her husband. She cannot remember what 

her income was before coming to Canada, or its value, because she left during the Mexican peso 

crisis of 1994. The respondent lost sense of what an acceptable income would be, or how much her 

own former income would amount to, do to the fluctuation in value of the peso since 1994. She is 

now a Canadian citizen who never plans to return to Mexico, and studies English part-time. 

 

Another respondent with similar non-transferable qualifications, searched for six months before she 

found employment. After six months, she became informally self-employed and performed cleaning 

jobs and “…anything I could get.” Employment was unstable: “it was never for sure…” After more 

than a year of unstable employment, she turned to a government organization for help. She is now 

employed as the day manager of the same coffee shop as the last respondent. She had working 

knowledge of English when she arrived in Canada, but also found it difficult to communicate. Her 

language skills improved with time. This respondent also left Mexico during the peso crisis, and 

also has no sense of the value of her former Mexican income. This individual returns to Mexico 

often, and plans to return permanently in the future. When both respondents were asked whether 

they knew each other before being employed at the same coffee shop, they responded that they had 

never met before. They also assured that they barely ever saw each other, and although they knew a 

few other Mexicans, they were not often in contact with them. 

 

The prospects change when individuals are proficient in the language and have recognized 

credentials. One respondent, in his late twenties, originally came to Vancouver to pursue a Master’s 

degree. The completion of this degree qualified him to participate in the labour market with full 

recognition of his graduate level education. Despite a waiting period of over six months, he found 

stable employment that provided a higher income than the other respondents who were employees, 

as well as several of the respondents who were self-employed. Employment was found by 

personally contacting the firm that is now his employer. This interviewee received no help from kin 

in order to secure employment, and does not maintain close ties with co-nationals. Although he is 

not a landed immigrant, he has obtained a work permit through the NAFTA clause which facilitates 

the movement of business people between the three member countries. The advantage for this 

individual is the high level of education received in Canada. The fact that he was able to complete a 

Master’s degree also proves that he has high English language proficiency. The two elements of 

human capital are instrumental in ensuring more successful integration. 
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In contrast to the situation lived by individuals who seek employment, several respondents are self-

employed. These entrepreneurs operate in different sectors of the economy: I interviewed a 

restaurant owner, shop owners, an interior designer, among others. The respondent who is an 

interior designer has non-transferable credentials as an architect. Instead of pursuing certification, 

he chose to take a course in interior design at a technical school so he could employ himself and 

support his family. As many of the other self-employed individuals interviewed, this respondent 

never conducted a job search. Another individual, who also has non-transferable credentials as an 

architect, started his own business in an unrelated field after being underemployed for an extended 

period of time and suffering intermediate spells of unemployment. In order to do this, he made use 

of the self-employment assistance program offered by the Canadian government. This program is 

geared toward unemployed individuals who want to start their own business. 

 

In general, interviewees who possessed strong language skills and acquired education in Canada 

fared better as far as stable employment. For most immigrants, speaking the prominent language of 

the host country (English, in this case),  

 

…becomes one of the most critical aspects of life, defining cultural, economic, social, and 
political possibilities. When the newcomer is not fluent in the official language of the 
country, she or he is silenced, unable to participate beyond the boundaries of the community 
in which her “silenced” language is spoken.137

 
Limited language skills intensify the identification of the immigrant as “other.”138 Not only do the 

individuals encounter difficulty finding employment, but it also contributes to segregation and 

isolation from the larger community. This is exactly what was experienced by the respondents who 

lacked appropriate English language skills. Isolation is more pronounced in the case of Mexicans 

who do not speak English because, although there is a relatively large Spanish speaking population 

in the metropolitan area, contact is not especially widespread. Therefore, social relations are limited 

by the inability to communicate. A young respondent, who is currently pursuing an undergraduate 

degree at a Vancouver university, expressed that he has difficulty expressing himself in English. 

Despite prior knowledge of the English language and proven writing skills, this individual finds it 

difficult to communicate verbally with Canadians. Thus, he rarely participates in conversations that 

are not held with Mexicans friends. In this case, it was feelings of nervousness and difficulty with 
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fluency that set limits to the pursuit of friendship with other Canadians. This respondent is already 

enrolled in a high-level education program, and will likely improve his ability to communicate 

verbally. However, as in the case of the two women who were referred to earlier, many individuals 

do not take English courses immediately after arrival in Canada.  

 

It would make the most sense for recent immigrants to learn English as soon as possible after 

arrival. In fact, Canadian policy follows this assumption, as government courses for English as a 

second language (ESL) gives priority to the most recently arrived individuals.139 Yet, individuals 

who have recently arrived in Canada, “…may be psychologically unprepared for learning a new 

language.”140This is often the case with refugees and seniors, but it is also the case for 

“…immigrants who have to struggle to survive and make a home for themselves.”141 The later 

statement best exemplifies the cases mentioned in this study. Individuals cannot afford to take time 

out of their job search to learn English, or they are not aware of its importance immediately after 

arrival. 

 

Since priority is given to recent immigrants who want to take ESL courses, it may be more difficult 

and expensive to learn the language later in life. This situation makes it more difficult and extends 

the timeframe in which an individual will get the needed support in this area. Another common 

complaint about ESL programs is that the ESL training offered by the federal government is “too 

brief, and overemphasizes grammar.”142This is not a newly discovered issue, and although there 

have been reports of improvement,143one respondent clearly stated this as a problem in government, 

as well as private sector, ESL courses: 

 

“First I went to the famous ESL courses. But those [provided by the government] just have you read 
little papers. You get a piece of paper on tornados and they say “today we will learn about 
tornados”. And now [at a private language school]…I had a teacher last semester who failed me 
because of some grammar mistakes…it is very frustrating, and many people just drop-out.” 
 

The respondent’s main concern was that, through government funded ESL, she was not learning 

language skills that were relevant to her daily life and her needs (i.e. search for employment). At the 
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private institution, she found that she was unable to advance because detailed grammar was holding 

her back. 

 
Among the respondents who had adequate language skills but did not have transferable credentials, 

some enrolled in higher-education programs throughout the many schools available in Vancouver. 

People chose to complete courses that would endow them with human capital that is more accepted 

in the labour market. Even after completing education programs, several of the respondents chose to 

become self-employed. This is common among Canadian immigrants. Statistics Canada (1996) 

found that “…16% of employed immigrant men were self-employed in 1991, compared with 12% 

of their Canadian-born counterparts.”144 It is also more likely to find employed female immigrants 

(8%) to be self-employed, when compared to Canadian-born women (6%).145 A study conducted as 

early as 1989 by Langois and Razin, found that immigrant groups in Toronto in Montreal “…that 

show a strong tendency to engage in self-employment are those whose self-employed members earn 

more than salaried employees…”146 Human capital, for many immigrant groups, is likely to yield 

higher returns through self-employment. This study found that half of the female respondents were 

business owners. Out of the male respondents who did not study full time, the large majority were 

self employed or business owners. 

