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In 2004, Daood Hamdani collaborated with CCMW to examine the employment outcomes of
Canadian Muslim women and found these women to be overqualified yet underemployed at
higher rates than the general Canadian population. Twenty years later, (how) have things
changed? Are employment disparities still confronting Canadian Muslim women?

Findings of the current study indicate that Canadian Muslim women remain under- and
unemployed at significantly higher rates than the general Canadian population. Canadian
Muslim women are less likely to report being employed, working full-time, and holding senior
or middle management positions compared with the general Canadian population. Conversely,
they are more likely to report working part-time and being unemployed while looking for work.
To help uncover why these rates persist, several sociodemographic indicators are examined in
the ways they create barriers and/or facilitators to Canadian Muslim women’s employment.

Citizenship
Canadian born Muslim women reported the highest levels of
employment and full-time work, followed by naturalized Canadian
Muslim women and Muslim women who do not have Canadian
citizenship. Muslim women seem to be especially penalized for
not having Canadian citizenship: while Muslim women who are not
Canadian citizens are least likely to be employed and working full-
time, adults generally who are not Canadian citizens are most
likely.

Canadian birth did not confer consistent benefits: Canadian born
Muslim women reported similar levels of unemployment while
looking for work as Muslim women who are not Canadian citizens.
The percentage of Canadian born Muslim women unemployed
and looking for work is twice that of the general Canadian born
adult population.

Canadian Muslim women who entered Canada as refugees report
much greater challenges to employment compared with those
who entered as skilled or sponsored immigrants. Further breaking
this down: not all refugees are treated the same, as Afghan
women reported Ukrainian refugees were provided with additional
resources they did not have access to.
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Knowledge of official languages

Canadian Muslim women who speak both official languages reported
the highest average employment, on par with the general population.
Francophone Canadian Muslim women reported higher averages
compared to their Anglophonic counterparts. Those who spoke neither
official language reported the lowest employment outcomes, at a rate
significantly lower than their general adult counterparts. Though similar
patterns appeared for full-time work status, Canadian Muslim women
reported poorer outcomes across language skill categories compared
to the general Canadian adult sample. While Francophone Canadian
Muslim women enjoyed better outcomes related to employment,
unemployment, and full-time work status, Anglophone Canadian Muslim
women reported higher representation in legislative, senior
management, and middle management positions

Narrative data reveal that language skills, especially familiarity with
Canadian vernacular English, is an evolving experience. Across
interviews and immigrant generations, it was clear women identified
language and conversational skills as a barrier at the workplace.
Immigrant participants noted the Canadian vernacular is different from
English in their countries of origin. Canadian born Muslim women also
echoed difficulty in navigating their white colleagues’ conversations.

Generation of immigration

Immigrants who were born elsewhere and relocate to Canada are referred to as first generation Canadians, and
their children who are born in Canada are referred to as second generation Canadians. Children born in Canada
to second generation Canadians are referred to as third generation Canadians. Canadian Muslim women’s
employment outcomes improved with every successive generation. This contrasts with the pattern for the
general Canadian adult sample, where second generation Canadians enjoyed the best outcomes.

In terms of experiential differences by immigrant generation, second generation Canadian Muslim women report
more subtle forms of discrimination while their first generation counterparts share much more overtly racist
experiences. First generation immigrant Canadian Muslim women often framed their own employment
experiences as a sacrifice for their second generation Canadian children, while second generation Canadian
Muslim women indicate their first generation Canadian parents hold them to unrealistic career expectations.

Race/ethnicity

In each category of racial or ethnic identity, Canadian Muslim women had poorer employment outcomes
compared to their general Canadian counterparts. The exceptions were for East Asian Canadian Muslim women,
who were on par with East Asian Canadian women of any faith, and Latin American Canadian Muslim women,
who report lower unemployment rates compared to the general Latin American Canadian adult population. Arab
and West Asian Canadian Muslim women reported rates on par with their general Canadian counterparts,
indicating that non-Muslim Arab and West Asian Canadians may be experiencing discrimination related to
Islamophobia because of their ethnic identity regardless of their religious identity.

