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Abstract 

 Rising housing costs, in terms of both rent and ownership costs, have been posing 

challenges to the Canadian population in forming independent households and attaining 

homeownership, especially to immigrants who had lower homeownership rates since the 1980s. 

This paper investigates the impacts of housing affordability and the three elements of the housing 

pathways framework - economic resources, family composition, and cultural variations - on 

household formation and homeownership differences between the Canadian-born and five 

racialized immigrant groups. Using the Public Use Census data and the “double cohort” 

analytical approach, the study also assesses their housing progress from 2006 to 2016. The 

results demonstrate that housing affordability hinders immigrants from forming independent 

households, in particular owner households. Furthermore, the results show that even after 

controlling for a range of socioeconomic factors related to housing pathways, immigrants of 

different races have a stronger motivation to become homeowners than the Canadian-born. 

Keywords: Housing affordability, immigrants, household formation, homeownership 
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Introduction 

 Housing cost has been the biggest expenditure for most households. With the rise of 

housing and rental prices in Canada, housing affordability has been given more attention. In 

2016, 24.1 percent of Canadians were in core housing need (Statistics Canada, 2017). The 

proportion was higher among the low-income population and immigrants. Furthermore, the 

homeownership rate experienced its first-time decline since 1971 (Statistics Canada, 2017). In 

2017, the Government of Canada announced a ten-year National Housing Strategy to ensure 

more Canadians have access to affordable housing. Racialized groups and recent immigrants are 

among the most vulnerable population identified under this initiative.  

 Since the 1990s, homeownership has becoming more attractive due to low interest rates 

and the governmental assistance to homeowners, which likely contributed to rising housing 

prices. At the same time, the increasing number of purpose-built rental units and decreasing 

social housing supply raised monthly rents. Surging housing costs in owner-occupied and rental 

market in comparison to the slower income growth have created barriers for more people to have 

access to affordable housing including the immigrant population. This paper aims to examine the 

impacts of housing affordability on immigrants’ household formation and homeownership rates. 

The population of interest in this study is racialized immigrant groups. As early as 1981, 

immigrants’ homeownership rates used to exceed the rates of the Canadian-born in Montreal, 

Toronto, and Vancouver, but the advantages began to disappear since then (Haan, 2005). The 

standard consumer choice model explained most part of the rise in Canadian homeownership 

over time, but only half of the changes in immigrant homeownership. This suggests that factors 

like ethnic and cultural backgrounds may also play a role. 
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The paper begins by introducing the concept of housing pathways. According to the 

housing pathways framework, the gaps of housing outcomes can be attributed to financial 

resources, differences of demographic and family composition, as well as ethnic and cultural 

variations. Next, I apply the housing pathways framework and literature review in analyzing how 

immigrants and their Canadian counterparts differ in these determinants and how these 

differences translate into the household formation and homeownership gaps. In the second 

section, I use multinomial regression models and data from the Public Use Canadian Census 

from 2006 and 2016 to examine the impacts of each set of the key independent and control 

variables on the dependent variable, householder status. The ‘difference-in-differences’ 

analytical technique is used in the models to compare the housing progressions of both 

immigrants and the Canadian-born over the ten-year period. The results demonstrate that 

although immigrants are in a more adverse position on the housing ladder to start with, they also 

experience faster growth than the Canadian-born in forming independent households, especially 

owner households. The results also confirm that family life cycle and labour market outcomes 

explicate the gaps of housing outcomes between the two groups, but the link between ethnic and 

cultural background and household formation is weak. Most importantly, housing affordability is 

the factor that impede immigrants from both renting and owning homes, and the impacts are 

bigger in homeownership than renting.  

 The effect of affordability on residential experiences are understudied, so this research 

contributes to fill the knowledge gap and assist future research. Furthermore, it provides more 

quantitative evidence to help policymakers pinpoint obstacles to overcome and areas to improve 

immigrants’ household formation and homeownership rates. 
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Literature Review 

The Concept of Housing Pathways 

The concept of housing pathway builds on the idea of housing career. A housing career is 

considered a hierarchy of residential mobility where people move from the bottom of the housing 

market to a more desirable housing situation (Beer et al., 2011). Kendig (1984) notes that family 

life cycle and economic resources are the primary drivers of whether households are 

independently formed and whether households attain rental or owner occupancy. 

Family structure plays a pivotal role in people’s housing careers (Mulder & Lauster, 

2010; Murdie et al., 1999). Housing demands and preferences vary by different life stages, 

including adulthood, marriage, childbearing, childrearing, and divorce. Leaving the parental 

home is one of the important markers of the transition to adulthood and social autonomy (Beer et 

al., 2011; Settersten & Ray, 2010). After moving out, single young adults choose renting since 

they have a higher tendency to experience residential relocation at the early stages of job career. 

