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Abstract

Building on Armstrong and Lewis (2011), which focused on Dutch migration to Canada in the

1920s, we extend our analysis to immigrants from Italy.  As in the earlier paper, the decision to

emigrate is formalized with a life cycle model that includes a borrowing constraint. Agents

jointly choose how much to save, the optimal period to finance migration, and whether or not to

migrate. Preference for the home country, the period of adjustment after arrival, and the direct

cost of migration are among the factors that affect the savings of migrants, age at migration, and

other characteristics of those who migrates. The model, which is simulated using Italian price and

wage data, also helps explain the large wage gap between workers in Italy and Canada. Our

analysis of a data set of roughly 5,000 Italian immigrants, which we add to our earlier Dutch data

base, helps us address a variety of issues, including the role of immigration policies and

migration chains in guiding the patterns of settlement.
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Introduction

The years described as the “wheat boom,” usually dated 1896 to 1914, saw not just the

rapid expansion of agriculture on the Canadian prairies but an acceleration in the country’s

population, which was driven mainly by immigration.  Over that period more than three million

immigrants arrived in Canada, a number equal to nearly 40 percent of the total Canadian

population in 1914.   The war brought a virtual end to migration from countries other than the1

United States;  and, although numbers recovered after the war, immigration remained well below2

the levels of the wheat boom era. The peak years in the 1920s were 1926 to 1929, when arrivals

averaged 157,000, whereas during the years preceding the war, 1910 to 1913, annual immigration

was nearly 350,000.  In Armstrong and Lewis (2011), we explored the characteristics Dutch

immigrants who arrived in  Canada from 1925 to 1929, our choice of years dictated by the

additional information that immigration agents began collecting and recording in the ship

passenger manifests.  Of particular interest to us were the savings and ages of these migrants, and

what they helped reveal about the migration decision.  Here we extend the analysis to immigrants

from Italy. The differences between the two groups in terms of occupation, as well as in age and

savings, is explored along with the role of the immigration regulations, which became

increasingly restrictive. 

A central theme of our earlier paper was the impact of a borrowing constraint on the

emigration decision and on the characteristics of those who chose to migrate.  Indentured

servitude,  “chain migration,” and the age distribution of emigrants all point to the difficulty of

obtaining the funds for the move as a key element in understanding migration.   But perhaps most

telling are the wage gaps between sending and receiving countries for similarly skilled workers. 

In the late nineteenth-century, for example, equilibrium wage differentials between Europe and
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the United States, based on moving costs, were on the order of 10 percent, whereas observed

wage differentials were orders-of-magnitude greater:  70 percent for Britain, 100 percent for

Germany, and 340 percent for Italy (Armstrong and Lewis 2011).  In the late 1920s, wage

differentials between Canada and the Netherlands were also much greater than the amortized cost

of moving.  Real wages of skilled workers in Canada were roughly double those in the

Netherlands, and unskilled workers earned about 50 percent more.   Amortizing even upward-

biased estimates of moving and related costs lead to wage differences of less than 5 percent

(Armstrong and Lewis 2011, 13). 

By introducing a borrowing constraint into a life-cycle model of the migration decision

and allowing for a taste preference for the home country, we simulated, at least approximately,

some features of the Dutch immigrants flows.  It is clear that the extraordinarily large wage gaps

make sense only if the “marginal immigrant,” ie. the immigrant indifferent between leaving and

staying, had a taste preference for the Netherlands.  But tastes alone explain only 60 percent of

the differential; about 40 percent was due to the need for Dutch emigrants to cover the direct and

related costs of migration through saving prior to migration.  Here we simulate the same life-

cycle model for the Italian experience.  But, more importantly, we have greatly expanded our

data base of immigrant characteristics, drawn from the passenger lists, by adding nearly 5,000

observations on Italian immigrants to our Dutch sample of roughly 3,000.  As in the case of those

arriving from the Netherlands, the passenger lists include the relationship of the immigrant to the

contact person in Canada, cash on arrival, a statement of whether the immigrant paid their own

fare, age, and variety of other characteristics.  The new, larger, comparative, sample sheds further

light on the age at migration, the savings of immigrants, and other issues.
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A life-cycle model of migration with imperfect capital markets