 

Few interviewees, who have non-transferable foreign credentials, most do not plan to acquire 

certification of their foreign credentials. The reasons stated for this were the perception that 

certification (especially for doctors, dentists, or architects) it would be too costly and time 

consuming. Respondents felt that certification would entail “redoing” their entire degrees, 

something they were not willing or economically unable to do. 

 

Effective resettlement depends to a great extent on the immigrant’s ability to find employment. 

Mexican immigrants in Vancouver are not employed in any specific trade and have not formed an 

enclave economy. Employed respondents were either service sector employees; self-employed 

individuals or business owners. Professionals who attempted to find employment encountered 

problems with the inability to directly transfer their credentials. The type of employment these 

individuals were able to find was strongly related to education acquired Canada, their ability to 

become self-employed and their language skills. Certification did not play a prominent role in 
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labour market insertion because it was not commonly pursued. Nonetheless, for those who acquired 

certification, the value their human capital increased in the Canadian labour market. A comparison 

of the impact of language skills and the non-transferability of credentials for Mexicans in 

Vancouver brings us to two conclusions. First, the barrier experienced by the majority of the 

respondents was the inability to transfer credentials. However, even if few individuals possessed 

inadequate language skills, this had a much more serious effect on their integration. This is because 

individuals who possessed the proper language skills were able to go to school and acquire human 

capital that was compatible with Vancouver’s labour market. Unfortunately, individuals without the 

proper skills were at a disadvantage for being unable to access educational programs…which are 

offered in English. As Kymlicka notes,  

 

…immigrants must know the official language to gain access to government-funded job 
training programmes. Immigrants must know the official language in order to receive 
professional accreditation or to have foreign training recognized. The most highly skilled 
pharmacist won’t be granted a professional licence to practice pharmacy in…Canada if she 
can only speak Portuguese …[or in this case, Spanish.]147
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CHAPTER V 

WHERE THE COMMUNITY STANDS ON SOCIAL CAPITAL 

 

I have mentioned several times that the Mexican community in Vancouver does not rely on a tight 

knit kinship network to aid them in the settlement process. I have also mentioned that the 

community does not count on a stock of nationality based social capital compared to the immigrants 

who go to the United States. This is also the case when compared to other immigrants in the 

metropolitan area such as Chinese Canadians and Indo-Canadians who are “…numerically 

large…and have a long local history.”148These groups have “…developed strong local mutual 

support organizations, (originally, at least) came from quite homogeneous backgrounds in their 

countries of origin.”149 This is not the case for the Mexican community as it is not the case for the 

larger Latin American community. In fact, a “…particular characteristic of the Latin American 

population in Vancouver  [is that it is] a fragmented, dispersed and very diverse community…”150 

Although most of the interviewees originated in Mexico City, this urban center happens to be one of 

the most populated in the world. Therefore it is not unusual that the individuals who originated 

there had no relation to one another before their arrival in Canada. 

 

There are different ways to measure the depth of social capital. It can be done by analysing levels of 

trust, reciprocity, involvement in organizations, and civic participation among other things. All of 

these exchanges and cooperation take place in order to reach a specific goal. The development of 

social capital depends to a large extent on the way individuals relate to each other. Without constant 

contact, it is difficult to develop binding trust and reciprocity. As part of my research, I began by 

exploring the type of social contact that existed between Mexicans living in Vancouver and the kind 

of support the community receives from co-nationals at the time of their arrival. I did not have to 

look much further to understand the state of social capital. It was not very difficult to measure 

reliance on social capital in the Mexican community regarding arrival and resettlement, because 

respondents offered very similar answers. Specifically regarding the circumstances surrounding 

their arrival, all of the responses were the same. 

  

Not a single Interviewee stated that they had come to Canada to meet with other family members or 

friends already living in the city. The respondents did not receive assistance from other Mexicans in 
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Vancouver in the form of financial capital or housing arrangements. Regarding housing, Mexican 

immigrants reside throughout the city and show no particular pattern of residential segregation, 

another characteristic they share with the larger Latin American community.151

 

 Respondents claimed not to know other Mexicans upon arrival in Vancouver. They perhaps knew 

one or two people, but nobody with whom they were in regular contact. Employment was not 

generally found and secured through the help of kin or other Mexican immigrants. Nonetheless, 

personal experiences and responses began to vary after individuals had been in Vancouver after 

several years.  

 

Many respondents are now in close contact with small clusters of Mexican individuals, and have 

limited contact with the overall Mexican population. It is only respondents who are (or were) 

employed by the Mexican government or involved in nationality-based associations who are 

involved with a wider number of Mexicans and are in contact with individuals from other 

organizations. Even among individuals involved in these organizations, some respondents claimed 

that individuals of Mexican background were not necessarily among their “closest friends.” One 

individual claimed that participation in one such cultural group was done mainly as a cultural 

exercise and to practice Spanish. Yet the same person pointed out that her closest friends spanned 

across the Canadian population (with all its ethnic backgrounds). 

 

General responses pointed out that, although certain sectors of the community have more contact 

than others, sharing information is not widely spread through the community, and neither is 

reciprocity. Furthermore, there is no specific goal toward which the community works as a whole. 

An earlier study conducted by Rempel found that although,  

 

…[i]t is common place to assume that members of minority groups in urban centers form 
communities of their own, and that these communities form the collective means for rights-
claiming and participation in the larger political community, since it is often difficult for 
individuals to perform these functions on their own in the face of language barriers, cultural 
differences, limited resources, and outright prejudice. However, the testimony of Mexican 
interviewees suggests that a collective community does not exist in Vancouver. Like society 
as a whole, the Mexican immigrant population is riven by differences of class, race, gender, 
and sexual orientation. Rather, Mexican immigrants find community in smaller groups that 
are dispersed around the city and are only loosely connected to one another. 152

 

                                                 
151 Committee on Multiculturalism and Mental Health, p.4. 
152 Rempel, p. 4. 

 53



Rempel also found that some individuals joined larger Latin American organizations. This practice, 

however, is limited by the cultural and identity differences that exist within the wide definition of 

“Latin American”. After all, Latin America includes dozens of countries with different historical 

experiences, levels of economic stability, ethnic make-ups, political situations, and a large country –

Brazil- that does not share the dominant language (Spanish). These associations are also affected by 

the same issues that divide the Mexican community itself.153

 

I cannot say that I directly encountered such divisions along the lines of race, gender, or sexual 

orientation. However, individuals certainly have perceived differences along socio-economic lines. 

