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E
ric Del Rosario and his wife came to 
Canada for the same reason that most 
immigrants do: for their children. 
And the kids love it here, Del Rosario 

told the Straight at a coffee shop not far from 
his home in Richmond.

But the move has not been easy on him and 
his wife, Christine. Moving between countries 
is an expensive process and money has become 
very tight. But nothing has been harder on the 
couple—who were both trained as engineers 
in the Philippines—than the constant rejec-
tion that has come with their hunt for work.

“I don’t know how you can describe it in 
words,” Del Rosario said. “Your mind runs 
very fast compared to what is happening. 
Rather than hoping for something that you 
will find at the end of the tunnel, your mind is 
occupied with things that rob you of options 
in just trying to survive to pay the bills.”

With his head leaning heavily against his 
arm and a resigned expression on his face, Del 
Rosario described the weight that so much un-
certainty has placed on his family. “If you call 
this depression, then, yes, [it is] depression.”

A comprehensive analysis of the mental 
health of immigrants in Canada found that the 
Del Rosarios are far from alone in their unhappi-
ness. The study was drafted in November 2008 
as a master’s thesis written by Mengxuan An-
nie Xu for the University of New Brunswick. 
Using results from the Canadian Commun-
ity Health Survey, Xu found that even for the 
best-prepared, migration to Canada is a “pot-
entially disruptive and stressful experience”.

According to Xu’s analysis, many newcom-
ers to Canada struggle to adapt to the coun-
try’s economic and social institutions. Diffi-
culties overcoming such challenges can affect 
immigrants’ long-term prospects of adjusting 
to a different culture, learning a new language, 
and performing in the labour market.

All of this is at the core of what can be de-
scribed as a “health immigrant effect”, Xu 
wrote in her thesis.

A November 23 Statistics Canada report 
complements Xu’s work, stating that two-
thirds of university-educated recent im-
migrants are overeducated for their cur-
rent jobs. Furthermore, in 2008, 42 percent 
of all immigrants to Canada aged 25 to 54 
had higher levels of education than their jobs 
require. A November 12 Statistics Canada re-
port noted the impact that the recession has 
had on immigrants to Canada, stating that 
between October 2008 and October 2009, 
employment among immigrants declined 
12.9 percent. (Over the same period, em-
ployment for Canadian-born workers only 
declined 2.2 percent.)

The picture that begins to emerge from Xu’s 
findings and the latest data from Statistics 
Canada is made more troubling by anecdotal 
evidence from British Columbia’s employ-
ment professionals, health-care workers, and 
immigrants themselves. What emerges is a 
picture of a vicious circle.

Skilled immigrants to Canada arrive with 
a sense of adventure and optimism, only to be 
beaten down by sometimes insurmountable 
barriers to meaningful employment. As rejec-
tion notices pile up, frustration can build to the 
point of depression. And as the months drag on 
and savings dwindle, mental-health problems 
can develop and adversely affect a person’s 
ability to get a job and deal with the day-to-day 
challenges of life in a new country.

DEL ROSARIO AND HIS family arrived in 
British Columbia in February 2008. An ac-
complished civil engineer in the Philippines 
with a background in the military, Del Rosario 
thought that his education and years of experi-
ence would lead to similar work in Vancouver. 
But after months spent dropping off résumés, 
Del Rosario found that the best he could do was 
work as a private security guard.

Refusing to be discouraged, Del Rosario also 
pursued a position with the Canadian Forces. 
“I thought maybe my engineering background 
and my military background could define 
what I do in Canada,” he explained. But Del 
Rosario’s family resisted this path and warned 
him of how dangerous it could be.

“I don’t have a problem with that,” Del 
Rosario stated. “I would rather die as a com-
bat engineer rather than tomorrow I die 
kicking out a homeless person from Tim 
Horton’s at 4 in the morning.”

After months of correspondence, the Can-
adian Forces told Del Rosario that as a 
permanent resident and not yet a citizen, he 
was ineligible to serve. “It seemed that it was 
really hopeless that I would become an engin-
eer here,” Del Rosario said.

Since 1992, Eyob Naizghi has helped 
people like the Del Rosarios find work in 
the Lower Mainland. The executive direc-
tor at MOSAIC, a multilingual, nonprofit 
organization that offers services for immi-
grants, Naizghi told the Straight that he sees 
prolonged periods of stress and frustration 
grow to feelings of outright anger.

