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The Limits of Social Capital: An Examination
of Immigrants' Housing Challenges

in Calgary

ALINA TANASESCU

ALAN SMART

University of Calgary
Department of Anthropology

A common explanation of immigrants' under-representation
among the homeless population in Canada is that kinship and com-
munity networks act as a buffer to absolute homelessness. There
are indications that immigrant homelessness is, however, increas-
ing, suggesting that the buffering capacity of social networks
reaches a limit. Further, evidence of precarious housing situations
indicates that we should approach this form of housing provision
with some caution. This paper draws on a larger study of hous-
ing difficulties among immigrants in Calgary to address the ways
in which social capital serves a buffering role, and under what
conditions it loses its ability to prevent absolute homelessness.

Key words: immigration, social capital, housing, homelessness

Immigration has a far-reaching impact on Canada's popu-
lation and economic growth, particularly in large urban centers
(Chui, Tran, & Maheux, 2007; Pruegger, Cook, & Richter-
Salomons, 2008). Despite the crucial role of immigration in the
future of Canadian cities, our management of immigrant inte-
gration has deteriorated in recent years. Immigrants' declin-
ing economic outcomes are well recognized, but comparable
problems in the area of housing are much less studied and
understood, despite their importance. In this article, we
suggest that unwarranted optimism about social capital as a
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mechanism to facilitate the housing of immigrants is an impor-
tant part of this neglect. By drawing on the results of a multi-
method study of newcomers' housing stress in Calgary, this
paper will explore the role of social capital in mitigating and ex-
acerbating housing challenges for immigrants to Canada. The
analysis draws on findings from a two-stage multi-methods
study, including a quantitative survey (292 participants) and
in-depth interviews with twenty newcomers.

The under-representation of immigrants among the home-
less population has been thought to result from the ways in
which social networks and ethnocultural communities "buffer"
vulnerability, providing affordable housing solutions through
social capital. Such benign neglect, we argue, is inadequate.
Firstly, with the declining economic situation of the growing
immigrant population in Canada, buffering mechanisms show
signs of reaching their limits. Secondly, our survey and inter-
view results indicate that social capital is less important to
housing access than is often assumed. Thirdly, we found that
there are serious negative consequences when relying on social
capital for housing access. Social capital tends to be roman-
ticized in the academic and policy literature, with its "dark
side" often neglected. When low-income immigrants have no
alternative but to rely on their social networks for access to
housing, this can lead to unfortunate situations of exploitation
and abuse.

Assumptions about social capital must be critically ex-
amined in light of neoliberal discourses which have incorpo-
rated it in policy initiatives that shift responsibility for social
issues onto individuals and communities. Our findings point
to a need for seriously considering the discourse of social
capital and notions of individuals and communities "helping
themselves" in light of neoliberal ideologies-those that but-
tress the downloading of government responsibility for social
issues onto citizens. While helpful as a broad conceptual tool
for understanding the role of social relations as resources, this
article makes a contribution to the study of social capital by
proposing and demonstrating how it can be examined within
the context of the concrete political economy (Smart, 2008).
In this manner, the social capital lens can become significant-
ly more useful in understanding contemporary society, by
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shedding light on connections, networks, and solidarity as
well as revealing disjunctures in light of global processes.

Social Capital as Theory and Policy Intervention

Social capital is a concept that emphasizes the resources
that are embedded in social relationships, particularly reci-
procity, obligation, and trust (Woolcock, 1998). Social capital
is often understood from the dimension of networks between
individuals and groups, as well as their engagement in par-
ticipative communities (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Onyx
& Bullen, 2000; Paxton, 2002). Most research on social capital
focuses on its benefits to communities or individuals (Bourdieu,
1986; Coleman, 1998; Putnam, 1993). The concept emphasizes
the ways in which relationships can be used to generate ben-
efits of a material, social, or psychological nature. It varies
from economic capital since obligations are not contractually
enforceable and thus relies on culturally and contextually spe-
cific values and etiquette (Smart, 1993).

Pierre Bourdieu (1986) defines social capital as "the aggre-
gate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to
possession of a durable network of more or less institutional-
ized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition" (p.
248). Social capital is context-dependent and takes many differ-
ent interrelated forms, including obligations, trust, norms, and
sanctions. For Bourdieu, social capital is used to increase the
ability of an actor to advance her/his interests and becomes a
resource in struggles carried out in different social arenas. He
notes that social capital is fundamentally rooted in economic
capital, though it can never be completely reduced to an eco-
nomic form; social capital remains effective because it conceals
its relationship to economic capital (see Bourdieu, 1986, 1998).