In one of the in-depth interviews, a respondent offered great insight with regards to his perception 

on why he did not have more contact with other Mexicans. He offered the example of his 

relationship with a Mexican couple he knew of. He explained that “those people” were very 

wealthy, unlike him. To this interviewee, they are people who simply got tired of living and 

“putting up” with Mexico, and therefore left, and resumed their life in Vancouver. He believes they 

either moved their business, or retained their business in Mexico, but basically did not need to go 

through any process of adaptation to their new surroundings. In other words, where he chose 

Canada as an opportunity for a better life and had to work to build it, the wealthy couple did not. 

Therefore, “we see each other and we say hi,” but the relationship would not go beyond that. 

Another respondent assured that such perceptions existed to a certain extent, but that they were not 

real. Furthermore, the respondent continued, individuals who thought that way were limiting 

themselves. Whether or not the division is based on perceptions or on reality, the fact is that 

divisions do exist along socio-economic lines. Thus, even among a group of individuals who all 

originate from the wealthier half of Mexico’s society, there are perceived divisions in socio-

economic status. Although this is a factor contributing to a lack of cohesion, I would not consider it 

a determining factor or an insurmountable barrier. Although divisions certainly exist, only a small 

percentage of respondents believe that they are significant. 

 

Two individuals denied that socio-economic divisions were defining barriers to cooperation. 

Although they were both interviewed separately, they both offered similar explanations to justify 

their opinion. They said that socio-economic divisions were not as pronounced because of the 

interaction of Canadian society, the general profile of Mexicans who live in Vancouver, and the 

circumstances they face in Vancouver. Both individuals agreed that Canadian society was much 

more equal than Mexican society.  Therefore it did not add to the pronunciation of these differences. 
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Furthermore, they expressed that Mexicans who arrived in Vancouver originated from similar 

socio-economic situations. Differences were not as pronounced as they are in other contexts. For 

example, “it is not like the people who go to the United states…a few go to Beverly Hills,” while 

others live in poverty. More importantly, many of those Mexicans who live in Vancouver encounter 

their own difficulties despite their original socio-economic status. Mexico, I was told, “has a very 

classist society…”, but in Vancouver a person with a higher socio-economic background may be 

forced to work side-by-side with someone with less education. Therefore, those differences must be 

set aside. Other respondents offered similar views, but it was these two individuals who expressed 

them most clearly. It was not, however, denied that cleavages along these lines existed to some 

measure.  

 

A response given by most of the respondents from in-depth interviews, blamed the lack of contact 

with others on time constraints and busy schedules. This was a point of much more convergence 

and agreement among respondents. Comments varied along the same theme, for example: 

 

“I do what all Canadians do…I work all day, then I go home to spend time with my family and 

complain about working all day.” 

 

“I work at night, and go to school in the day. I have no time for anything else.” 

 

“I know one couple, but they live far. We talk on the phone but…they don’t have time to come all 

the way here...” 

 

As far as participation in organizations for community aid, one respondent explained that was 

difficult because it was based on voluntary participation, something that not everyone has the time 

or financial means to do. Amanda Aizelwood and Ravi Pendakur suggest that in Canada,  

 

…an urban lifestyle may be a more useful explanation for variance in civic attitudes and 
behaviours. Cities are places where myriad world-views, languages and cultures meet. 
Perhaps the dominant finding is the effect of community size on measures of social 
capital…[T]he larger the city of residence, the less likely people are to participate, trust and 
socialize.154
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The responses mentioned above certainly point to city life as another culprit. Aizelwood and 

Pendakur also mention this as a possible reason for limited civic engagement, participation and 

socialization among different communities. In his renowned book titled “Bowling Alone”, Putnam 

(2000) studies what he sees as declining social capital in the United States. Putnam mentions that 

although urbanization did not prove to be “fatal to friendship,” it certainly set the stage for less 

diverse social connections and minimized contact between neighbours.155 Considering that most 

Mexican individuals arrive in Vancouver without a kinship network, and then follow dispersed 

settlement patterns throughout the metropolitan Area, city life does not facilitate network-building. 

 

Are these recent immigrants truly doing it “alone”? Mexican immigrants in the Vancouver area 

depend much more on their own human capital than on nationality- based social relations in the 

search for housing and employment. Yet human capital is not the magic answer to effective 

settlement. Despite high stocks of human capital, it is difficult for many Mexicans to settle into a 

new life in Vancouver. Even with high stocks of human capital and financial capital, many families 

are not able to find desired employment and integrate socially into the larger society. A 

representative of the Mexican Consulate in Vancouver informally estimated that up to 50% of 

Mexicans return to Mexico within the first three years of arrival.156 Although many Mexicans who 

remain in the Vancouver CMA have a high quality of life, this high percentage of return migration 

serves as proof that human capital has not held the magic key to successful resettlement and 

integration. 

 

I identified language skills and non-transferability of credentials as the biggest barriers to 

employment and socialization. Following the theoretical argument of neo-classical economics, the 

logical step would be for these individuals to upgrade their human capital. The answer to 

employment acquisition and socialization, then, would be to go back to school. Unfortunately, 

reality does not allow for such a simple solution. Change alone can be very overwhelming for many 

people, even if they speak the official language. A young male respondent expressed that it may not 

be all that difficult to upgrade skills in Vancouver. Yet, the process of enrolment in Canadian 

schools and registration for courses is very different than the way it is done in Mexico. For someone 

who has recently arrived in Canada, and may not feel completely comfortable speaking English, 

registration may seem like a monumental task. Without help, some people simply will not do it. 

This is where social networks are useful. They offer support in the acquisition of basic needs that 
                                                 
155 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York:  Simon 
and Schuster, 2000), p.96. 
156 Representative of the Mexican Consulate in Vancouver B.C., interviewed by the author, Dec. 14, 2004. 
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facilitate integration. In this case, for example, it may mean sharing information on what kind of 

education programs exist, and how to enrol in education programs. Networks could also point 

individuals toward places where employment is offered, and an explanation of the way the new 

labour market functions. The easiest place to find this information is through co-nationals who 

share the same language, and similar settlement experiences.  

 

5.1 What of building social capital? 

 

The development of kinship networks is unlikely to happen any time soon. Yet with the growing 

number of Mexicans who are immigrating, and even just visiting, it is possible that time will allow 

for a more cohesive nationality-based network to be built. Prospects for growing nationality based 

social capital lie in the formation of associations. They do exist, but most of them are geared toward 

the wider Latin American community. There are some important actors, however, within the 

Mexican community who recognise the needs and benefits of social capital formation.  