The racialization of the workplace through racial hierarchies and segregation was highlighted in interviews.
Regardless of generation of immigration, Canadian Muslim women who worked in racially hierarchical and
segregated settings, with white leadership and racialized subordinates, reported feeling more aware of their
own racial subjectivity. They were keenly aware of their racial minority status when experiencing various social
barriers at work, including socializing during and outside of work hours. Immigrant Black Canadian Muslim

women are especially excluded by workplace racial hierarchies.
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Location of studies

Canadian Muslim women who studied in North or South America not including Canada (i.e. “other Americas”)
reported the highest levels of employment, followed by those who studied in Canada and Europe. Those who
studied in South, Southeast, and East Asia were disadvantaged in comparison. This pattern was not observed
for the general Canadian population, thus the differences between Canadian Muslim women and the general
Canadian adult sample who studied in South, Southeast, and East Asia were more dramatic than those who
studied elsewhere.

In interviews, Canadian Muslim women who studied in their countries of origin reported having difficulty in
getting their credentials recognized in Canada. Even those who were able to get their credentials recognized
were confronted with an anti-immigrant bias, reflected in the rejection of their credentials (both degrees and
experience). Of those who are not able to get their credentials recognized, some are able to mobilize
resources and return to school for additional education while others are not. Those who do not return to
school are forced to find alternative career paths, often turning to unskilled or entry level work. Through this
experience of having their credentials rejected and unrecognized, participants described the toll on their
mental wellbeing, their sense of self and self-esteem, and the loss of human capital.

Education

Increasing levels of education resulted in better employment outcomes for Canadian Muslim women, with one
exception: regardless of education status, a consistent proportion of Canadian Muslim women reported
looking for work while unemployed. This is unexpected, considering unemployment levels dropped off for the
general Canadian population at increasing levels of education. Likewise, as education levels increased,
Canadian Muslim women were less likely to report full-time work and more likely to report part-time work
compared to the general Canadian adult sample. Thus, compared to their counterparts in the general
population, more highly education Canadian Muslim women report especially poor outcomes.

Not surprisingly, during interviews many participants named education, and supports for education (e.g.
financial assistance) as major enablers on their career paths. Thus, it is worth noting what barriers to education
Canadian Muslim women encounter, including financial barriers, unsupportive spouses, a lack of adequate
childcare assistance, especially daycare, and systemic workplace discrimination.

Area of studies

Generally, Canadian Muslim women who studied in the science, technology (including computer science and
information technology), engineering, mathematics (STEM) and health care fields enjoyed better employment
outcomes than did Canadian Muslim women who studied in the arts and humanities, social and behavioural
sciences, law, and trades and services. Canadian Muslim women without postsecondary education are
especially disadvantaged: compared with Canadians generally, Canadian Muslim women without

postsecondary education are nearly half as likely to report current employment.
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Marital status

Canadian Muslim women in common law unions reported the most favourable employment outcomes, followed
by those who have never married, those who are currently married, and those who are not currently married
(widows and divorcees). However, Canadian Muslim women who are not currently married reported being as
likely to be employed and working full-time as the general population of Canadian widows and divorced
women, and more likely to be unemployed and looking for work.

Canadian employers and Muslim women who participated in interviews offered a countervailing mechanism that
marital status creates for women’s employment: while supportive spouses can be an immense career enabler,
unsupportive spouses can effectively sabotage Canadian Muslim women’s career trajectories. Supports
husbands (and male relatives) provide include encouraging wives to study and pursue the kinds of work the
women actually wanted to do; assisting wives with transportation (e.g. daily commute); sharing in household
tasks, including cooking, cleaning, and childcare; leveraging their professional and work networks to find job
opportunities for their wives; and generally, they did not create additional barriers to sabotage their wives’
career aspirations. Some husbands provided ambivalent support (e.g., even as they gave “permission” to allow
their wives to work, they maintained limitations on what types of work their wives could engage in).