Married couples choose owning a home, as they are in a committed long-term relationship and 

hope to live in a stable and secure environment (Clark & Huang, 2003; Gristein-Weiss et al., 

2011). They are also more likely to afford mortgage payment with two incomes than one. Once 

the families have children, they continue trading up for a larger dwelling for children to have 

more space to play (Clark & Davies Withers, 2007). On the other hand, people who experience 

dissolution of a marriage or cohabitation have a higher propensity to leave owner-occupation 

than those who remain married (Feijten & van Ham, 2010).  

Housing decisions are made not only based on household preferences, but are also subject 

to financial constraints (Alba & Logan, 1992; Flippen, 2001). As individuals acquire more 
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financial resources, they move up the housing ladder from leaving parents’ home, becoming 

independent renters, to becoming first-time homebuyers, to trading up and moving to bigger 

homes (Morrow-Jones & Wenning, 2005). It is because people with higher economic status have 

greater risk tolerances which transfers into preferences for homeownership (Henderson & 

Ioannides, 1983). For example, people with lower incomes or in lower classes are forced to leave 

parental homes at later ages to save housing costs, people in the middle class move up from non-

householders to independent renters, as their savings are not sufficient to enter homeownership at 

this early stage of their lives, and finally people with higher economic status are able to pay off 

mortgages and advance in their housing careers.  

In regards to a housing pathway, Clapham (2002) defines it as “patterns of interaction 

(practices) concerning house and home, over time and space”. Acknowledging the economic and 

life-course considerations in housing careers, this approach also rejects the embedded 

assumption of the housing career concept that households have a common set of preferences and 

they work towards the universal housing goal rationally (Beers et al., 2011; Clapham, 2002). 

Instead, the housing pathway approach attaches social meanings to the housing consumption, 

arguing that one’s housing career is inextricably connected with ethnic-cultural factors 

(Özüekren & van Kempen, 2002). 

  Firstly, the interpretation of ‘home’ and ‘family’, as well as the strength of family ties in 

different cultural traditions are associated with households’ living arrangements (Chang, 2013). 

For example, the beliefs in independence and individualism, as well as the desire for privacy and 

self-sufficiency urge Americans to leave parental home early and form nuclear families, since 

children who stay home longer are considered as dependent or not achieving success in their 

profession (Bull & Gross, 2018). Conversely, co-residence and multigenerational households are 
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more prevalent in countries that have strong family ties, including Italy, Asian and Latin 

American countries (Alesina & Giuliano, 2013). Manacorda and Moretti (2006) suggest that co-

residence rates are high among Italian youths since parents are happier when their children live 

with them. In Asian culture, the preferences of co-residence with parents are shaped by the 

family-oriented collective ideology and filial piety in East Asia (Chang, 2013). Regardless of the 

motivations, the strength of family ties in different cultural norms remarkably affects the 

intimacy and living arrangement behaviors in different countries. 

Secondly, ethnic minority households may face racial profiling and discrimination in 

housing market. Private landlords may prefer renting their places to people who are Whites and 

speak fluent English based on race, name, and language proficiency, discouraging people of 

colour from entering rental market and forcing them into homeownership (Carpusor & Loges, 

2006; Massey & Lundy, 2001).  

 In summary, the three key elements of the housing pathways framework – economic 

resources, family life cycle, and cultural and ethnic variations – explain household formation and 

homeownership discrepancies between two certain groups.  

Housing Affordability: An Issue in Canada 

Housing affordability is a social issue in the past two decades that affects all households 

since shelter is a necessity for every household. With a higher portion of their incomes being 

allocated to housing costs, households have less funds available to spend on food, healthcare, 

transportation, childcare. This will further hinder people’s quality of life and the overall 

economy (Molina, 2017). While housing affordability measurement is not strictly defined, the 

most popular one used by researchers is shelter-cost-to-income-ratio (STIR). Housing is 
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considered affordable if a household spend less the 30 percent of household income on shelter 

expense (Engeland et al., 2008). In recent years, housing affordability issue has been more severe 

and intensifying the housing burdens. From 1985 to 2009, the proportion of renters and owners 

experiencing housing affordability issue surged from 30 percent and 15 percent to around 50 

percent and 25 percent, respectively (Molina, 2017). This is because of the unsynchronized 

growths between income and housing cost have been leading to higher percentage of STIR. On 

the one hand, income has been stagnant due to the decline of union, loose labour policies, and the 

shift of economic structure from manufacturing to services (Gould, 2015). On the other hand, 

housing costs have surged dramatically over the past forty years, especially since 2000 (Flanagan 

& Wilson, 2013). The problem is more acute in metropolitan areas. Adjusted for CPI, median 

income in Toronto decrease by 3 percent whereas median rent rose by 4 percent from 2006 to 

2016 (CMHC, 2020; Statistics Canada, 2020).  

Housing affordability issue is unevenly distributed among non-households, renters, and 

homeowners. According to the economic resources perspective in the housing pathways 

framework, housing ladder is closely connected to income class. As a result, rising housing costs 

influence those who are at the bottom of the housing hierarchy the most. In the United States, 

researchers find that increasing housing expense is one of the determinants of young adults 

delaying their timing of leaving home to form independent households (Choi et al., 2018). 