Robert Putnam's (1993) central thesis is that well-function-
ing economic systems and high levels of political integration
are the result of the successful accumulation of social capital.
In his view, Western societies are experiencing a decline of
social capital, which explains poor voter turnout, increasing
distrust of government, and poor participation in civil society,
especially community voluntary associations. The family and
the neighborhood have also lost their traditional strength as
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key mechanisms for reinforcing solidarity and democracy.
By strengthening the role of community-based voluntary
organizations that negotiate, represent, and promote members'
shared interests, social capital can be increased.

Social capital has been credited with the ability to cure
most social ills (Portes, 1998). It helps people resolve collec-
tive problems with more ease, facilitates development, height-
ens awareness of our globally interconnected fates, fosters
the flow of useful information, and improves people's health,
resilience, and productivity (Policy Research Initiative, 2005;
Putnam, 2000). Public health, crime, homelessness, alienation,
immigrant integration, poverty, and underdevelopment are
just some of the societal challenges that "can allegedly be re-
solved or alleviated through the appropriate mobilization of
social capital" (Smart, 2008, p. 1). Despite the fanfare, some
have pointed out that not all social capital is "good," and can
lead to less than desirable outcomes. Too much social capital,
for example, can result in closed ethnic communities where
tight bonds become barriers to integration into the mainstream
(Portes, 1998).

Given its relevance to conceptualizing social issues and
their resolution, social capital theory is of particular interest
to policy makers. For example, the World Bank has embraced
social capital as a means to move beyond the "Washington
Consensus" of global deregulation and promotion of the free
market (Fine, 1999, 2006; Harris, 2001; Li, 2006). Dominant
public discourses on social capital are based on the idea that
strong participation in social networks, community organi-
zations, and a sense of trust and solidarity facilitate coopera-
tion between citizens. In turn, this reduces poverty and crime,
whilst increasing political participation to allow for a better
government (Helly, 2003).

Ideas about social capital, cohesion, and inclusion have also
influenced Canadian public policy approaches, particularly
since the 1990s. The Government of Canada Policy Research
Initiative of the Privy Council Office conducted a major re-
search program between 2003 and 2005 on social capital to un-
derstand how it can potentially impact public policy outcomes.
The initiative also aimed to "develop a conceptual framework
and measurement tools that will have practical applications
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for various federal policy departments" and "transfer lessons
learned and policy recommendations to key players in the
policy and research communities (Policy Research Initiative,
2005, p. 2). One of the initiative's conclusions was that:

Governments inevitably affect patterns of social capital
development. Taking into consideration the role of
social capital (and the interaction between social
relationships and policies) in a more systematic way
... can potentially make a significant difference in the
achievement of policy objectives. (p. 2)

Social Capital, Immigration and Housing

Theories of social capital have been particularly influential
in policy responses to immigration and integration in receiv-
ing societies. Social capital is looked upon by researchers and
policy makers to explain, among other issues, immigrant attach-
ment to the labor market, economic mobility (Hernandez-Leon
& Zuniga, 2002), educational attainment (Abada & Tenkorang,
2009), migration flows (Nannestad, Svendsen, & Svendsen,
2008), social cohesion and acculturation (Cheong, Edwards,
Goulbourne, & Solomos, 2007; Hooghe, 2007), civic engage-
ment and participation (Bevelander & Pendakur, 2009).

Although the struggle for adequate housing is a well-known
experience of migrants throughout various historical periods,
it is notable that immigrant housing outcomes in Canada have
been deteriorating for the past twenty years. Studies have
demonstrated that since the 1980s, immigrants' rate of hom-
eownership has decreased dramatically; prior to this, immi-
grants' high levels of homeownership prompted the research-
ers to examine why they had more successful housing careers
than Canadian-born persons (Haan, 2005). Presumptions of
high levels of social capital among immigrant communities
have been used to explain these changes in housing outcomes,
particularly homeownership attainment, housing affordabil-
ity, and access issues (Haan, 2005; Hulchanski, 1994; Murdie,
2002, 2003; Murdie & Teixeira, 1997; Ornstein, 2002; Owusu,
1998). For example, Kilbride and Webber (2006) explain de-
creasing housing outcomes from immigrants to Canada to be
the result of a loss of social capital resulting from migration.
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Other research suggests that social capital can play a positive
role in housing outcomes as ethnocultural networks, informal
assistance, and group pooling of resources somewhat buffer
the extent of relative and absolute homelessness among immi-
grants (Chan, Hiebert, D'Addario, & Sherrell, 2005; Mendez,
Hiebert, & Wyly, 2006; Pruegger & Tanasescu, 2007).