Age of Children

Compared with the general sample of Canadian women, Canadian
Muslim women’s employment was more negatively impacted by the
presence of children across outcomes. During interviews, most women
reported the presence of children in the home created a barrier,
especially those who did not have a supportive spouse or other family
(e.g. mothers) they could turn to for childcare assistance. It was not
surprising that a main support women reported was childcare support,
especially daycare. Even among the Canadian Muslim women who are
utilizing childcare supports, there remains a clear need for additional
services and programs to help meet the care deficit. Additionally,
Canadian Muslim women with children also named remote work and
time flexibility as enablers to employment. Although the lack of
childcare creates a barrier, because raising children is expensive, they
also motivated women to pursue paid work. This in turn limited unpaid
opportunities, like volunteer work for newcomer women.

Province

Canadian Muslim women reported the most favourable employment outcomes in Quebec, followed by British
Columbia, Newfoundland and Labrador, Manitoba, Alberta, Saskatchewan, Ontario, Nova Scotia, and New
Brunswick. Although the order of provinces shifted a bit when considered different outcomes, Quebec
remained at the top and New Brunswick at the bottom. In provinces where Canadian Muslim women experience
poorer outcomes, the general sample of Canadian adults do not experience the same; indeed, while Canadian
Muslim women seem on par with the general population in Quebec and Newfoundland and Labrador, they lag
behind significantly in other provinces, with the biggest difference in New Brunswick.

During interviews, Canadian Muslim women described and compared provinces. In comparisons with Ontario
and Quebec, New Brunswick was framed as a less favorable province for Canadian Muslims, but Newfoundland
and Labrador was painted as a better alternative for Canadian Muslim families with children. Among Canadian
Muslim women based in Quebec, women described having work opportunities limited by anti-Muslim
legislature, reported being silenced outside of work by their employers, and consistently mentioned hijab-
donning women face more difficult challenges. Despite this, most women in the French language group
reported not personally experiencing anti-Muslim discrimination, instead framing their experiences as other
types of discrimination. 6



Age group

Canadian Muslim women are less likely to be employed, working full-time, or hold management positions
compared to the general Canadian adult population regardless of age. Conversely, Canadian Muslim
women are more likely to be unemployed and looking for work or working part-time than the general
Canadian adult population regardless of age. Through interviews with Canadian Muslim women, it
became evident that both younger and older Canadian Muslim women experienced age-based
discrimination of different kinds. While younger Canadian Muslim women’s expertise and authority were
questioned, older Canadian Muslim women faced old age discrimination.

Longitudinal analysis

Longitudinal analyses track changes over time, and in this study changes from 2011 were noted against
the 2021 Census. Canadian Muslim women’s employment status remains consistent, but a portion of
Canadian Muslim women have shifted from those who had never worked in 2011 to now unemployed and
looking for work in 2021. A smaller proportion of Canadian Muslim women report working full-time, and a
greater proportion report working part-time. One promising change is in legislative and senior
management positions, where the percent of Canadian Muslim women almost doubled from 2011 to
2021. However, it is important to note that Canadian Muslim women remain underrepresented by over
fourfold when compared to the general Canadian public.

Mental health and wellbeing

For participants who are currently employed and satisfied with their positions, there was evidence that
engaging in paid work supported their mental wellbeing. Conversely, poor work conditions negatively
impact mental wellbeing. These poor conditions include precarious employment, chronic under- and
unemployment, lack of control over work conditions (e.g. timing or location), precarious or insecure work
situations, and racial barriers barring Muslim women from advancement. Findings also indicate that
Canadian Muslim women are internalizing their under- and unemployment issues as personal flaws.
Several report seeking therapeutic support to identify what they need to change about themselves, even
though the issue they are confronted by is a social problem rather than a personal problem.