During the housing market boom in early 2000s, rising housing costs and rental charges in 

Ireland made housing less affordable, discouraging people from forming independent households 

(Byrne et al., 2018). Similarly, low- and moderate-income renter households are vulnerable when 

facing increasing rental fees (Molina, 2017). Growing housing prices and down payments further 

limit their opportunities of becoming homeowners, so they can only either stay as renters and pay 
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higher rent, or live with other households and endure worsen housing quality. Although 

homeowners carry higher housing cost burdens than renters, they also have more financial 

buffers. Increases in housing prices reflect housing value appreciation and accumulation of 

homeowners’ net worth. They are able to receive capital gains through home sales on top of their 

higher incomes (Alba & Logan, 1992). Moreover, homeowners benefit from mortgage rate drop 

over the years so that the increases of housing costs are not as volatile as renters. Even faced 

with affordability issues, homeowners have more alternative tenure options than renters and non-

householders by returning to be renters, while the existing renters can only downsize or move 

back to parental homes. 

While racialized immigrants are in the same housing market as the Canadian-born, their 

lower income levels force them to allocate higher portions of their wages into housing. In 2006, 

33 percent of visible minorities were below affordability standard, in comparison with 20 percent 

of non-visible minority households (CMHC, 2011). Going up the housing ladder and entering 

homeownership has becoming more difficult for racialized immigrants, and thus they are more 

likely than the Canadian-born to stay in a large household or become a renter. Drawing from the 

evidence of the housing inequality, I hypothesize that the housing affordability gaps impede 

immigrants’ household formation and homeownership rates (Hypothesis 1).  

Other Elements in Housing Pathways 

In addition to housing affordability, other elements like demographic, cultural, and other 

socioeconomic factors included in the housing pathways concept also have impacts on the 

housing outcomes.  
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First of all, most immigrants have less economic resources than the native-born 

Canadians when they first arrive in Canada. In addition to income, labour market outcome is also 

used as a determinant of economic outcome. Immigrants have higher unemployment rates than 

their Canadian-born counterparts. From 2006 to 2017, even though the unemployment rates of 

both immigrants and the Canadian-born reduced, the gap of remained relatively the same 

(Yssaad & Fields, 2018). In the 2016 Census, immigrants had 7.5 percent of unemployment rate, 

compared to 6.8 percent for the Canadian-born; the unemployment rate for recent immigrants 

was 11.3 percent (Statistics Canada, 2020). Unfavorable employment status puts immigrant 

households in a disadvantageous position in the housing market since they do not have stable job 

opportunities and sufficient funds to move up the housing ladder and reach the same level as the 

native-born. Therefore, I hypothesize that unfavorable labour market characteristics negatively 

affect immigrants’ household formation and homeownership rates (Hypothesis 2). 

The second element is the life-course characteristics. Immigrants mostly follow a 

conventional family structure, in which the majority of them maintain a marriage relationship. 

By contrast, the family structure of native-born Canadians is more diverse and de-standardized, 

with a higher proportion of whom stay single, delay marriage, and divorce compared to 

immigrants of same ages. As for childbearing, Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (2015) finds that due to low fertility rates among the Canadian-born population, 

their likelihood of having one or more children is 11.8 percent lower than immigrant households 

(OECD, 2015). These evidences suggest that marriage at earlier ages and the presence of 

children allows immigrants to have a higher likelihood to be home consumers, and thus prevent 

them from further lagging behind the Canadian born in household formation and homeownership 

(Haan, 2005). Therefore, I hypothesize that differences in the family life cycle help immigrants 
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reduce the household formation and homeownership gaps between immigrants and the 

Canadian-born (Hypothesis 3).  

Last but not least, the ethnicity compositions are different between immigrants and the 

Canadian-born. Since Canada adopted merit-based immigration policy, the source countries 

slowly shifted from European countries to countries in Asia and Pacific regions. In addition, 

Canada also offers immigration admission to refugees from Latin America, Middle East and 

Caribbean regions. As source countries expanded geographically, the immigrant group has 

become more heterogenous. Many scholars point out that immigrants’ household formation and 

homeownership do not fully converge to the Canadian-born. They contend that the discrepancies 

between immigrants and native-born as well as among diverse immigrant groups still persist 

after controlling for sociodemographic and economic characteristics (Haan, 2007; Haan & Yu, 

2012; Painter et al., 2001). To some extent, immigrants still maintain their cultural heritage and 

living arrangement preferences even after they move to host countries. Ng and Northcott (2013) 

also show that influenced by the normative patriarchy culture in Asia, the eldest son would 

continue to live with his parents and take care of them. In a quantitative study, Haan (2005) 

argues that the different homeownership rates between immigrants arriving in Canada later than 

1981 and the native citizens may be affected by housing appetite differences. Therefore, based 

on findings from the literature, I hypothesize that for immigrants from South Asia, China, and 

Philippines, their non-householder rates would remain stable due to ethnic and cultural 

preferences of living arrangement (Hypothesis 4). 