 

5.1.1 Nationality-Based Social Capital 

 

An interesting example of the challenges faced in the formation of social capital, even through the 

existence of associations, is the evolution of the Mexican Business Association of Canada. This 

association took shape in 1995, around the time that Mexican immigration to Vancouver began to 

increase significantly. It was started by a small group of Mexican individuals who saw a growing 

need for such an organization as a forum of communication. At this point, the association continues 

to be more of a forum for contact and socialization in the community. The organization claimed to 

have encountered problems recording registration last year, and could not offer the exact number of 

members, but estimated that there were 75-100 members. The president of the association, Mr. 

Cantú, mentioned that close to one third of the members were Canadians of non-Mexican 

background.157 I was told that preparations had been made to record January registrations 

effectively, to enable the association to have an accurate directory. 

 

Members of the organization are individuals, as opposed to businesses, who are either small-

business owners or employees of large companies. The association organizes different kinds of 

events such as seminars, meetings, and social events. The events are assisted by members of the 

association or members of the wider community who have an interest in doing business in Mexico, 

                                                 
157 Carlos Cantú, interviewed by the author, Dec. 14 2004. 
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or simply have a cultural interest. Despite the positive aspect of its creation and its attempt to attract 

more members, it faces several obstacles. A significant obstacle to becoming a stronger force in the 

community is money. Due to budget cuts in the Mexican Department of Foreign Affairs, the 

consulate in Vancouver is unable to supply any funding, although it does promote their events. The 

association does not receive money from the Canadian government either. It is difficult to attract 

potential members (who would pay fees) because they do not believe they will get any specific 

services in return. I was assured that there were steps being taken to broaden its appeal to more 

potential members and participants by, for example, lowering the cost of attendance to social 

events. 

 

There are interesting points that must be emphasized about the association. Although the association 

faces certain obstacles, it also shows that there is initiative to strengthen the community’s presence. 

More importantly, the membership of individuals of non-Mexican background is important because 

it proves that it is inclusive of the wider community. In the largest seminar hosted by the association 

in 2004, there were 250 participants, of which approximately 50% were non-Mexican Canadians. 

Furthermore, the association is in contact with other nationality-based organizations in the 

metropolitan area, which are trying to form “…an association for associations.” The project, which 

is still on the drawing board, aims to give a more effective common voice to all the member 

organizations. 

 

Another actor that is attempting to build of social capital in the community is the IME. The IME is a 

project created by the government of Mexico, and it branches from the Mexican Department of 

Foreign Affairs. It aims to: promote relations between Mexican communities living overseas, 

function as a liaison between government representatives and the communities, and increase the 

quality of life of the individuals that are a part of them.158 It is only beginning to adapt its goals and 

services to the needs of this particular population, because many of the original initiatives are not 

applicable. For example, the IME facilitates the acquisition of Mexican high-school credentials to 

increase employment opportunities. This is offered to improve the quality of life of individuals; but 

it is also recognition of the important economic contributions made to Mexico through remittances 

(and the potential benefits of higher wages). This does not offer much help to the community in 

Canada because the great majority of individuals have university degrees. The help Mexicans in 

Vancouver require involves certification and acquisition of Canadian human capital.  

 

                                                 
158 Instituto de los Mexicanos en el Exterior,  http://www.sre.gob.mx/ime/, Dec. 28, 2004. 
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Another IME initiative is the creation of a social space where the community can interact. An 

effective physical social space in unlikely to take shape considering there is only one IME 

counsellor for all of Western Canada. Even in Vancouver, as I was told by the IME’s representative 

Mr. Huerta, no matter where the space was located it would be too far away for someone in the 

community.159 Therefore the counsellor and several other committee members have set out to create 

this social space through a website. The website, I was told, will offer different useful information 

including employment opportunities. There are also plans to integrate a welcome package for new 

arrivals that will include, among other things, a list of do´s and don’ts. Some of the advice that will 

be offered regards investment. I was told that it was common place for individuals to arrive in 

Canada with the intention to invest. However, lack of understanding of the market place often 

causes ineffective investment and a loss of capital.  

 

The goals of the committee are in fact to create social capital within the community. In this case, it 

is because of a want to strengthen relations with the source country. The biggest obstacles to the 

IME, however, are also a lack of time and money. The advisor himself, as is the case for the 

committee members, holds an honorary position. Therefore the IME representatives in Vancouver 

are limited by a lack of funds. They do not receive payment for their participation, so time invested 

in the project is limited. Therefore advancement is slow. The initiatives taken by the committee, 

however, are valuable to the formation of social capital as is the information the IME can offer in its 

function as advisory board.  

 

The fact that it is the Mexican government that is taking such an initiative to form social capital in 

Vancouver, is an example of the transnational ties that immigrants maintain. The transnational 

nature is present considering that many of the would-be participants in the IME are also Canadian 

residents or citizens, and have children born in Canada. The difficulties the IME and the Mexican 

business association face, are to be expected. As I mentioned earlier, social capital is like any other 

form of capital. In order to yield returns it requires investment of time, and often, money. 

 

The Mexican government initiative is valuable, as are the steps taken by its representative in 

Western Canada. Yet, the project as a whole has little relevance to the Mexican community in 

Vancouver. The lack of funding suggests that its goals –especially for Canada- are not yet 

considered a priority. The adaptation to the Canadian case which is taking place is commendable, 

but it would be much more effective if the government showed more concrete willingness to invest 

                                                 
159 Salvador Huerta, Interviewed by the author, Dec. 21 2004. 
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in the formation of social capital. More support geared specifically to Western Canada would allow 

representatives to set out more aggressive community outreach. As a starting point, the national 

IME website needs to improve its acknowledgement of Mexican communities that live outside the 

United States. 

 

5.1.2 Bridging Social Capital 

 

Regarding the impact of other ethnic networks, I did not find that the enclave economies that exist 

in Vancouver have a great effect on Mexican immigrants. First of all, this group of immigrants has 

not fallen into any specific trade. One respondent, who is self-employed, described the situation in 

Vancouver as being one of several large ethnic groups who find employment for each other. The 

key, he argued, was to find work through one of these groups: 

 

…for example, you can work for someone in the Chinese community, and then you can get other 
jobs in the Chinese community…or you can get a job through the East Indian community and work 
with them. But it’s hard to work in both. For example, right now, I do most of my work for the 
Mennonite community.  
 