Workplace hierarchy

Canadian Muslim women identified that race and gender segregation placed the majority of people of colour
and immigrants in public service-oriented positions with no authority, white women in middle management
above them, and white men in senior management at the top of an organization’s hierarchy. These three levels
of employment resulted in staunch differences in Canadian Muslim women’s workplace experiences, including
different kinds of employment barriers. Canadian Muslim women who report the most optimism are those still
training for their careers and may be working part-time or temporary jobs in the lower levels of employment,
and have not yet hit the job market where they will compete for middle and upper levels of employment.

Unwelcoming environments

As Canadian Muslim women climb up the workplace hierarchy, they experience increasing levels of
discrimination and hostility. In mid-level employment, this was described by women as a general feeling of not
belonging, as women said they “can’t put my finger on it,” but that, “there are hidden blocks,” and they feel like
their coworkers “just don’t want us there.” Women in upper levels of employment especially felt there were
targeted and systematic attempts at blocking their progress and/or making their lives difficult at work. As
mentioned above, when confronted by these increasingly hostile workplace environments, women in upper
levels of employment, especially those in senior management, report not wanting to continue advancing given

the diminishing rewards and increasing discrimination.
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Institutional racism

Institutional racism can be described, briefly, as the ways in which racial hierarchies are maintained within
organizations. In the current study, institutional racism can be identified through policies (e.g., not being allowed
to modify breaks to accommodate Ramadan fasting), practices (e.g., socializing at bars after work hours), and
characteristics of an organization (e.g., white-only mentors or senior employees) that create systemic barriers
for Canadian Muslim women. Similar to the above subsection, findings indicate that women’s experiences of
institutional racism increase as they climb up the workplace hierarchy.

Workplace diversity

While most Canadian Muslim women across the r

three levels of workplace hierarchy report < W
dissatisfaction with the diversity and inclusivity of
their workplaces, these reports are especially
concentrated among women in middle and upper
levels of employment. Especially among the upper
levels of employment, women report feeling
diversity and inclusion is performative, not
transformative: there was no real structural change
in their workplace organizations. This was echoed by
all racialized employers and only some of the white
employers who participated in interviews. Canadian
Muslim women in senior level positions consistently
reported pressure to conform to Eurocentric norms.
Canadian Muslim women also noted the issue of
“coconuts,” or people of colour who may be visible
minorities but have taken on white dominant culture
and internalized racism.

Life course and cohort effects

Especially for the second generation, Canadian Muslim women’s career trajectory followed a similar pattern:
when the women are younger, typically university students, they easily find work, and they typically work part-
time entry level or retail positions while balancing school and other commitments. However, as they begin to
transition to finding careers—stable, permanent, full-time work, they struggle to secure positions. This struggle
follows Canadian Muslim women to retirement. Findings also indicate the possibility of cohort effects: both
September 11th and the heinous murder of George Floyd sparked reconfigurations around the social
construction of race in Canada in contrasting ways.

Policies that need rethinking

Policies may have been created with the intention of supporting the employees, however in practice these
policies create additional barriers for Canadian Muslim women as well as Canadians more generally. These
policies include approaches to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) practices; religious accommodations;
health insurance and benefits; and reporting mechanisms at the workplace.

Effective Resources
In terms of finding work, several Canadian Muslim women shared they found utility in their family and
friend networks, including social media (e.g. Instagram or WhatsApp groups), applying online

(LinkedIn, Indeed, Charity Village, and online job boards), and, for those already employed...
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... advancing through internal opportunities. When it came to enablers that allowed Canadian Muslim
women to continue working for pay, they mention daycare and other forms of childcare; supportive
colleagues or work team, especially a caring manager; supportive home environment and family (to
coordinate care, chores, and commuting); transportation to commute; location flexibility (e.g., remote
work); time flexibility, and being able to take breaks as need for prayer or fast breaking; intrinsic
value of the work itself; and the employee assistance program, which one participant shared was
more effective than her union. These resources are not only effective for Canadian Muslim women
but would be valuable for Canadians more generally.