 As this research observes the same cohorts of immigrants and their Canadian counterparts 

for ten years from 2006 to 2016, it is worth paying attention to and recognizing the effects of the 

length of immigrants staying in Canada on social and economic integration. Immigrants have 



11 
 

lower social and economic capital to in the early periods upon arrival to Canada. Limited social 

networks and unfavorable job market outcomes serve as barriers to prevent them from forming 

independent households or entering homeownership. But according to the assimilation theory 

(Alba & Logan, 1992), as immigrants stay longer, they acquire the language ability, building 

networks outside of their distinct ethnic groups, and gain a more stable work status. In other 

words, although immigrants have a lower starting point in earnings, they tend to have higher 

rates of growth as they stay longer in Canada (Picot & Sweetman, 2005). The faster progress of 

financial resources accumulation could positively translate into immigrants’ housing pathways 

and facilitate them moving upward in the housing hierarchy. I hypothesize that from 2006 to 

2016, immigrants move to homeownership at a faster pace in comparison to the native-born 

population (Hypothesis 5).  

Data and Methodology 

Data 

I use the Canadian Census Public Use Microdata File (PUMF) in 2006 and 2016. For 

immigrants, the sample of the analysis includes those who arrived in Canada between 1975 and 

2001. The reason of choosing 1975 as the starting point is to ensure the immigrants included in 

this study were selected based on the merit-based immigration system. I exclude those who came 

before 1975 to reduce the cohort effect.  

Dependent Variables 

Homeownership rate is a commonly used measurement in past research to determine 

people’s housing attainment. Higher homeownership indicates more households transition from 

renters to homeowners. However, it is also possible that rising homeownership rate is due to 
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fewer independent households being formed, which is prevalent among certain ethnic and racial 

groups. In order to avoid misinterpretation of the homeownership rate, Yu and Myers (2010) 

construct a trichotomous variable that contains three types of householder status, namely non-

householder, independent renter, independent homeowner. Their approach analyzes 

homeownership more accurately from an individual level instead of a household level.  

Since this research examines immigrants’ household formation and homeownership by 

race, I adopt their method to construct my dependent variable to reflect the racial and ethnic 

differences in forming independent families. The dependent variable is householder status, a 

categorical variable with three categories: non-householder, renter householder, and owner 

householder. 

Independent Variables 

There are three independent variables of interest. The first variable of interest is 

racialized immigrant group. The visible minority group variable in the census is used to 

approximate the ethno-cultural differences. I select five groups with the largest presence in 

Canada (White, Chinese, South Asian, Black, and Filipino). The housing attainment of these five 

immigrant groups are compared to the native-born Canadians. The second variable is time 

period, indicating the housing progress of Whites from 2006 to 2016. The third independent 

variable is an interaction term between the five immigrant minority groups and the period. The 

interaction term represents the additional change of household formation and homeownership in 

each racialized immigrant group from 2006 to 2016. A positive interaction effect suggests the 

particular immigrant group’s renting or ownership rates increased faster than the native-born 

counterparts over the decade. 
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Control Variables 

The models include three sets of control variables to control for individual characteristics 

and housing affordability.  

The first set of control variables are about housing affordability. The first variable is 

STIR, a variable that is constructed by dividing the median monthly shelter cost of the census 

metropolitan area (CMA) the person resides by the individual’s personal income. It 

approximately reflects the person’s housing affordability level based on the average housing cost 

in the CMA. The reason that personal total income is used to construct STIR instead of the 

household income in the Statistics Canada definition is that the research is to examine 

householder status in individual level. Another variable is CMA, which is added to control for 

the location preferences by different groups and housing price variations across regions in 

Canada. 

The second set contains demographic variables. Age is included because older people 

accumulate more wealth and are more likely to afford buying a house. The coding of age follows 

a “double cohort” approach to form pseudo-longitudinal data from two years of cross-sectional 

data. They are coded as 25-34, 35-44, 45-54 in 2006, and as 35-44, 45-54, 55-64 in 2016 by 

adding ten years to the ages in 2006. In addition, I include gender in my model. Traditionally, 

men were assumed to be the householder in the past. But recent research argues that women have 

higher tendency to be householder, depending on race and ethnicity (Myers, 1992). Given the 

shift of the householder status, gender will be a key determinant. Marital status is also an 

important indicator for household formation (Sweet, 1990). As delayed marriage is on the rise, 

people who are never married are more likely to stay with their parents for a longer period of 

time, whereas married people are more likely to form an independent family. Number of 
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children, another indicator of family characteristic, is included because parents with one or more 

children are more inclined to settle for a stable life and have houses with backyards for children 

to play which increases their likelihood of purchasing homes. 

The third set of control variables covers a range of socioeconomic characteristics. 

Language ability is a determinant of how well an immigrant integrates to the host society, given 

that the majority of immigrants are from countries where English is not their first language since 

the point-based system immigration policy was introduced. In the United States, better English 

proficiency is translated into higher headship rates and smaller households than those who have 

lower English skill (Myers et al., 1996). Personal income is not included in the model. Since the 

variable STIR comprises shelter cost and income, including income as a separate variable in the 

model will cause a high correlation between income and STIR, which will potentially lead to a 

collinearity issue. Instead, employment status is considered. It is found to be associated with 

homeownership rates (Borjas, 2002; Chakrabarty et al., 2019; Haan, 2005).  