“It is like feeling that your education does 
not count,” he said in a telephone interview. 
“It is a feeling of rejection.”

Naizghi recalled watching skilled im-
migrants become discouraged to the point 
where they withdrew from those around 
them. He noted that the psychological effects 
of these struggles are often worse for men.

Men are the principal earners in many 
source countries for immigrants to Canada, 
Naizghi explained. But for a variety of 
reasons, upon arrival, families often 
see the female find work first. This 
leads to a reversal of traditional 
roles, where the man is left with 
little to do and possibly caring for 
the household for the first time.

“There is nothing wrong with 
that, except that it does have an 
impact on the image of the hus-
band,” Naizghi added. “They used to be 
the protectors of the family. Now they find 
themselves in a position where they can’t 
even protect themselves.”

RIGGI AND PAMELA ILANO arrived in Can-
ada with their two girls in February 2009, a 
year behind the Del Rosarios. Their story is 
nonetheless similar.

Interviewed in their basement suite near 
Langara College, Riggi joked about the 
“Greco-Nordic look” of the place (think 
IKEA). Meanwhile, Pamela showed off her 
children’s dozens of stuffed animals and ex-
claimed how happy the girls are in Canada.

“It’s like they have no clue what is going on,” 
she said. “It is just like it is a wonderful world!”

Evidently a happy couple, Riggi and Pam-
ela nevertheless conceded that Canada is not 
what they expected. They agreed that stress 
brought on by unemployment and growing 
financial concerns is taking its toll.

“Being faced in a situation like this, with 
rejection, seeing your bank account slowly 
go down, it brings out the worst in a person,” 
Riggi explained. “It compounds the frustra-
tions that you have in your life.” He joked 
about how cranky he has become.

Riggi, who worked in wealth management 
in the Philippines after obtaining bachelor 
and master’s degrees in Australia, said that 
he knew he would have trouble finding work 
in finance. “But my plight now is that I can’t 
even get a survival job.”

Turned down by Pier 1, Esprit, and Chap-
ters, Riggi, again with a sense of humour, said 
that he has come to look at the Wendy’s down 

the street in a new light. “But I leave that for 
last, because once those guys turn me down, 
then where am I ever going to get a job?” he 
asked. “After we crossed over into October, 
I began to wonder what is going to happen.”

Riggi described his current state as burned-
out. “It’s like an initiation,” he added, where 
depression is just a part of a new life in Canada.

According to Hiram Mok, a clinical as-
sociate professor of psychiatry at UBC, the 
changes in mood that immigrants like Riggi 
are feeling are the result of physical alterations 
happening at a neurological level.

Mok explained that people under chron-
ic environmental stress are susceptible to 
changes in the brain that can lead to clinical 
depression. A protein called brain-derived 
neurotrophic factor precipitates the com-

munication of neurons, he continued. 
When a person suffers from pro-

longed periods of stress, genes re-
sponsible for the production of 
BDNF are repressed, which can 
result in neurons suffering from 
atrophy and even death.

In addition, the production 
of other neurotransmitters like 

dopamine, serotonin, and epineph-
rine is adversely affected, Mok said. This 
leads to a chemical imbalance that can result 
in depression. Symptoms include sadness, 
memory loss, fatigue, poor concentration, 
low energy levels, and a lack of ambition, 
Mok said.

He agreed that these are not the charac-
teristics that a boss is looking for in a job ap-
plicant, and added: “It is a vicious cycle. You 
can’t get out of it because it just gets worse.”

Norma Sanchez routinely sees the symptoms 
that Mok described. As the coordinator for 
Vancouver Community Mental Health Servi-
ces’ cross-cultural mental-health program, she 
oversees the counselling of patients diagnosed 
with severe mental illnesses such as chronic de-
pression, suicidal tendencies, and psychosis.

“The problem is that people come to Canada 
through the points system,” Sanchez told the 
Straight in a telephone interview. “They have to 
be highly qualified to come as skilled workers, 
so when they arrive, they expect to find jobs 
right away. But the jobs are not available.”

She recalled a number of instances of 
skilled immigrants approaching her with 
stories of working menial jobs below their 
education levels. The result is often severe 
anxiety and depression, Sanchez said. “They 
are demoralized….Their socioeconomic 
status really comes down, and that creates 
a lot of distress.”