A potential emigrant faces two related decisions: whether and when to migrate.  If the

wage is higher in the receiving country and capital markets are perfect, migrants will leave at the

start of their (working) lives; but if migrants are unable to borrow, they must first save enough to

cover the costs of the move.  The migration decision thus includes the period of over which to

save.  We formalize the decision to migrate with a life-cycle model, where lifetime utility of the

non-migrant is: 

,        (1)

and T is lifetime, u is per-period utility, c is consumption, ô is the per-period utility benefit of

remaining in the home country, and ñ is the pure rate of time preference.  Because the emigrant

loses the extra benefit of remaining in the home country after they migrate, their lifetime utility,

MU  , is given by:

,        (2)

0where t  is migration time.  There is no non-labour income initially and the wage depends on

whether the agent is in the home or receiving country.  Given a moving cost, K , the income

stream over the lifetime is given by:

H 0      w 0 # t < t

H 0 y(t)     =    w   - K t =  t        (3)

R 0      w , t  < t # T

H R where w  , w  is the wage in the home, receiving country.   There is no borrowing, implying that3

cumulative consumption can never exceed cumulative income.

, 0 # t # n          (4)
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where r is the discount rate.  Because of the borrowing constraint, the consumption decision can

be segmented into the period prior to and the period following migration.   Prior to migration,4

consumption is limited by wages in the home country and the savings required to meet the costs

of emigrating.  In this period, the optimization decision is given by:

    .                      (5)

The first-order conditions yield the solutions:

0,  and       0 # t # t             (6)

       

,         (7)

where c*(t) is optimal consumption at time, t .  Equation (7) requires that cumulative savings at

0 0migration time, t , equals the cost of migration.  In the second period, t  to T, the agent chooses

optimal consumption based on the wage in the receiving country.  The optimization solution

takes much the same form as equation (6).   Finally, migration time is chosen to maximize5

lifetime utility under the assumption that the agent chooses the optimal consumption paths during

the periods before and after migration:

.         (8)

The first-order condition can be expressed as:

   ,                      (9)

0 0where t  applies to the home country and t  to the receiving country.   The LHS of equation (9)+- 6

represents the increase in utility from postponing migration.  By migrating later, the emigrant has

a longer period to save the moving cost, K .  This implies an increase in consumption every year 
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prior to migration, ie. .  There is a further increase in utility, ô , if there is a

comparative amenity value of remaining in the home country.  Offsetting these gains (RHS) is the

loss in utility because consumption in the home country is less than in the receiving country. The

decision to migrate requires that lifetime utility, assuming migration is at the optimal time, is at

least as great as lifetime utility if the person does not migrate: 

   ,                   (10)

where  is optimal consumption of the non-migrant. Figure 1 illustrates the pattern of wages

and consumption for the case where the discount rate, r, equals the pure rate of time preference,

ñ.  The decision to migrate is based on a comparison of the consumption profile of the migrant,7

Hwhich has consumption below the home-country wage, w  ,  prior to migration and equal to the

R H receiving-country wage, w , after.  The non-migrant has constant consumption, w , throughout

 their lifetime.  

Italian Immigration to Canada in the 1920s

In contrast to the U.S. experience, Canada did not become a major destination of Italian

immigrants until the twentieth century. In 1901 there were just 11,000 residents of Italian origin, 

located mainly in Montreal and Toronto (Jansen 1988, 47); but immigration from Italy to Canada

then increased dramatically.  From 1901 to 1911, annual immigration averaged 5,700 and in the

two years preceding the war there were more than 40,000 immigrant arrivals.  In the earlier years,

many were said to be seasonal workers – young men often recruited for railroad or canal

construction, who were sourced mainly from the largely agricultural and economically stagnant
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south of Italy. And while some returned to Italy or migrated to the United States after their

employment contracts had ended, most ended up settling in Canadian cities (Ramirez 1988a).

Italian migration into Canada during this period was directed to a large degree by agents,

known as Padroni, who worked in concert with steamship companies to directly recruit workers

(Harney 1993).  The Padrone system did not last into the 1920s, but the network of information

flows back to the old country that it helped create formed the basis of Italian immigration to

Canada following the First World War (Harney 1977). The pattern of migration and settlement

increasingly began to be influenced by migration chains linking Italian villages to specific

locations in Canada (Ramirez 1989a).  Despite the employment prospects in the prairies and rural

areas of Ontario, that were exploited by other immigrants, Italians where drawn  predominantly to

the urban centres of Montreal and Toronto.  Ramirez (1989b) suggests that the allure of these

cities tended to be as much cultural as economic, as new migrants were able to integrate into

established Italian communities.  By the 1920s Montreal:

...had become a place where [an immigrant] could both work and live, shop in his

own language, celebrate with friends and relatives his paese’s patron saint , and

where he was more likely to find a wife and raise a family. Ramirez (1989b, p.