Analytical Technique 

 Since the outcome variable is a trichotomous variable, multinomial logistic regression 

model is the most suitable regression analysis for this research. A series of models are run to 

assess the impact of each set of the key and control variable. I use the “difference-in-differences” 

technique to analyze racialized immigrants’ housing progress over the period of 2006 and 2016 

in comparison with native-born Whites. The models are estimated in the following order: 

𝑙𝑜𝑔(
𝑃𝑖

𝑃𝑁𝐻
) = α + β1𝑅𝐼𝐺 + β2𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑑 + β3(𝑅𝐼𝐺 × 𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑑)           (1) 

𝑙𝑜𝑔(
𝑃𝑖

𝑃𝑁𝐻
) = 𝑀𝑜𝑑𝑒𝑙 1 +  𝐶𝑀𝐴                                                         (2)                  
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𝑙𝑜𝑔(
𝑃𝑖

𝑃𝑁𝐻
) = 𝑀𝑜𝑑𝑒𝑙 2 +  𝑆𝑇𝐼𝑅                                                          (3) 

𝑙𝑜𝑔(
𝑃𝑖

𝑃𝑁𝐻
) = 𝑀𝑜𝑑𝑒𝑙 3 +  𝐷𝑒𝑚𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑝ℎ𝑖𝑐 𝑉𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑎𝑏𝑙𝑒𝑠                         (4) 

𝑙𝑜𝑔(
𝑃𝑖

𝑃𝑁𝐻
) = 𝑀𝑜𝑑𝑒𝑙 4 +  𝑆𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑜𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑜𝑚𝑖𝑐 𝑉𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑎𝑏𝑙𝑒𝑠                       (5) 

Where: 

• i = tenure choice of either renter household or owner household 

• NH = Non-householder 

• RIG = Racialized immigrant group 

• Period = 2006 or 2016 census year 

• STIR = Shelter cost-to-income-ratio 

In the above models, β1, β2 and β3 correspond to coefficients of the three key independent 

variables of interest.  

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

As Table 1 illustrates, all immigrant groups had lower homeownership than the native-

born Canadians in 2006. The homeownership rate of Black immigrants was the lowest, along 

with the highest renter rates and the lowest non-householder rates. They suggest that even though 

Black immigrants prefer independent households, it is possible that their unfavorable economic 

outcomes impede their housing progression to homeownership so they can only stay as renters. 

On the other hand, White and Chinese immigrants are the closest to White native-born in terms 

of homeownership rates. One distinction is that individuals from Asia are more likely to be non-
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householders, which could be due to their cultural preference of forming multigenerational 

households and living with parents. In 2016, all immigrant groups had higher homeownership 

rates and lower renter rates, catching up with the Canadian-born as immigrants stayed in Canada 

longer. The homeownership progresses of South Asian and Black immigrants were the most 

noticeable. Chinese immigrants even exceeded White native-born by 1 percent. Interestingly, the 

percentages of non-householder from 2006 to 2016 slightly increased among Whites while 

decreased among other racialized groups. 

 

 Table 2 shows the householder status of the native-born and three immigrant cohorts. By 

2006, the earliest cohort, those who arrived in Canada between 1975 and 1985 have already 

attained similar homeownership to the non-immigrants, although they formed fewer independent 

households than the non-immigrants. In 2016, all three immigrant cohorts gained the same level 

of independent household formation rates as the native-born and narrow the homeownership 

gaps. 

Racialized Group
Non-

householder
Renter Owner

Non-

householder
Renter Owner

White NB 45% 17% 38% 48% 9% 44%

White Imm 49% 15% 35% 50% 9% 42%

South Asia Imm 54% 13% 33% 50% 7% 43%

Chinese Imm 56% 10% 35% 50% 4% 45%

Black Imm 41% 37% 22% 38% 28% 34%

Filipino Imm 56% 16% 28% 55% 12% 34%

2006 2016

Table 1: Householder Status of Racialized Groups, 2006 and 2016

Source:  2006 and 2016 Canadian Census Public Use Microdata File (PUMF).
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 The descriptive findings demonstrate that as immigrants stay in Canada longer, their 

household formation and homeownership rates integrate to the native-born Canadians regardless 

of the housing affordability crisis. However, small discrepancies among different racial groups 

still exist.  

Multinomial Regression Results 

 The multinomial regression models aim to further analyze factors that attribute to the 

shrinking housing gaps. Results are shown in Table 3. Each of the four models have two columns 

– the first one indicates the odd ratio of forming independent renter households, and the second 

one indicates the odd ratio of forming independent owner households. In Model 1, consistent 

with the descriptive findings, the coefficients of the racialized immigrant group variable depict 

that immigrants had lower odds of forming both renter households and owner households than 

White native-born in 2006 except Black immigrants whose odds of being renters was higher. 