Understandings of social capital have impacted govern-
ment responses and interventions in immigrant housing issues.
Canadian Immigration and Citizenship, the ministry respon-
sible for immigration and settlement, does not currently pri-
oritize immigrants' housing outcomes as part of its mandate.
The prevailing assumption is that immigrants find their way
to housing via social capital, kin, and informal networks. In
other words, immigrants "take care of their own" (Hiebert,
D'Addario, & Sherrell, 2009, p. 4). The fact that immigrants are
under-represented in the homeless population reaffirms the
assumption that social capital is buffering housing difficulties.
This assumption is being challenged by growing evidence of in-
creasing housing challenges experienced by immigrants. Based
on new data from the 2006 Canadian census, several trends
can be observed. Immigrants are more likely than Canadian-
born persons to spend 30% or more of their income on shelter,
irrespective of their tenure. Further, the proportion of those
overspending on housing is increasing: 28.5% of immigrants
lived in households that spent 30% or more of their income
on shelter in 2006, up from 25.4% in 2001. This compares with
18.6% of the Canadian-born population, which changed very
little from 2001 (Rea, Mackey, & LeVasseur, 2008).

These Canadian trends are reconfirmed by The City of
Calgary analysis of Census 2006 data for immigrant-led house-
holds, which showed that 42% of immigrant-led renter house-
holds and 24% of immigrant-led owner households were
in need of affordable housing. By comparison, the Calgary
general population showed a need of 37% and 12% for renters
and owners respectively (City of Calgary, 2008a). Earlier find-
ings from the Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Canada,
which captures data from arrivals between October 2000 and
September 2001, showed that 32.2% of Calgary immigrants
surveyed reported having difficulties finding suitable housing
(Chui, 2003). Canada's 2001 census data also showed that recent
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members and forced into illegal activities (Interviewee 10). In
another situation, a woman who came to Canada to live with
her sister reported that she was asked to leave after refusing
to be her sister's "slave" (Interviewee 12). In another case,
a woman joined her husband and his family in Canada and
was forced into unpaid labor. She was physically abused and
confined until she ran away. She sought help from an uncle
in Canada, who, in turn, subjected her to similar treatment
(Interviewee 13). Those who spoke about their experiences of
'getting out' noted they were exceptions.

It is therefore important to recognize that family and com-
munity assistance and close bonds can be extremely helpful
in settlement but can also be abusive and exploitative. One
female participant noted that she does not go near neighbor-
hoods with higher concentration of co-ethnics for fear of being
recognized and reported to her husband and uncle's families
(Interviewee 13). After having experienced these situations,
some participants note that they purposely sought outside help
from members outside of their ethnocultural communities.

Contextualizing Increasing Immigrant
Housing Difficulties

Clearly, social capital is not the panacea to immigrants'
housing challenges. The absence of a concerted government
response to increasing immigrants' housing difficulties, even
when manifested as homelessness, is based on the assumption
that ethnocultural communities "take care of their own" and
that "they know best." The intensifying housing challenges
immigrants are experiencing, as confirmed by the study's find-
ings, must be understood in light of larger macro-social pro-
cesses including: (a) the growing reliance of Canadian cities
on immigration for economic growth; (b) increasing dispari-
ties in labor market outcomes for immigrants correlated to lan-
guage, country of origin and visible minority status; and (c)
the complex interplay of immigrant settlement in major urban
centers where competitive housing markets and systemic bar-
riers to housing exist. These trends are also apparent, based on
immigrants' experiences, with housing in Calgary.

Calgary's foreign-born population has grown rapidly to
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become the fifth-highest in the country. In 2005, almost one-
quarter (23.6%) of the city's population was foreign-born (Chui
et al., 2007). From 2001 to 2006, the foreign-born population
grew by 28% compared with 9.1% for the Canadian-born pop-
ulation. Despite the importance of immigrants for Calgary's
economic growth, they are experiencing intensifying difficul-
ties finding and maintaining appropriate employment and
housing. The gap between the immigrant employment rate
and that of non-immigrants widened and immigrant unem-
ployment rates remain higher than those of non-immigrants;
the lack of recognition of foreign credentials remains a key
barrier to employment for recent immigrants (City of Calgary,
2008c). Census data demonstrates that over the past quarter
century, the earnings gap between recent immigrant workers
and Canadian-born workers widened significantly (Galarneau
& Morissette, 2008; Statistics Canada, 2008). At the same time,
the proportion of immigrants with a university degree in jobs
with low educational requirements (such as clerks, cashiers,
and taxi drivers) increased during the 1991 to 2006 period.
Galarneau and Morissette (2008) conclude that the observed
difference between the labor market outcomes of native-born
Canadians and immigrants can be attributed to immigrants'
language, country of origin, and visible minority status.