124).

Certainly not everyone settled in the two Canadian metropolises, but the draw of their sizeable 

communities was a distinguishing feature of Italian immigration to Canada in the 1920s. Notable

Italian immigrant enclaves also arose in mid-sized cities; Vancouver, Hamilton and Ottawa.

The preference of Italian immigrants for urban settlement conflicted with official

Canadian immigration policy, which sought to direct new arrivals into agriculture.  The

foundation of Canadian policy was the Immigration Act passed in 1910 and later amended



9

through a series of Orders-in-Council that typically tried to make migration to Canada more

restrictive.  An early amendment, P.C. 23, dated January 7, 1914, required that immigrants come

to Canada “by continuous journey from the country of which he is a native;” but most significant,

especially in terms of the potential impact on the occupation mix was P.C. 183 of January 31,

1923.  That amendment prohibited the landing in Canada of all classes and occupations except:

(1) A bona fide agriculturist entering Canada to farm and has sufficient means to

begin farming in Canada.

(2) A bona fide farm labourer entering Canada to follow that occupation and has

reasonable assurance of employment. (Canada, Department of Immigration and

Colonization 1926, 46) 

The amendment included provisions specifically exempting British subjects and immigrants from

the United States; but immigration officers, in fact, interpreted the exemptions much more

broadly.  A Select Standing Committee on Agricultural and Colonization held hearings and issued

a report in 1928 that addressed the resulting confusion.  Immigrants from northern European

countries, including the Netherlands, were being admitted under much the same rules as British

subjects, but those from central and southern Europe, including Italy, had in principle to meet the

occupational requirement (Canada, Department of Agriculture and Colonization 1928, vi-vii).  

In response there arose what Franc Sturino refers to as the Farm Labour System, which

was a way of circumventing the occupational test applied to immigrants from non-preferred

countries (Sturino 1985). Typically a prospective immigrant would contact an acquaintance or

family member already living in Canada.  The contact would obtain an invitation and promise of

employment from a Canadian farmer. Although an invitation was not formally required, it was

seen as helpful in obtaining approval of the immigrant’s application by the immigration agent.
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Because of the limited demand for Italian farm labour, a market arose in which a farmer would

sign a fraudulent invitation in exchange for a payment.  The Canadian authorities were aware that8

fraudulent invitations were being issued, but there was disagreement about how widespread the

practise was. Acting Deputy Minister of Immigration, F. C. Blair believed it was pervasive: 

We have investigated hundreds of these [applications from Italian immigrants] in

various parts of Canada and I am safe in saying that 95% of the cases investigated

were bogus. (letter to the Minister of the Interior, C. Stewart, Dec. 30, 1925 -

quoted in [Storino 1985, 68])

Thomas Gelley, the Division Commissioner in Winnipeg, saw less of a problem:

...I am certain that the settlement arrangements covering these permits were

satisfactory and that the interested parties here were bona fide in their intention...”

(letter to the Deputy Minister of Immigration, W. J. Egan, Sept. 9, 1926 [Sturino

(1988, 69])

In any event, the Canadian authorities did little to curb the farm labour system such as it existed.

Despite the concerns of some bureaucrats, federal politicians turned a blind eye to the practise

(Sturino 1988, 65). It was not until 1927 when Mussolini’s government ended its policy of

encouraging emigration that the farm labour system came to an end.

Figures 2a and 2b present immigrant arrivals from Italy and the Netherlands over the

period 1900 to 1929.  Prior to the war, Dutch immigration averaged less than 10 percent of

immigration from Italy.  There was almost no immigration from either country during and

immediately after the war, but in 1923 immigration from the Netherlands rose dramatically and

remained high for the rest of the decade.  There was some recovery in Italian immigration as well,

but much less, and by 1924 the relative arrival rates had fallen from the pre-war ratios of about
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ten-to-one to roughly two-to-one and less.  In 1928 and 1929, possibly because of the end of the

farm labour system, Dutch immigration exceeded Italian immigration by a considerable margin.