Compared to 2006, the odds of White native-born forming renter households were 52 percent (1-

0.481=0.519) lower in 2016, whereas their odds of forming owner households were 9 percent 

(1.086-1=0.086) higher. It reflects that as the time passes and the population ages, they are more 

likely to leave rental market and advance into homeownership. The interaction term 

demonstrates the rate of change for each racialized immigrant group over the ten years. All the 

Racialized Group
Non-

householder
Renter Owner

Non-

householder
Renter Owner

Non-immigrant 45% 17% 38% 48% 9% 44%

1975-1985 50% 11% 39% 50% 7% 43%

1986-1995 52% 15% 33% 49% 10% 41%

1996-2001 52% 20% 28% 48% 10% 41%

2006 2016

Source:  2006 and 2016 Canadian Census Public Use Microdata File (PUMF).

Table 2: Householder Status by Immigrant Cohort, 2006 and 2016
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coefficients are bigger than 1 and most of them are statistically significant, meaning as 

immigrants stay in Canada longer, their progressions into renter and owner occupations are faster 

than the native-born. In other words, the household formation and homeownership gaps have 

narrowed down. The housing pathways of two racialized groups are surprising. Chinese 

immigrants were one of the groups whose odds of being homeowners are closet to the native-

born in 2006, and they continued to be one of the groups with most rapid advancement into 

homeownership in 2016. Having one of the lowest percentages of the population as homeowners 

in 2006, Black immigrants progressed faster than other groups over the next ten years in both 

renting and owner occupations. 

 In order to test the impacts of housing affordability, a vector of CMA variables is added 

in Model 2 first to control for the location selection. Compared to Model 1, the odds of renting in 

2006 are lower for all immigrant groups than the native-born Canadians, while the odds of 

owning move in an opposite direction. This result implies that if people lived in the same CMA, 

then the gaps of forming renter households would have been larger and the gaps of forming 

owner households would have been smaller.  
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Variable

Renter 

Household

Owner 

Household

Renter 

Household

Owner 

Household

Renter 

Household

Owner 

Household

Renter 

Household

Owner 

Household

Renter 

Household

Owner 

Household

White Immigrant 0.809
***

0.843
***

0.761
***

0.868
***

0.769
***

0.899
***

1.122
***

0.860
***

1.152
***

0.841
***

South Asian Immigrant 0.632
***

0.724
***

0.595
***

0.759
***

0.607
***

0.828
***

1.170
***

0.796
***

1.188
***

0.837
***

Chinese Immigrant 0.449
***

0.733
***

0.397
***

0.774
***

0.411
***

0.879
***

0.581
***

0.879
***

0.613
***

0.870
***

Black Immigrant 2.394
***

0.648
***

2.181
***

0.674
***

2.210
***

0.715
***

2.277
***

0.664
***

2.248
***

0.701
***

Filipino Immigrant 0.772
***

0.582
***

0.716
***

0.605
***

0.713
***

0.608
***

1.227
***

0.683
***

1.293
***

0.662
***

Period 0.481
***

1.086
***

0.483
***

1.085
***

0.485
***

1.090
***

0.762
***

1.116
***

0.762
***

1.157
***

White Immigrant * Period 1.160
**

1.093
**

1.173
***

1.088
**

1.175
***

1.090
**

0.966 1.095
**

0.955 1.092
**

South Asian Immigrant * Period 1.286
***

1.306
***

1.294
***

1.302
***

1.301
***

1.314
***

0.960 1.332
***

0.931 1.332
***

Chinese Immigrant * Period 1.076 1.327
***

1.081 1.323
***

1.107 1.371
***

0.927 1.349
***

0.909 1.334
***

Black Immigrant * Period 1.669
***

1.480
***

1.677
***

1.470
***

1.672
***

1.460
***

1.499
***

1.523
***

1.494
***

1.498
***

Filipino Immigrant * Period 1.522
***

1.153
*

1.532
***

1.143
†

1.535
***

1.141
†

1.218
*

1.107 1.211
*

1.083

STIR 0.946
***

0.734
***

0.944
***

0.803
***

0.936
***

0.856
***

25-34 in 2006 / 35-45 in 2016 1.119
***

0.695
***

1.139
**

0.672
***

45-54 in 2006 / 55-64 in 2016 0.739
***

1.086
***

0.726
***

1.183
***

Male 2.392
***

4.855
***

2.308
***

4.971
***

Never Married 3.972
***

0.700
***

3.895
***

0.756
***

Formerly Married 20.35
***

5.219
***

20.08
***

5.612
***

One or More 0.430
***

0.903
***

0.417
***

0.884
***

Unemployed 1.197
***

0.644
***

Not in Labour Force 0.993 0.562
***

High School 0.692
***

1.198
***

College 0.714
***

1.535
***

Bachelor's Degree and Above 0.620
***

1.988
***

English 1.157† 0.867

French 1.266
*

0.906

Both 1.291
**

0.928

Constant 0.382
***

0.846
***

0.455
***

1.019
***

0.455
***

1.019
***

0.240
***

0.476
***

0.299
***

0.476
***

Number of observations (Weighted)