In the case mentioned above, the types of social networks that are joined consist in the construction 

of “bridging” social capital. In other words, the individual must create bonds that go beyond ethnic 

and cultural identity. The inclusion of Canadians of different backgrounds into the Mexican 

Business Association is another good example. I would go so far as to consider the membership of 

Mexican individuals in Latin American organizations as bridging social capital, because of the 

cultural differences between the members. Another interviewee, who was an active participant in 

different organizations for many years, explained that she offered her expertise to the Latin 

American community as opposed to just the Mexican community. Otherwise, she claimed, “it 

would be discrimination.”  This respondent formed the Latin American Community Council, 

because of the growing need for language training and orientation that she saw within the Latin 

American community.  

 

Bridging social capital is the most difficult type of social capital to create. It is difficult because it 

entails blurring the boundaries of “otherness” and being accepted in to a group of “birds with 

different feathers”, so to speak. In this context, it may not be an altogether negative thing to have an 

ethnic community that is not bound like the larger communities. The resettlement process may be 

made more difficult, but the integration process may be more effective. Without tight-knit kinship 
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networks that demand reciprocity, the Mexican community is avoiding many of the negative 

consequences that can derive from this kind of bonding social capital. The lack of cohesiveness 

contributes to growing relations across ethnic lines by forcing immigrants to live, work, and study 

with members of other ethnic groups that share Vancouver as a home. A study conducted by 

Marger, found that immigrant entrepreneurs in Canada who relied more on human capital than on 

social networks in their business endeavours, “…are able to avoid …the obligation…to provide 

family and perhaps co-ethnics with jobs and other resources.”160 Thereby, they free otherwise 

constrained economic growth and allow it to benefit a more diverse sector of the community. 

 

Avoidance of negative effects of social capital is of infinite importance in diverse societies such as 

Vancouver’s. The ability for different ethnic groups to relate to each other is imperative for 

community building and integration in the larger society. Aizelwood and Pendakur (2004), warn 

that in ethnically diverse areas, such as the Vancouver CMA, “…broader community cohesion may 

be threatened if individuals…bond on ethnic terms to the exclusion of others, thereby creating 

socially isolated communities that do not trust or cooperate with each other.”161 The possibility of 

the adverse situations decreases, if the diverse groups in such a society are in frequent contact. 

Moreover, in the context of economic participation, cross cultural interaction widens the reach of 

economic benefits.  

 

Several issues, then, account for the lack of social capital that exists within the Mexican community 

in Vancouver. Kinship networks, defined by extended family and friends from the source region, 

are virtually non-existent. This is because of the human capital endowments of these individuals are 

more likely to yield higher returns in Mexico, thus, decreasing the need to migrate. The use of 

independent and economic tools of immigration policy, signifies that Mexican immigrants initially 

arrive in isolated units that must integrate into society without the use of networks.  

 

The addition of weak networks to the already increased cost of travel (due to distance), further 

constrains the number of Mexicans who will be willing to immigrate to Canada. At the same time, 

these factors determine that most of the individuals who will choose to immigrate will arrive with a 

significant stock of human capital and financial capital. As I said before, only those who possess 

human and financial capital (in the absence of social capital), will be able to even begin the 

migration process to Canada.   
                                                 
160 Martin N. Marger, “The Use of Social and Human Capital Among Canadian Business Immigrants”, 
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, vol. 27, no. 3, 2001, p.447. 
161 Aizelwood, p.7. 
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The second factor inhibiting the formation of social capital networks with co-nationals are the 

cleavages that exist within Mexican society. The perceived differences derived from economic 

positions, preclude the effort to build a nationality-based network. Social capital is often strongly 

related to social status and “important forms of social location, taken one at a time.”162 This 

unfortunate situation based on prejudices (whether real or perceived) exist, but it is not one that all 

respondents agree poon as a definitive factor. That is, certain individuals strongly felt this to be the 

case, but others did not.  

 

The third factor found to contribute to limited co-national networks, was city life. Aizelwood and 

Pendakur (2004), found what they call the “city effect”, to be the major 163determinant on civic 

attitudes. The reason is that city life implies “… the decline of traditional forms of community-

based interaction.” In the earlier discussion defining social capital and networks, it was also 

mentioned that Erickson (2004) also made a distinction between urban and rural networks. The 

differences are mostly attributed to a difference in population size, one which influences the type of 

networks that are built.164 This point is also underlined by Aizelwood in Pendakur who mention 

these networks as being “…based on individual interests more than local attachments…”165 This 

phenomenon was certainly present in the responses of the interviewees, and I believe it has an 

important explanatory function in this case. City life may not be the single “major effect.” Yet, 

when we consider a population that had no previous social relationship, which now exists dispersed 

throughout the city, and includes individuals that perceive social cleavages, the lack of cohesion 

becomes understandable. The inability to bridge these negative factors is perhaps the lack of a clear 

goal for the community. That is, there is no goal that encourages the community to cooperate for 

future generation of returns.   

 

The initiative to create a more cohesive community cannot be ignored. Neither can the fact that the 

different organizations related to the Mexican community are aware of each other and are in contact 

to some measure. Yet, the process is in its beginning stages. Furthermore, integrating with co-

nationals is not the only type of socialization Mexicans in Vancouver are involved in. They are, at 

the same time, joining the larger multicultural community –mostly on an individual basis- and 

building bridging social capital. Neither of these tasks is easy. 

                                                 
162 Erickson, p.31. 
163 Aizelwood, p.8. 
164 Ericksson, p.30. 
165 Aizelwood, p.19. 
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Canadian immigration policy aims to encourage immigration as well as select the individuals that 

are most likely to succeed in Canada. Following these aims, with the exception of refugees, 

immigration policy targets individuals with family members already living in Canada as well as 

those with a high stock of human capital. However, even if  

 
…the immigrant population may be seen as a product of…policy… the immigrants´ place 
in society is more than just a product of admission policy, as immigrants interact after 
arrival with people already residing in Canada, and participate to varying degrees and 
capacities in the social institutions and social relations of Canadian society.166

 

Social relations and the ability to enter the labour market, two elements that can also go hand in 

hand, are defining elements in an immigrant’s resettlement and integration experience. Human 

capital, especially the kind that is acquired in Canada, sets the foundation for the interaction that 

will ensue between Mexican immigrants (and most other immigrants) with Canadian society; as 

well as their participation in social and government institutions. However, it is the formation of 

social capital that facilitates integration in the multicultural mosaic that is Vancouver. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
166 Dr. Meter Li, “Biases in Benchmarking Immigrants,” in Responding to Diversity, eds. Baha Abu -Laban  
and Tracy M. Derwing, proceedings of the first Metropolis National Conference on Immigration, Prairie 
Centre of Excellence for Research on Immigration and Integration,  Edmonton, 1997, p.116. 
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CHAPTER VI 

IMPLICATIONS FOR CANADA AND MEXICO 

 