Relationships: Networks and Mentors

Findings indicate the dire need for networking opportunities that connect immigrants with members
of professional, occupational, or trade networks, and additional resources that would help
immigrants and other Canadians build meaningful and useful connections. While some immigrants
are able to do this by volunteering, securing paid work through uncompensated labour is an
expensive route. The findings also indicate the importance of and need for diverse mentors in
achieving desirable employment opportunities and career advancement.

Missing Supports

It is important to note that not all participants had access to the aforementioned resources;
affordable childcare and before/after school programs were especially named as needed supports
among the resources listed above. Immigrant Canadian Muslim women named needing support with
technology training, social media skills and self-promotion training, financial aid for education,
credential transfer assistance, and career advising. Participants, regardless of generation of
immigration, reported additional missing supports including employment programs, in-house
supports to network, prayer space, and religious accommodations.

Areas for future research

Discussions on avenues for future research can be found in the summary of findings and in the final section
of the report below. Every completed study raises new research questions even as it addresses others,
and lines of inquiry emerging from the current study are listed here:

¢ Are Canadian Muslim women more likely to be looking for work while employed compared to the general
Canadian adult population? Why?

¢ Are Canadian Muslim women more likely to be in precarious employment situations compared to the
general Canadian adult population? Why?

¢ Why are Muslim women more severely penalized for not having Canadian citizenship compared to the
general adult non-citizen population?

o What are the social and employment experiences of non-citizen Muslim women in Canada? Why is there
such a high proportion with missing employment data in the Census?

¢ Why are Muslim women more severely penalized for neither French nor English compared to the general
adult population without these official language skills? What employment facilitators and enablers support
the general Canadian population without official language skills?

¢ Despite generally having more positive employment outcomes, why do Francophone Canadian Muslim
women have poorer outcomes in terms of representation in legislative, senior management, and middle
management positions compared to their Anglophone counterpart?



How many generations of immigration does it take for Canadian Muslim women to be on par with the
general Canadian population?

How does Islamophobia impact non-Muslim Canadians who are racialized as Muslim (e.g. non-Muslim
Arab and non-Muslim West Asian Canadians)? How do non-Muslim Canadians experience this
racialization?

What are East Asian women’s employment experiences? What resources, supports, and enablers are
they drawing on to facilitate favourable employment outcomes?

Why does education in South and Southeast Asia negatively impact Canadian Muslim women’s
employment outcomes, but not the general Canadian population?

Why do Canadian Muslim women experience a decreasing (employment) return on their (educational)
investments? Why does education not have the same payoff for Canadian Muslim women as it does for
the general Canadian population?

What are the social drivers for Canadian Muslim men who support their wives’ employment? What is the
meaning-making process when engaging in domestic work for these men?

What employment and social supports do widowed and divorced Canadian Muslim women need?

What supports enable Canadian Muslim mothers of infants to maintain employment in management
positions?

How do Quebec-based Canadian Muslim women understand anti-Muslim legislation? What kinds of racial
awareness or reflexivity do they engage in?

Why are employment and unemployment averages for Canadian Muslim women so low in New
Brunswick? What are the experiences of Canadian Muslim women in New Brunswick?

What is the long-term impact of September 11th on Canadian Muslim women who entered the labour
market in 20017

How will the restructuring of workplaces following the racial awakening brought on by Black Lives Matter
impact the experience of racialized minorities, including Canadian Muslim women?

How do social and economic realities in Canada shape global political and economic forces? Do
immigrant receiving countries like Canada exacerbate global economic inequality by failing to integrate
immigrants?
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