The employment and income disparities immigrants face
in Canada, and Calgary specifically, are congruent with larger
global economic trends. The economic restructuring that result-
ed from a shift towards globalized capitalism in the past two
decades has coincided with a significant change in Canada's
immigration policy-a shift towards developing countries
being sources of immigrants-and retrenchment of the welfare
state from social assistance and social housing. It is important to
note that immigrants to cities embedded in the global economy
do not have the same opportunities upon arrival; the segmen-
tation of visible minority foreign-born workers into low wage
employment is a global phenomenon in developed nations'
cities (Friedmann, 1986; Friedmann & Wolff, 1982; King,
1991; Sassen, 2002), and apparent in Calgary's case as well.
Calgary's central role in the oil and gas industry has enabled
its rise to prominence on the world stage and simultaneously
necessitated increased attraction of flexible workers to fuel
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economic growth. Both highly skilled technical and low-skilled
workers are needed to meet the labor need of the globalized
city, and Calgary has been no exception. Canada's immigration
policy places significant value on higher education for immi-
grants; however, actual labor needs in receiving urban centers
include demands in the low wage, low skill sector. Trends in
employment for immigrants by industry show a significant
growth in immigrant employment in the lower wage sales and
service occupations (Statistics Canada, 2008).

Growing income and employment disparities impact im-
migrants' capacity to obtain and maintain housing. The fact
that immigrants are attracted to major urban centers, where
real estate and rental prices are the highest, further limits
their capacity to obtain affordable housing. Not surprisingly,
housing affordability challenges, low wages, and systemic bar-
riers to housing combine to impact immigrants' housing situa-
tions. The housing challenges faced by immigrants in Calgary
echo increasing reports of relative and absolute homelessness
reported in Vancouver (Chan et al., 2005), Toronto (Murdie,
2003, 2005; Paradis, Novac, Sarty, & Hulchanski, 2008), and
Edmonton (Enns, Felix, & Gurnett, 2007).

There is evidence that immigrant housing outcomes have
been deteriorating for the past twenty years. Studies have dem-
onstrated that since the 1980s, immigrants' rate of homeown-
ership has decreased dramatically (Haan, 2005). Researchers
have attributed the erosion of this "homeownership advan-
tage" (Ray & Moore, 1991) to discrimination and systemic bar-
riers to housing and employment (Anucha, 2006; Ornstein,
2002; Owusu, 1998). Research further confirms that immi-
grants, especially visible minority immigrants, are streamed
into poorer neighborhoods with marginal housing stock that
significantly affects the life chances of their residents (Fiedler,
Schuurman, & Hynd, 2006; Smith & Ley, 2008). There is a
growing relationship between the clustering of certain visible
minority groups in urban neighborhoods and the spatial con-
centration of poverty in Canadian cities (Walks & Bourne,
2006). Immigration status interacts and interweaves with other
interlocking oppressions of ethnicity, race, gender, religion, age
and language to impact housing (Dion, 2001; Ornstein, 2002;
Paradis et al., 2008; Pruegger & Tanasescu, 2007; Skaburksis,
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2004). Discrimination by real estate agents, mortgage lenders,
insurers, and landlords make it difficult for immigrants and
racial minorities to obtain housing (Chan et al., 2005; Danso
& Grant, 2000; Haan, 2007; Murdie, 2005; Skaburskis, 1996;
Wayland, 2007).

These trends are confirmed by results of the Calgary study.
Not surprisingly, the most common barriers to housing that
were reported centered on inadequate income. The issue of
foreign credentials was persistently mentioned as a reason for
housing difficulties, because it essentially excluded the im-
migrant from the higher-skilled work and wages that would
enable him/her to afford appropriate housing. The additional
barriers to housing reported (language, the age of children, lack
of appropriate documentation, race and ethnicity, and poor or
no credit history) compounded with inadequate income to
limit access to mainstream housing. As a result of these bar-
riers, immigrants had to rely on several different strategies to
obtain housing. House sharing and poorer quality accommo-
dation were two common ways immigrants managed to gain
access to housing they could afford. However, inappropriate or
inadequate housing, such as basement suites or room rentals,
is more likely to be insecure, unsafe, and have considerable
health consequences. The lack of knowledge about landlord-
tenant rights and the fear of losing housing increased the vul-
nerability of immigrants. These precarious housing situations
resulted in immigrants worrying significantly about their
living situation.