The extent to which Mexican immigrants are able to integrate into Canadian society and make use 

of their human capital has interesting implications for both Canada and Mexico.  If we turn back to 

the discussion of the brain drain, we will find that the main argument claims that high human capital 

will move from a source country to a host country. The human capital will benefit the host country, 

and “…have a negative impact on the source country…” by depleting its stock of human capital.167 

This is in fact a discussion that is alive in Canada because of the fear that many Canadian “brains” 

are being lost to the United States. This occurs because, as one side of the argument suggests, 

“…many professionally trained Canadians…[receive] a highly subsidized education in Canada, and 

[then move] to the U.S. for higher-paying jobs.”168 The countering argument, which dismisses fears 

over a possible brain drain, claims that “…for every Canadian that leaves, about four new 

immigrants arrive…”169 Furthermore, recent immigrants are “… close to twice as likely to have 

university degrees than native-born Canadians.”170

 

Nonetheless, highly skilled immigrant workers do not always fill the vacant positions. It is more 

likely to occur when it involves an exchange of people from countries like the United States and 

Canada, because their credentials are more readily recognized. Proof lies in the findings that 

credential recognition and high skilled employment is subject to the immigrant’s region of origin 

(mentioned earlier). The only other way immigrants from other regions are more likely to find 

employment that matches their skills, is if they have been educated in Canada or in a country with 

high credential transferability. Otherwise, not all “four new immigrants” will have transferable 

credentials. 

 

What does this mean? It means that even if there is important immigrant influx, the potential of 

these individuals in misused. DeVoretz claims that  

 

                                                 
167 Vidal, 589. 
168 Patric Luciani, Economic Myths: Making Sense of Canadian Policy Issues, Fourth Edition, (Toronto:  
Pearson Addison Wesley, 2004), p.212. 
169 Ibid, p.211. 
170 Ibid, p.211. 
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…Canada is having difficulty attracting individuals who are team leaders at the most 
productive phases of their careers. In short, although the number of skilled immigrants is 
sizeable, they aren’t replacing the quality of workers Canada is losing to the U.S.171

 

This sounds nonsensical if we consider that the majority of immigrants that currently arrive in 

Canada are economic class and highly skilled migrants. Yet, evidence shows that if the most highly 

skilled individuals can obtain higher returns elsewhere, they will not come to Canada. Furthermore, 

many of the individuals who do immigrate to Canada are not able to use their skills. With this 

argument, I am not trying to emphasize that there is a more acute Canadian brain drain problem. 

The point I am trying to underline is the waste of human capital that could otherwise benefit the 

country.   

 

This waste occurs because individuals possess inadequate language skills, or cannot acquire 

credential recognition. It appears that there is a lack of support to certify their credentials, or 

upgrade human capital to skills that are more compatible with the Vancouver labour market. The 

process of enrolling in education programs immediately after arrival can be confusing and 

overwhelming. It is one more of many things that immigrants must adapt to in a new place. There is 

a need for more clarity and information to be offered to potential migrants before they travel to 

Canada. Several respondents expressed that they were not made fully aware of the difficulties they 

would encounter upon arrival. Once in Canada, there must be guidance readily available to 

individuals who need to certify credentials or upgrade their human capital. If human capital is to 

weigh so heavily on their selection by immigration policy, then there should be special programs to 

help individuals obtain Canadian experience. This would help bridge the gap between the 

possession of human capital and its application. 

 

The implications for Mexico lie in the loss of human capital. Mexico simply looses the human and 

financial capital endowments that are presented by the individuals who reside in Vancouver. The 

situation is made worse, when human capital is not used to its full potential in Canada. The 

representative of the IME to whom I spoke explained that the IME was not created to encourage 

Mexicans to leave. If their capital is to be invested anywhere, the Mexican government would much 

prefer it be invested in Mexico. However, since these individuals do take their capital elsewhere, 

part of the IME’s goal is to ensure Mexico does not completely lose their benefits. This program is 

an important step because the only way the losses can be offset is by strengthening the relationship 

and exchanges between Canada and Mexico (through individuals). The number of Mexican 

                                                 
171 Luciani, p.213. 
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individuals currently living in Vancouver is not large. Nonetheless, the percentage of its population 

growth along with the capital endowments of these individuals is of importance. Simple ties with 

the Mexican government cannot truly benefit the migrant situation unless there are concrete steps 

that promote the application of human capital and create social capital. 

 

Turning away from the brain drain debate, it is also important to consider the state of social capital 

within the Mexican community, as well as the relations between the Mexican community and the 

rest of society. The analysis of this discussion can begin by touching upon the concept of 

Multiculturalism. Multiculturalism is an official Canadian policy; one that is directly related to 

immigration.  The aim of this policy is to foster the respect and encourage diversity as the basis of 

Canadian citizenship.172This entails creating an atmosphere where each person can nurture their 

ethnic identity, while sharing it as a part of the national identity. If this policy and its goals are to be 

respected, it is important to ensure that weak social capital within the Mexican community does not 

impede on cultural expression. Multiculturalism policy is meant to assist and encourage integration 

without forcing assimilation.173 In other words, integration is to take place on fair terms that respect 

diversity. At the same time, it takes acceptance of political values and “integration into mainstream 

francophone or Anglophone institutions as a given.”174

 

This integration includes a need to foster bridging social capital. Bhikhu Parekh expressed the 

dilemma faced by multicultural societies by stating that 

 

… [a] multicultural society faces  two conflicting demands and needs to devise a political 
structure that enables it to reconcile them in a just and collectively acceptable manner. It 
should foster a strong sense of unity and belonging among its citizens, as otherwise it 
cannot act as a united community…Paridoxically…the greater and deeper the diversity in a 
society, the greater the unity and the cohesion it requires to hold itself together and nurture 
its diversity. A weakly held society feels threatened by differences and lacks the confidence 
and willingness to welcome and live with them.175

 
Through the multiculturalism act, Canada attempts to nurture diversity. It is human capital, 

however, that will create the basis for bonds to be created across immigrant groups. The study of 

                                                 
172 Department of Canadian Heritage, “Anual Report on the Operation of the Canadian Multiculturalism Act 
1999-2000”, Report to parliament about the implementation of the multiculturalism act in federal institutions, 
http://www.pch.gc.ca/progs/multi/assets/pdfs/ann99-2000-e.pdf, 1999-2000. 
173 Harles, “Immigrant Integration in Canada and the United States”, The American Review of Canadian 
Studies, 34(2), Summer 2004, p.225. 
174 Will Kymlicka, Finding Our Way: Rethinking Ethnocultural Relations in Canada, p.70. 
175 Bhikhu Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism: Cultural Diversity and Political Theory, (Cambridge, 
Massadhusetts: Harvard University Press, 2000), p.196.  
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the Mexican community shows that the respondents with better language skills were better able to 

adapt and relate to the larger society. Moreover, they were able to acquire the additional human 

capital necessary to better participate in the labour market. Therefore the benefits to human capital 

are not only economic, because they facilitate the formation of social bonds that bridge cultural 

differences. A common language is the base for communication and bond formation. Eventually 

though, the use of human capital translates into economic gains by allowing them to be invested in 

productive activities. The experiences that are lived through the application of skills (such as work 

and civic participation) allow for a better sense of community and cohesion. Therefore, language 

acquisition is imperative for the integration of Mexicans into Canadian society. The importance of 

language seems self evident. Nevertheless, with such a high percentage of the immigrant population 

in Canada who does not speak either official language, it is an important issue to address.  