Wages in Canada and Italy 

The wage differentials between Europe and the United States in the late nineteenth

century far exceeded what would be expected if migrants could have borrowed their moving

costs, and the same was true during the early twentieth century.  For the 1920s we have from the

International Labour Review detailed information on wages and prices for a broad range of

countries.  These data have been exploited by Williamson (1995) to study the pattern of cross-

country real wages over time.  Here our concern is with real wages in Canada and Italy during the

late 1920s.  Table 1 compares the hourly wages of workers in Canada and Italy in 1929, and we

have included the wages of workers in the Netherlands, drawn from our earlier paper.   The gap9

between wages in Canada and the Netherlands was greater than can be explained by amortized

moving costs.  Skilled workers in Canada earned about twice their Dutch counterparts; and the

differential was even greater for workers in Italy.  Using a purchasing-power-parity comparison,

the real wage of workers in Canada was generally about three times that in Italy.  For example,

the ratio for unskilled labourers varied from 3.1 for those in the building trades to 3.5 for

labourers in mechanical engineering.  There was little relation across occupations between the

wage in Italy and the Canada-Italy differential.  In the case of the Netherlands, by contrast, the

differential was greater in the higher-wage occupations. 

To an even greater degree than was the case for the Dutch, the wage differentials between

Canada and Italy exceeded what the financial migration costs would justify.  The ship fare was

about $125 and there would have been the cost of the train and initial expenses (see below). 
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Travel time was about two weeks, but there would have been the time to prepare for the voyage

and begin employment.  Allowing six weeks of lost earnings, the cost to an unskilled labourer

making 100 lira per week, was between 3,500 and 4,000 lira.  Amortizing these amounts at 5

percent over 35 years give a required wage differential of under 4 percent.  As shown in Table 1,

the wage gap for unskilled workers was more than 200 percent.  In the case of the Dutch, a little

more than half the wage gap, according to the simulations in Armstrong and Lewis (2011), was

due to a preference for the home country, with the inability to borrow also playing an important

part.

 
Simulating the Migration Decision of Italians  

To illustrate how wages, capital constraints, tastes and other factors affected the migration

decision, the model has been simulated using the evidence on wage rates and migration costs

pertinent to Italian immigration. In deriving the empirical results, a constant-elasticity Stone-

Geary utility function is assumed:

,                        (14)

where s can be interpreted as subsistence consumption and ä is the inverse of the intertemporal

rate of time preference.   In the analysis of Dutch migration the model was adjusted to allow for10

a lower initial wage after migration even than in the Netherlands. Because wages in Italy were so

much lower than in Canada, it is assumed that Italians immigrants receive the home wage

initially.  After arrival the wage is assumed to increase until it equals the average Canadian wage. 

Equation (4) becomes:
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Hw 00 # t < t

H  0w ! K t = t

      (12)y (t) = 

0 1t < t # t

R 1w t  < t # T

0 1 Since income is rising from time, t  to t , it can be assumed that the new immigrant will be

1consuming their income during that time. After t  we assume as an approximation that

consumption will continue equaling income.  The lifetime optimization problem, replacing

equation (9), can be written as:

.                               (13)

The first-order condition for optimal migration time [corresponding to equation (10)] is:

.       (14)

Equation (14) has been solved using values intended to approximate those applicable to unskilled

T0Italian migrants.  Table 2 shows the simulated time to migration, t  , and total saving, S  , for

selected parameter values and exogenous variables thought to be consistent with the Italian

experience.  The results are compared to our simulations of the Dutch experience. An important

component of the model is parameter, ô , which represents the preference of migrants for Italy. 

Clearly there would have been a distribution of tastes.  The values of ô used in the simulations

apply to the marginal migrant, whose lifetime utility is the same whether or not they emigrate. 

Unskilled workers in the Italy earned about 5,000 lira per year, the purchasing power

equivalent in Canada of roughly 300 dollars (appendix, Table 1a).  Assuming an initial migration

cost of 3,750 lira, and earnings in Canada that increase over ten years from 300 dollars to the

Canadian unskilled wage of about 900 dollars, the optimal time to migration time is 6.8 years,
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which is two years more than the simulated time for the Dutch case.  The greater delay is due to

that fact that moving costs for Italians were a higher proportion of their home wage.  The taste

parameter, ô , of 1.26 implies that an Italian worker, who is indifferent between migrating and

not, must consume roughly 85 percent more in Canada to regard themselves equally well off.  11

This compares to the actual wage differential, which was 200 percent. The simulations suggest

then that most of the gap in wages between Canada and Italy was due to a liquidity constraint.