Log likelihood

(2)

19,977,282

-519,449

(5)

19,977,282

-448,710

Table 3: Relative risk ratios (RRRs) of the determinants of housing formation and homeownership in Canada

(3)

19,977,282

-519,449

(1)

19,977,282

-529,104

Racialized Immigrant Group (Ref = White Native-born)

Interaction (Ref = White NB * Period)

Age Group (Ref = 35-44 in 2006 / 45-54 in 2016)

(4)

19,977,282

-454,929

Language (Ref = Neither)

Note: 
†
p<0.1, 

*
p<0.05, 

**
p<0.01, 

***
p<0.001 (two-tailed test). Census metropolitan area (CMA) factor is controlled in Model (2) - (5).

Source: 2006 and 2016 Canadian Census Public Use Microdata File (PUMF).

Gender (Ref = Female)

Marital Status ( Ref = Married / Common-law)

Number of Children (Ref = None)

Employment Status (Ref = Employed)

Education (Ref = Below High School)
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Model 3 incorporates the housing affordability. As expected, STIR is negatively 

correlated to forming renter and owner households. The higher portion of incomes an individual 

allocates into housing costs, the less likely the person will form an independent household, 

especially an owner household. After controlling for STIR, both the odds of immigrants renting 

and owing increase from Model 2, indicating that housing affordability helps explain the 

association between racialized immigrant status and household formation as well as 

homeownership. To be more specific, the increases of the odds of immigrant renting range from 

0 to 3 percent, and the increases of the odds of owning are between 1 and 13 percent from Model 

2. These changes also have implication that housing affordability affects owner occupation more 

than renting, which is expected because the income gaps between renter and non-householder are 

narrower than the ones between owners and non-householders. The impacts of housing 

affordability also appear in the interaction coefficients of most racialized immigrant groups 

except Black immigrants whose coefficients are slightly lower than those in Model 2. This 

means if immigrants had the same affordability level as their Canadian counterparts, their 

progressions to becoming renters and owners would be faster. Results in Model 3 demonstrate 

that housing affordability is a barrier that hinders immigrants from forming independent 

households and entering homeownership. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is supported.  

In Model 3, adding demographic variables as control variables change the relationship 

between immigrant status and forming renter households. Immigrants are more likely to become 

renters than non-householders, except Chinese immigrants whose odds of forming renter 

household is still much lower. The primary reason is because immigrants had higher marriage 

rates and more children than the Canadian-born in 2006, so at least one of the family members 

was a non-householder, pulling down the likelihoods of forming renter households. Therefore, 
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after the marital status factor and the number of children factors are controlled, the likelihood of 

immigrants forming renter households increase. This reason can be backed up by looking at the 

coefficients of marital status. Compared to individuals who are married or common-law status, 

single people are more likely to be renters and less likely to be homeowners, because they move 

out from parents’ homes and rent and do not have sufficient funds to move up to owning homes. 

On the other hand, formerly married people are more likely to be both homeowners and renters 

because most of them do not have partner, so they return to be the independent maintainer of the 

households. But since it is more difficult to pay the mortgage with only one person’s income, 

they favor renting more than owning. That is why the odd ratio of renting for this group is 20, 

much higher than other coefficients. Marital status also explains much of the interaction effects 

as the interaction terms of the renter households become less significant in Model 3. For owner 

households, demographic variables have lower impacts. Surpassing White immigrants, Chinese 

immigrants had the odds of owning homes closest to White Canadian-born in 2006, and they 

were among one of the racialized immigrant groups with the fastest homeownership progress. It 

is also worth mentioning that although Black immigrants had the lowest odds in 2006, their 

homeownership growth was the highest. These evidences support Hypothesis 3, demonstrating 

that family life cycle does play an important role in explaining the variations of housing 

pathways. In addition to marital status and the number of children, the coefficient of age is also 

statistically significant. People with older ages have higher odds of being owner-occupiers and 

lower odds of being renters.  

 Socioeconomic variables in Model 4, such as employment status, education, and 

language skills, have different degrees of influence on householder status. Individuals who are 

unemployed or not in labour force are less likely than employed workers to become 
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homeowners, but the distinctions are not as straightforward in renter households. This finding 

implies that labour market characteristics are important indicators of people’s positions in the 

housing ladder, which supports Hypothesis 2. Higher education is associated with higher odds of 

ownership and lower odds of renting. While knowing one or more official languages helps with 

higher odds of renting homes, its impacts on homeownership is minimum. The coefficients and 

significant levels of the three key independent variables do not vary much from Model 3.  

 From the values and the significant levels of the interaction terms of Model 1 and Model 

4, it is noticeable that the progress of immigrants made in becoming renters relative to non-

householders can be explained by housing affordability, demographic, and socioeconomic 

determinants except for Black immigrants. On the other hand, the homeownership advancement 

of most racialized immigrant groups is still significant after controlling for those factors. The 

odds of the interaction terms in Model 4 are higher than 1, meaning immigrants are moving 

upward to homeownership faster than native-born Canadians, which supports Hypothesis 5. 