 

Once language is no longer an issue, employment is the next element of importance. Social 

networks within the Mexican community help individuals steer toward areas in which they can find 

employment. They can also offer advice on how to access institutions of higher education where it 

is possible to acquire certification or alternate education. The advice offered from the Mexican 

community on “do’s and don’ts,” will also help individuals gain a better understanding of 

Vancouver’s market place. It is in this way that the use of human capital (as well as financial capital 

in the case of investors) can be maximized. 

 

Integration of Mexicans into Canadian society and their increased productivity, can also translate 

into benefits for Mexico. Mexicans in Vancouver, especially those who maintain strong ties to 

Mexico, are a representation of the country and its culture in Canada. Their success in Canada, and 

continued ties to Mexico, can contribute to Canadian-Mexican relations. The situation may 

represent a benefit to the country, rather than a loss of human and financial capital. This suggestion 

is not far fetched considering that the majority of respondents travelled to Mexico at least twice a 

year (with variations from year to year). Moreover, despite the fact that many are now Canadian 

residents or citizens, those who are most involved in the community are also in contact with the 

Mexican consulate. Therefore there is social contact with Mexico, representatives of the Mexican 

government, as well as all that is involved with a Canadian lifestyle. These simultaneous points of 

social contact represent the double sense of community that takes shape with transnational 

processes (i.e. migration). 176

 

                                                 
176 Gerard Delanty, Community: key ideas (London: Routledge Taylor and Francis Group, 2003), p.12. 
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Mexican immigrants who participate in this double sense of community, are a part of the “new 

generation of immigrants who perceive no contradiction between ties to their homeland and loyalty 

to Canada.”177 This is a phenomenon that can be very beneficial to both Canada and Mexico, 

particularly to Mexico. Strengthened ties with the Mexican community in Canada can serve as a 

medium to further engage Canada. Canada has itself taken this approach to China by taking 

advantage of its growing Chinese-Canadian population. The strongest ties between China and 

Canada are private social connections, which foster business development.178 “People-to-people 

linkages” increasingly define Canada-China relations. The Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada 

considers that while Canada’s economic destiny will remain in North America “…for the 

foreseeable future, there is a case to be made for Canada, and British Columbia in Particular, having 

special connections to Asia, fostered by the large Asian Canadian population.”179 Despite the small 

number of Mexicans who enter Canada, especially compared to those of Chinese origin, there is 

still potential to take advantage of people-to-people linkages. If this potential is used, the loss of 

human and financial capital, could neutralize the negative impact, or even translate into a stronger 

North American relationship. 
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CHAPTER VII  

 

CONCLUSION  

 

7.1 Motivations, Constraints and factors of influence: General Findings  

 

Several issues influence the decision to migrate. They are all related to the search for better 

opportunities, a better quality of life, and marriage. Constraints to migration include the high cost of 

immigration, policy conditions, and the lack of kinship networks. Over 2, 400 individuals have 

overcome these constraints; and many of them experience similar issues that define their 

resettlement process. The interviews conducted for this research project allowed me to create a 

profile of the Mexican community in Vancouver. This is a community has a relatively high standard 

of living. Human and financial capital certainly aids the resettlement process. Nonetheless, Mexican 

individuals face certain obstacles that limit the maximization of their human and financial capital. 

Much of the empirical evidence gathered, coincides with earlier findings expressed in the literature 

review. This is especially the case regarding the experiences of other Canadian immigrant groups. 

First of all, as other immigrants in Canada, Mexicans are likely to arrive with a high stock of human 

capital (regardless of its transferability) and turn to self-employment. Secondly, the main obstacles 

faced regarding insertion in the labour market are non-recognition of credentials and inadequate 

language skills. The non-recognition of foreign credentials, and the limited returns to this human 

capital, is what encourages individuals to become self-employed. It is these obstacles, and the 

choices made in an effort to overcome them, that strongly influence the resettlement experience of 

Mexicans in Vancouver. 

 

Regarding obstacles to social capital, Language skills also play a prominent role in the ability of 

Mexican individuals to become integrated with the rest of society. Without the proper English 

language skills, individuals are unable to form social bonds with the larger community. However, 

distance and time constraints – as in all Canadian metropolises- also limit social contact and the 

formation of social capital. City life seems to have a stronger effect on the creation of nationality-

based social capital, than on bridging social capital. 

 

The findings also point out that Mexicans differ from other Canadian immigrants in that they have 

not formed an enclave economy. They also do not count on a complex kinship network, as other 

immigrant communities with a longer presence in Canada. The issue of kinship networks differs 

 69



from the experience recorded of Mexican immigration into the United States as well. Certain words 

-such as most, many, the majority- are used often throughout this study. This is because the 

individualistic nature of Mexican immigration to Canada causes individuals to make different 

choices, and results in different outcomes regarding integration. Nonetheless, these findings allow 

me to present a basic profile of the Mexican community, and common circumstances surrounding 

their resettlement in the Vancouver CMA. 

 

7.2 The Role of Human Capital 

 

Human capital plays a key role in the final decision to migrate. The endowment of human capital is 

what allows individuals to overcome the constraints to migration. Since Mexicans do not rely on 

kinship networks, it is their skills that make them more likely to qualify through Canadian 

immigration policy. Individuals with high stocks of human capital are more likely to have turned it 

into financial capital in Mexico. Therefore, these are the individuals who can afford the cost of 

travel. 