Note that if emigrants could borrow to cover the cost of the move and had no preference for the

home country, the required increase in wage would be less than 5 percent.

The effect of each parameter and exogenous variable is derived by re-simulating the

0model for small changes, where the focus is on time to migration, t  , and the equilibrium taste

parameter, ô  .  An increase in the pure rate of time preference, ñ , increases migration time sinceE

the migrant will choose to consume more in early periods. The equilibrium taste parameter, ô  ,E

declines, meaning that those at the margin will have less preference for the home country.  The

implication is that a higher pure rate of time preference discourages migration. A higher value of 

ä (lower intertemporal rate of time preference) also increases savings and time to migration, since

migrants will choose to smooth consumption more.  A higher value of  ä also discourages

migration.   The exogenous variables have the expected effects.  An increase in the initial wage12

Iafter migration, w  , reduces migration time; an increase in the adjustment period, a, has the

opposite effect as does an increase in the direct cost of migration, K.   A higher wage premium, k,

shortens the time to migration.  Notable is the effect of the discount rate.  Because migrants are

accumulating for a future move, an increase in the discount rate reduces the present value of the

required saving and thus lowers the age at migration.  It should be noted that these results would
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not apply to immigrants who have access to perfect capital markets. In the absence of a

borrowing constraint, they all migrate at age 0.

Dutch and Italian Immigrants: Evidence from the Passenger Lists

We now turn to data drawn from the passenger lists of ships that arrived at Canadian ports

during the years 1925 to 1929. We have observations on 7,866 adult male arrivals and their

families of whom 2976 were identified as being of ‘Dutch’, ‘Holland’ or ‘Netherlands’

nationality and 4,890 who were identified as being of Italian nationality.   The passenger lists13

include information on the immigrant’s age, occupation in the country of origin, intended

occupation, intended destination in Canada, name of and relationship to a contact person in

Canada, name of and relationship to a contact in the originating country, reading ability (and in

which languages), whether they paid their own passage, whether they had been in Canada before,

and their cash holdings on arrival. Wives and children accompanying the male household heads

were also identified. Quebec City, Halifax, and Saint John (New Brunswick) were the main ports

of entry.

Variables related to the migration decision are based on the lists. The savings variable is

derived by adding the cost of the ocean journey, if the passage was paid for by the immigrant, to

cash holdings on arrival. The cost to an adult traveling third class from Rotterdam to Quebec in

the mid 1920s was $113.   Ten dollars is added to account for the greater distance from Italy. We14

add another adult fare if the immigrant came with his wife and one-half the fare for  each child

under 18 years of age.

 The immigrant’s occupation in the originating country is assigned to one of four wage

classes. Those, who were farmers or other agricultural workers, are in the low wage class, with
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the exception of those farmers who arrived with more than $500 cash. We assume these

immigrants were intending to purchase farms and include them in the high wage class. Unskilled

workers are placed in the medium-low wage class, and skilled workers in the medium-high

class.  Professionals and entrepreneurs are in the high wage class. The immigrant’s contact in15

Canada is categorized as: employer, family, friend or agency. The agency category includes

railroad agents and representatives of either the Canadian government or Dutch or Italian

immigration agencies.

A summary of the statistics disaggregated by country of origin is shown in Table 3. The

average age in the full sample is 28.3 with Italians averaging 1.5 years older than Dutch

immigrants. The Dutch arrived with more cash – about $90 more on average – and had

accumulated more savings before departure. An examination of the immigrants’ family status

reveals one of the more striking differences between the Dutch and Italian subsamples. A larger

proportion of the Italians were married – 45 percent versus 28 percent; but almost none arrived

with families.  On the other hand, 17 percent of the Dutch immigrants emigrated with wives and

children. Two explanations for the difference present themselves. Either the married Italian men

arriving by themselves were seasonal workers, intending to return to Italy once their contracts

were complete, or these Italian families could not afford to migrate together; instead these

household heads sent for the rest of their family once they had accumulated the necessary

capital.   The low income class comprises a roughly equal proportion in each of the two16

subsamples; but more Italians were in the medium-low income class. The immigrant’s contact in