She agreed with Mok that the symptoms as-
sociated with such disorders make finding a 
job increasingly difficult.

Sitting at a table at the Multicultural Help-
ing House Society, Tom Avendaño, the out-
reach centre’s president, and Alice Zhou, a job 

developer, told the Straight similar stories.
According to Zhou, there is a pattern for 

newcomers to Canada wherein immigrants 
are initially happy and eager in their search 
for a job. But as the months without work drag 
on and savings accounts shrink, frustrations 
lead to tension within the family and people 
become disillusioned.

Avendaño described these situations as 
“volcanoes”. He emphasized the importance 
of seeking help before problems erupt.

Part of Zhou’s job is to conduct mock inter-
views with job seekers. She said that it is in 
these sessions that the symptoms of depres-
sion become apparent. Zhou recalled watching 
highly trained and experienced candidates 
undersell themselves and display a lack of 
confidence. “It is their attitude that is getting 
them rejected,” she said.

IF YOU IMAGINE a downward line drawn from 
an immigrant’s arrival in Canada to the bottom 
of depression’s trap, Koon Ming Ho is near the 
end of it. The patients that he sees are usually in 
his office at the request of a court of law.

Ho, a clinical counsellor with SUCCESS, 
is part of a program that provides mandatory 
counselling for offenders convicted of domes-
tic violence. Ho told the Straight that although 
the immigrants he sees often led very different 
lives in their countries of origin, there are cer-
tain traits that most have come to share since 
landing in Canada.

The percentage that is unemployed is high, 
Ho said. Most express anxiety about money, 
and many complain about role-reversal situa-
tions like those described by Naizghi.

Ho emphasized the importance of com-
munication. He said that in many of the cases 
he sees, the men find themselves unable to 
express their frustration and attempt to re-
assert their control of situations with verbal 
or physical force.

Immigration is a stressful process, Sanchez 
said. But there are simple things that people 
can do to keep themselves as emotionally 
and physically healthy as possible. She said 
people must try their best to eat well and ex-
ercise and limit their consumption of things 
like caffeine and alcohol.

If problems of depression or frustration 
persist, Sanchez recommended that people 
seek professional help. In the Lower Main-
land, there are many groups that offer support 
to immigrants, such as Vancouver Commun-
ity Mental Health Services.

In addition, the Multicultural Helping 
House Society offers a mentor program that 
sees veterans of Canada’s immigration system 
assist new arrivals with almost any challenge 
they might face. And SUCCESS hosts various 
types of support groups at a number of loca-
tions across Metro Vancouver.

Naizghi noted that there are other places 
people can go for help regardless of their back-
ground. For example, he said, in Vancouver 
there are mosques for Muslims and ministers 
for Christians.

For some immigrants, all that is needed is 
a second look at things. Newman Kusina ar-
rived in Canada in January 2008. When the 
Straight last spoke with him in May, the frus-
tration he felt came through in every word.

Kusina, once a university professor in Zim-
babwe, was unable to find similar work in 
Canada and ended up working as a security 
guard. “I had this collection of applications 
and I just threw them away,” he said back 
then. “They were an insult to look at.”

Six months later, Kusina’s voice beamed 
with optimism. “You realize if you don’t 
change your attitude, the world is not going to 
change,” he said in a telephone interview.

Kusina stated that earlier in the year, he 
was depressed. But he said he sat down, 
asked himself what he should do next, and 
realized that his unhappiness was only mak-
ing matters worse.

“You have to have a Plan B,” he explained. 
“The next step is to get out of this depression 
and get real.” Kusina said that health insur-
ance and job security are enough to keep him 
happy with his current position.

“Enjoy the little you have,” he emphasized.
Del Rosario kept a smile on his face for the 

duration of his interview with the Straight. But 
he described his experience looking for work 
in Canada as humiliating and frustrating.

“I stay home,” Del Rosario said. “I see my 
kids really doing well at school and studying 
and I see my wife working. And I told my wife, 
‘This is the first time in my whole life that I 
feel so useless. I don’t know if it is me and a 
flaw in my character, or that I made a stupid 
decision to come to Canada.’ ”

But he added: “I always go back to the rea-
son why we came. That is for my kids.” -

For many, depression’s part of life in Canada
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Eric Del Rosario has discovered that adjusting to life in a new country is made even harder 
when the only employment you can find is below your level of education. Travis Lupick photo.
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