 

Human capital also plays a key role in resettlement and integration. Language skills are important in 

that they allow individuals to communicate and build social bonds throughout Vancouver’s diverse 

population. Language skills are also key to the individual’s ability to find employment, or to obtain 

the education that will increase their employability. Thus human capital, and the individual’s ability 

to upgrade their stock once in Canada, is essential to effective integration. Human capital is all the 

more important considering the lack of co-national social support upon arrival. In the case of 

Mexicans who travel to Vancouver, the migration decision is made individually in the search of 

“self-fulfilment” or benefits for the immediate family. Field (2003) mentions Ulrich Beck´s 

argument that “…we live in an age where the ethic of  ' individual self-fulfilment and achievements 

is the most powerful current in modern society'180 This line of thought follows the neoclassical 

“…assumptions of methodological individualism.”181  

 

This may be the most powerful current in modern society -and even the most accepted- but not 

necessarily the most effective. The formula of upgrading human capital for integration is 

straightforward, but it does not guarantee that individuals will go on to find employment and 

maximize the application of their human capital. Individuals may no be able to access the means to 

                                                 
180 John Field, p.91. 
181 F.R. Woolley, p. 361. 
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increase human capital. Thus the pursuit for integration based solely on human capital does not 

guarantee that all community needs are addressed. Neoclassical theory certainly does not effectively 

address social integration or the promotion of community identity. 

 

7.3 The Role of Social Capital 

 

Kinship networks are not present in the Mexican community because of the individualistic nature of 

the migration process. Thus the community has turned to different means of organization and 

participation in order to integrate into society and find assistance in resettlement. The two facets of 

social capital that are developing, and are of great use to the community, are nationality-based 

networks and bridging social capital. The two forms of social capital influence different aspects of 

resettlement. In this conclusion, I will present them separately for the sake of clarity. 

 

7.3.1 Nationality-Based Social Capital 

 

The need for community organization and the desire of several individuals to express their culture 

prompted the formation of several associations and organizations. Several associations target the 

Latin American community as a whole, but a few others are geared toward the Mexican 

community. The nationality based organizations serve as a platform for communication and cultural 

expression rather than a network that has tangible goals. Yet social interaction is important to the 

exchange of information, and thus, the formation of social capital. The interesting fact is that 

individuals who are members of at least one of these organizations, are in contact with the rest of 

the organizations and the Mexican members that belong to these. Furthermore, the organizations are 

in contact with representatives of the Mexican consulate. It seems that people involved in these 

organizations attend some of the same social functions. Yet, individuals who are not directly 

involved with this sector of the community only socialize with a small number of Mexicans…if 

they do at all. Thus, the community is divided in the group of people who are involved in 

organizations and in contact with Mexican government representatives, and the group who is more 

or less isolated from them. Therefore it seems that the way to reach the more cohesive sector of the 

Mexican community is through one of these organizations. This situation is to be expected, as it is a 

feature of social capital networks. Networks tend to” …include people with similar quantities of 
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knowledge…more knowledgeable people will have larger networks and they will gain more 

information from each contact in the network…”182

 

Furthermore, social capital based on nationality is the link to a communal expression of culture. I 

was told by an interviewee that many Mexican individuals have strong cultural roots, but no way to 

express them. It is associations that facilitate the exercise of a right granted by Canada’s policy on 

multiculturalism.  

 

So far, the Mexican community’s organizations do not offer substantial resettlement support. 

Individuals may offer each other informal advice, but there is no system for the exchange of 

information. Interestingly enough, it is through a Mexican government initiative that the community 

may be able to access this sort of support in the future. Through a community website, individuals 

will tentatively have access to employment opportunities, as well as concrete advice regarding life 

in Vancouver. The involvement of Mexican government representatives encourages translational 

links that are prominent in the exchanges of so many migrant groups with their source country. 

 

Thus, nationality-based social capital is growing, but is not widespread throughout the community. 

Its role is important for the expression of culture and identity, as well as the exchange of 

information that is helpful to resettlement. The information that is available mostly regards 

adjustment to the Canadian Market, which features multi-ethnic consumers and an economy based 

in the service sector. Community cohesion is not only useful for resettlement and cultural 

expression. It is also an important vehicle for transnational contact, and an opportunity for the 

Mexican government to strengthen their presence in Canada. In this way it will be possible to retain 

some of the benefits lost with the flight of human capital. 

 

7.3.2 Building Bridges 

 

An important by-product of the non-governmental Mexican associations is the formation of 

bridging social capital. The bridging occurs by including the rest of Canada’s multicultural society 

in their functions. The Mexican Business Association does this by organizing seminars that are 

geared to Mexicans as well as the wider population, or by sharing itself as forum of communication 

with Canadians of non-Mexican background. The cultural association does this by exposing the rest 

of society to Mexican culture. Although language is key to facilitating communication throughout 

                                                 
182 Collier, p.38. 
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the communities, the possession human capital alone does not insure integration and acceptance for 

an individual. Associations are able to foster social exchanges that promote understanding and 

development of common interests (i.e. business) that create bridging social capital.  

 

This type of social capital is important for the integration of Mexicans into the broader community. 

There are several Canadian (governmental and non-governmental) organizations that encourage 

“bridging”. They are organizations that help all Canadian immigrants surpass barriers to integration. 

It is, however, remarkable and important to integration, when organizations started by a specific 

community (for a specific community in mind) attract members and participants who are not co-

nationals. For Canada and the formation of a national identity, bridging social capital is perhaps the 

most important manifestation of integration.  

 

Turning once more to the other side of the coin, successful integration that occurs hand-in-hand 

with nationality based social capital, is beneficial for the source country. If Mexico is to reach the 

goals it has set out through the formation of the IME, it is in its best interest to encourage bridging 

social capital. In the end, as an individual mentioned, it is Mexican individuals who represent the 

country. 

 

7.4 Concluding Remarks 

 

The social capital explanation does not claim that it is impossible to integrate into Vancouver 

society without relying on co-nationals and associations. Several interviewees formed their own 

social connections in other ways. However, associations facilitate the process by offering a way to 

access different networks and contact to a wider sector of the community. I must emphasize that 

social capital formation is only in its beginning stages. Yet its potential benefits are already visible. 

The Mexican community is simultaneously creating networks with co-nationals and the wider 

community. This is because the recent increase in the number of Mexicans entering Canada has 

created a growing need for social capital formation. A growing population can sustain networks 

more effectively. Furthermore, as this network is being built and not readily available, there is more 

pressure to integrate with the rest of society. Despite the significance of social capital, human 

capital continues to be imperative as it lays down the foundation for communication, an exchange 

of more valuable information. Human capital helps to avoid the isolation of networks by giving 

individuals the tools to continue the search for better opportunities. 
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In his well known book titled “Bowling Alone”,183 Robert Putnam suggested that in the United 

States people were becoming disengaged and social capital was suffering. In many cases, diversity 

as well as migration may cause the traditional understanding of networks to become obsolete. In the 

case of Mexicans in Vancouver social capital is certainly weak, but its presence is not obsolete. Its 

formation, and the inclusion of a multiethnic society, certainly challenges the traditional 

understanding of social networks. However, it also presents a new set of possibilities for its 

constructive application.   
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