Canada provides another contrast. More than half of the Dutch immigrants reported an agency as

contact, while more than half of the Italians reported a family contact. This suggests a greater

importance of migration chains to Italian immigration.  
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Despite the occupational test applied to immigrants from non-preferred countries, more

than 20 percent of the Italians indicated an intention to pursue other than agricultural work,

compared to only 8 percent for the  Dutch immigrants.  It is almost certain, though, that some 

immigrants, particularly Italians, whose stated intention was farm work, in fact went into other

occupations.  More than 15 percent of Italian immigrants reported Toronto or Montreal as their

destination; but there may have been others, who despite their stated intention, went to these and

other cities, possibly in the United States.  Just over 11 percent of Italian immigrants had been in

Canada before. These may have been repeat migrants intending to return to Italy, or had simply

been visiting family in the home country.  Only 4 percent of Dutch arrivals had previously been

in Canada.

One indication of the immigrants’ true employment intentions is the time of year they

arrived. Those genuinely intending to pursue work in agriculture would arrange to arrive in the

spring for the start of the agricultural season. Nearly three quarters of the Dutch immigrants

arrived in the months of March, April or May, whereas less than a quarter of the Italians arrived

at that time of year. Figures 3a and 3b show the percentages arriving in each month, both for all

immigrants and for those whose stated intention was to enter agriculture.   Dutch immigrants

arrived predominantly in the spring, especially April, whereas Italian immigrants were no more

likely to arrive in the spring than at other times of the year. This timing casts doubt both on the

stated intentions of the Italian immigrants and on the hypothesis that the Italians, including those

traveling without wives, were mainly seasonal workers.

The likelihood an immigrant would arrive in the spring is explored with probit regressions

(see Table 4). Among the factors increasing the probability are: a stated intention to work in

agriculture, having been in the medium-low wage class (as opposed to low income class), and
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having been to Canada before. Cash holdings have a negative effect on the probability of arriving

in the spring as do having a family or friend contact (as opposed to an employer or agency

contact), being destined for Toronto or Montreal, and being able to read English. After

controlling for these factors, Italians were still less likely to arrive in the spring than Dutch

immigrants.

Model 3 in Table 4 introduces a number of interaction terms. The negative effect of

having a family or friend contact on the probability of arriving in the spring appears to be relevant

only for the Dutch. The interaction between the family and friend contact and Italian dummies

counteracts the negative coefficient on the family and friend contact dummy alone, indicating

that, for the Italian immigrants, the relationship to the contact in Canada had no significant effect

on month of arrival.17

The determinants of cash holdings and accumulated savings prior to migration are

analysed with the regressions reported in Table 5.  According to Model I, there was a statistically

significant difference between Italian and Dutch immigrants in cash holdings, but much of the

differential reported in Table 3 can be attributed to factors other than the country of origin. In

particular, those immigrants travelling with families arrived with almost $60 in cash more than

those without. Furthermore, cash holdings increase monotonically with the wage class of the

immigrant. Since Italians tended to be traveling without families and to come from lower wage

classes, these factors alone account for a large portion of the observed difference in average cash

holdings.

The regression results for model I also appear to suggest that the immigrant’s contact in

Canada has no effect on cash holdings, but this conclusion should be qualified in light of the

results of model II in which the wage class and contact variables are interacted with the Italian
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dummy variable. The coefficient estimate for the family or friend contact variable is positive and

significant, indicating that among Dutch immigrants, those with employer or agency contacts

were carrying less cash. On the other hand the effect of the contact variable on the cash holdings

of Italian immigrants is close to zero.  In models III and IV, where savings (cash plus cost of18

voyage) is the dependent variable, the results are essentially the same except for the scale of the

coefficient estimates.

Table 6 presents the results of four regressions on the variable, age at arrival. Age is

affected by a variety of factors, one of which was the time needed to accumulate the funds to

finance the move. In model I, the coefficient estimate on the Italian dummy variable is not

statistically significant, even though the Italian immigrants tended to be older on average that the

Dutch. Those factors which increased the age of the immigrant were: travelling with family (even

after controlling for marital status), being from a higher wage class, having a family or friend

contact, and being able to read English. 