Although many were clearly in need of support, most
survey respondents did not report accessing mainstream
systems. Housing help came primarily from friends rather
than social agencies, government, or ethnocultural and reli-
gious community associations. As discussed, these informal
networks and accompanying housing arrangements have
both benefits and notable strains. The lack of access of agen-
cies and mainstream support systems was at times reinforced
by interviewees' feelings of shame and guilt about "failing" to
succeed in Canada. However, there were significant barriers to
accessing these systems as well. Immigrants commonly report-
ed not knowing assistance was available or how to access it.
Those who tried to gain social housing, daycare, and/or social
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assistance supports met significant challenges navigating
complex application processes, and some simply gave up.
Immigrants also expressed a lack of clarity around why they
were denied a particular benefit. In cases where benefits were
obtained, these were often inadequate to meet the basic neces-
sities of living in Calgary.

Conclusion

The experiences of study participants illustrate the impacts
of neoliberal policy trends in state approaches to social welfare
that reinforce the importance of individual enterprise as a
means of mitigating the failure of the market and government
to provide affordable housing and support social integration.
These processes are contextualized in the broader economic re-
structuring that resulted from the shift toward globalized capi-
talism in the past two decades (Hackworth & Moriah, 2006;
Harvey, 1989, 2005, 2007; Lyon-Callo, 2004), which has re-
sulted in "an attenuation of capitalist and class interests" and
"growing coincidence of capitalist interests across borders"
(Harrison, 2005, p. 3). The impacts of neoliberal ideologies in
practice have led to the "intensification of inequities across
classes, genders, and ethnicities, both within and between
developed and underdeveloped worlds" (Harrison, 2005, p.
5). These inequities are manifested by the housing difficulties
facing immigrants captured in this study.

Given the widespread and complex global processes that
have created the current housing and income disparities for
immigrants, the expectation that ethnocultural communities
and informal assistance between friends and family members
will buffer these impacts seems overly optimistic. Even if im-
migrants could be absorbed by family, friends, and commu-
nity members, there are clear tensions and pressures that arise
from these situations. The declining economic prospects of im-
migrants further reduce this sustaining capacity and the desir-
ability of reliance on this mechanism as a buffer to homeless-
ness. Though informal housing assistance can help with the
payment of increasing shelter costs and assist in the settlement
process, we must keep in mind the costs of such savings.

Although Calgary and Canada rely on immigration to fill
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labor needs and remain competitive in the global economy,
government action to address the basic needs of immigrants
arriving in over-heated housing markets has been limited and
has therefore contributed to current challenges. The barriers
immigrants face to accessing mainstream supports are symp-
tomatic of the neoliberal state's retreat from social assistance
in the past twenty years. For immigrants, furthermore, access
challenges are compounded by racism and discrimination. In
a sense, the discourse of social capital and individuals as well
as communities "helping themselves" resounds neoliberal
discourse that legitimizes the downloading of government re-
sponsibility for social issues onto citizens. While helpful as a
broad conceptual tool for understanding the role of social rela-
tions as resources, social capital should be examined within
the context of the concrete political economy (Smart, 2008).
The social capital lens can become significantly more useful in
understanding in contemporary society if it is used to comple-
ment the concern with ties, relationships, and solidarity with
attention to disjuncture and tension.

These findings have implications for policy and program-
ming. The housing cost challenges immigrants face are shared
with other groups and confirm the need to increase the supply
of affordable housing options that are appropriate for new-
comers in terms of size, location, and proximity to ameni-
ties. The reported barriers to accessing mainstream supports
point to the need for a thorough review of current policies and
practices, as well as the removal of barriers for those most in
need of receiving mainstream supports. Immigrants face the
added challenges of being new to Canada and may lack the
language skills necessary to navigate these systems. A central
gap that this research points to is the fact that current settle-
ment funding does not focus on housing as a critical compo-
nent to successful transitions in the host country, and therefore
adequate resources are not being targeted to this end.

There is also a clear need to enhance collaboration and
communication between the homeless and settlement sectors
to increase joint program design, planning, and service deliv-
ery for immigrants, given the apparent need in these commu-
nities. This raises issues around tailoring services to meet the
needs of immigrants and ensuring their appropriateness and
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accessibility. There is a need to increase immigrant awareness
about housing supports, services, and rights. We have to be
mindful that working with and through ethnocultural commu-
nities are not the sole strategies through which these reforms
can be pursued.
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