 In addition to the regression results, Figure 1 demonstrates the predicted probabilities of 

household formation and homeownership. Overall, compared to 2006, the percentages of 

individuals who were dependent households and renter decreased while more people became 

homeowners in 2016. We can see that the householder status among White native-born, White 

immigrants, and Filipino remained relatively stable over the decade. South Asian, Chinese, and 

Black immigrants had more remarkable changes. After controlling for housing affordability, 

demographic, and socioeconomic determinants, South Asian and Chinese would have 3 and 6 

percent more owner households than the Canadian-born, respectively. The percentage of Chinese 

renter households shrinks to less than 10 percent. Meanwhile, the portion of Black renter 

households maintain at the same level. The percentages of non-householders decrease by 6 
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percent, 9 percent, and 3 percent for South Asian, Chinese, and Filipino immigrants separately, 

leading Hypothesis 4 to be rejected.  

 

 The regression results and probability predictions inform us that the housing careers of 

immigrants advance as they spend more time in Canada, even when they face housing 

affordability issue. However, the pace of progression to homeownership differ vastly by race. 

After accounting for non-householders, White, South Asian, and Chinese immigrants achieve 

higher homeownership, whereas Black and Filipino have a longer way to catch up with the 

others. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

In this paper, it has been shown that housing affordability, family composition, and other 

socioeconomic factors explain some of the housing gaps between immigrants and the Canadian-

born. These variables are also linked to immigrants’ faster growth of forming renter households. 

However, their better homeownership advancements are not fully explained by the concept of 

housing pathways, meaning there are other determinants that the models do not capture. The 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

2006 2016 2006 2016 2006 2016 2006 2016 2006 2016 2006 2016

White NB White

immigrant
South Asian Chinese Black Filipino

Figure 1: Householder status by immigrant status and race/ethnicity 

Non-householder Renter householder Owner householder
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study also demonstrates that housing affordability is a barrier that hampers immigrants from 

forming independent households, particularly homeownership. These two findings both imply 

that when forming independent households, immigrants more aspire than the Canadian-born to 

become homeowners over renters. Immigrants’ preference for homeownership can be observed 

from their higher debt-to-income ratios in 2016, and most of the differences come from 

mortgages (Morissette, 2019). One possible explanation of such phenomenon is that racialized 

immigrants are more likely to encounter discrimination in the rental market where they have 

higher likelihood of being rejected from the application process or being evicted by landlords. 

On the contrary, homeownership is considered more secure and safe, protecting them from the 

risks of being discriminated. Such mental mindset motivates them to climb the housing ladder to 

homeownership. The second explanation is that many immigrants do not have as many economic 

resources and wealth than the native-born Canadians when they move to Canada, so investing in 

home buying is a relative more stable and quicker option for them to accumulate wealth during 

the time of housing price appreciation (Morissette, 2019). The third possibility is the social status 

brough by homeownership. McCabe (2018) find that the systemic exclusions from the society 

result in African Americans and Latinos to be more likely than Whites to identify ownership as a 

marker of social status.  

One limitation of the study is that the ethnic and cultural factor is not well defined in the 

model due to the lack of data. Having information like country of origin would be useful to 

identify whether there is a correlation between the household formation rates in immigrants’ 

source countries and the ones in Canada. Unfortunately, this type of data is not accessible in the 

Public Use Census. Nevertheless, it is worthy of further research in analyzing the impacts of 

ethnic and cultural identity on housing outcomes. 
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This study provides evidence of immigrants’ housing attainment in recent years. 

Although it shows that immigrants achieve homeownership progress as they stay longer and 

building social and economic capital in Canada, there is no denying that their starting point is 

lower than the native-born in the housing ladder. In addition to the current programs and tax 

incentives, government of all levels should explore more policies and work collaboratively with 

other stakeholders to close the housing gaps at the early years of their immigration rather than 

later. For people who have preferences for living with extended families as non-householders, 

government should have greater recognition of their ethnic and cultural need by working with 

developers to provide bigger homes to accommodate families with larger sizes besides nuclear 

families. For those who strive to form renter households, more purpose-built rental should be 

offered in the rental market in affordable rates. Moreover, government should enact stronger 

rental laws to protect tenant rights and work with non-profit organizations to provide assistance 

to immigrant renters of different races. Last but not least, for households who are motivated to 

enter homeownership, more research should be done to critically determine whether immigrants 

voluntarily choose or are forced to have faster increases in homeownership rates. One question 

we should understand is whether immigrants’ motivation to become homeowners is compatible 

with their financial resources. For example, if a low-income immigrant household insists in 

buying homes to protect the family from discrimination and spend more money on the housing 

costs, it is seemingly that immigrants achieve success from the quantitative results, but in fact the 

household are ‘pushed’ into homeownership and end up having worse quality of life compared to 

renting. In this case, mortgage providers should pay more attention to this type of home buyers 

and ensure the financial risks they endure are within an adequate threshold. In addition, 

government should how to best direct households to the tenure choice that they are best suited.    
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