Model II introduces interaction terms into the regression: the Italian dummy interacted

with the wage class and contact dummies. The results indicate that, for Italian immigrants, there

is no significant relationship between wage class and age at immigration. However, there is a

strong positive relationship between having a family or friend contact and age for the Italians but

not for the Dutch. In order to capture the effect of the capital constraint on age at immigration,

model III includes savings as an explanatory variable.  Comparing the coefficients of the age19

regressions with and without savings suggests the extent to which migration was delayed by a

capital constraint. Indeed the coefficient estimate on the savings variable is positive and

significant and including the savings variable in the regression also breaks down the monotonic



20

relationship between wage class and age at migration. However, the significance of the

coefficient estimate on the family or friend contact dummy remains.

In model III, savings and the Italian dummy variables are interacted to show the

differential effect of savings on age at migration between the Dutch and Italian subsamples. We

observe that the effect is much stronger for Dutch immigrants although it is still present across

the entire sample.  It is not clear what is behind the apparent differential effect of the capital20

constraint on the timing of migration between Dutch and Italian immigrants. Any number of

factors could be at play, including: an unobserved capital requirement for Italians, the difference

in wage structures between the Netherlands and Italy, and the presence of more established

support networks in Canada for the Italians.

Conclusion

We have extended our previous work which investigated the decision of Dutch

immigrants to Canada in the 1920s. The simulations based on our model of the migration

decision and our analysis of a data set expanded to include Italian immigrants are consistent with

the suggestion that capital constraints represented a significant hurdle to migration and were

potentially a factor in determining the timing of migration. In particular, the large wage

differentials between Canada and both the Netherlands and Italy can be partly explained by

capital constraints in addition to other factors such as taste preferences for the home country.

Including Italians in our sample also points to the importance of a number of other

influences on the migration decisions of Europeans in the 1920s. Restrictive immigration policies

which classified Italians as less preferred than northern-Europeans may have affected the

numbers settling and possibly induced a large number of Italians to misrepresent their intentions
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upon arriving in Canada. The characteristics of Dutch and Italian immigrants differed in a number

of other respects. For example, differences in the effect of one’s contact in Canada on cash

holdings points to the relative importance of chain migration for Italians. Furthermore, the fact

that Italians tended to arrive without families and to have been more likely to have been in

Canada previously suggests a greater prevalence of seasonal or repeat immigration among this

group. Future work will concentrate expanding the data set to include other European countries. It

is hoped that a greater diversity in the sample will shed further light on immigration and the 

characteristics of immigrants.
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1. Emigration offset the inflows to some degree.  For example, from 1907 to 1914 emigration by
Canadian residents to the United States was 20 percent of total arrivals to Canada. 

2. Immigration from non-U.S. countries fell by more than 90 percent.

3. In this formulation the wage is assumed to be constant.  An alternative approach is to assume
that, after migration, the wage of the migrant increases over time until it equals, or possibly
surpasses the wage in the receiving country. 

4. An approach that solves the for the periods before and after migration, jointly, leads to the
same results.   

5. Since the wage is constant and it is assumed that the discount rate, r, is at least as great as the
pure rate of time preference, ñ, the borrowing constraint is not binding because the immigrant
will initially be saving rather than borrowing. If, more realistically, it is assumed that wages are
rising, then it is likely that the borrowing constraint would bind during the initial years after
migration, in which case the migrant would consume exactly the wage.  

6. Where r �ñ, the RHS has an additional (small) term representing the effect of postponing

0migration on consumption after t  . 

7. Note from equation (7) that where r equals ñ, consumption is constant in the periods before
and after migration.

8.  The amounts were claimed to be between $25 and $75.  It seems unlikely that the immigrant
himself made the payment given the amount of cash they would needed to have held (Sturino
1985, 64). Sturino suggests that in some cases the immigrants were unwitting participants in the
fraud in that they genuinely expected to be employed on farms upon arrival in Canada (p. 71).

9. The years 1925-1928 give similar results.

10. Where there is uncertainty, ä , can be interpreted as relative risk aversion. A subsistence
constraint helps insure realistic rates of consumption and saving.   

11. We can express the taste parameter in terms of the (annual) consumption in Canada that is
equivalent to the consumption of a worker in the Italy. Assuming r = ñ (constant consumption),  

Cthe equivalent wage in Canada, w , is derived from equation (14) as: E

H C.  For  ä = 2 and ô = 1.26 (w = 1) , w  is 1.85.E

Endnotes
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12. Following fn.11, an increase in ä requires an offsetting increase in ô if the relative value of
consumption in the two regions is to stay the same. With the adjustment included, higher values
of ä imply a lower equilibrium taste differential. 

13. Students and travellers (i.e. non-immigrants) are excluded from the data set.

14. This is the fare reported in two Canadian Pacific Railway pamphlets from 1925.

15. The assignment of occupations to wage classes is based on weekly wages reported in The
Labour Gazette (Canada) in the period 1925 to 1929. The wage classes are: low - less than
$17.50, medium low - 17.50 to 22.50, medium high - $22.50 to $30.00, high - over $30.00.
Ideally the assignment would be based on wages in the originating countries, but we have less
occupational data for the Netherlands and Italy. The Canadian data, however, is a good substitute
for our purposes.

16. The predominantly male character of Italian immigration to Canada in the late 19  and earlyth

20th centuries is discussed in Harney (1993).

17. The hypothesis that: Family or Friend Contact + Family or Friend Contact * Italian = 0 is
not rejected at 10% significance (Prob > chi2 = 0.48).

18. The hypothesis that: Family or Friend Contact + Family or Friend Contact * Italian = 0 is
not rejected at 10% significance. (Prob > F = 0.23).

19. Because age at migration and savings are jointly determined, there is the potential problem of
bias. It should be pointed out that in the model the causality from age to savings is weak. A later
age at migration increases savings only to the extent that is raises consumption in the years
immediately after migration, because it allows for greater consumption before. The simulations
imply a very small effect. Unfortunately, given the limited data set, there really is no
instrumental variable suitable for handling the issue.

20. The hypothesis that Savings + Savings*Italian = 0 is rejected at 10% significance (Prob>F=
0.08).
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Table 1. Hourly Wages in Canada, Italy and the Netherlands, 1929  

Occupation Canada Italy Canada / Italy Canada / Netherlands 

 
(dollars) (lire) ( PPP)

a
 ( PPP)

a
 

Building 

      Bricklayers and masons 1.26 3.48 6.15 2.99 

  Carpenters and Joiners 0.94 3.46 4.62 2.31 

  Plumbers 1.06 3.11 5.79 2.60 

  Painters (general) 0.82 3.77 3.70 2.19 

  Structural iron workers 0.95 3.08 5.25 2.40 

  Concrete workers
b
 0.47 3.33 2.40 1.19 

  Labourers (general)
b
 0.46 2.51 3.12 1.23 

Mechanical Engineering 

      Fitters and turners 0.70 3.18 3.74 1.91 

  Ironmoulders (sand) 0.71 3.28 3.68 2.02 

  Patternmakers 0.78 4.09 3.24 2.22 

  Unskilled Laboureres 0.45 2.18 3.50 1.58 

Furniture making 

      Cabinet makers 0.64 3.66 2.97 1.81 

  Upholsterers 0.77 3.58 3.66 2.15 

  French polishers 0.61 3.19 3.25 1.84 

Printing and Bookbinding 

      Hand compositors 0.84 4.38 3.26 2.61 

  Machine compositors 0.84 5.15 2.77 2.27 

  Machine minders 0.81 4.56 3.02 2.44 

  Bookbinders 0.80 4.22 3.22 2.47 

Electrical Installation (buildings) 

      Electrical fitters (skilled) 0.92 4.12 3.80 2.59 

Transport 

      Tram and bus drivers 0.56 3.38 2.81 1.48 

  Tram and bus conductors 0.56 3.14 3.03 1.59 

  Motor drivers (van and lorry) 0.46 2.76 2.83 1.56 

  Horse drivers (one horse) 0.42 2.53 2.82 1.47 

  Railway goods porters 0.50 2.52 3.38 2.33 

  Railway permanent way 

labourers 0.45 3.26 2.35 2.22 

Local Authorities 

      Unskilled labourers 0.49 2.51 3.32 1.55 

 

Sources: International Labour Review  20 (1029, 869), Table 1a, Armstrong and Lewis (2011). 
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Table 2. Time to Migration of Italian and Dutch Unskilled Migrants: Simulation Results 

  Italy Netherlands Comparative Statics 

   

t0   τ
E
 

Utility parameters 

     ρ - percent 2.0 2.0 ↑ ↓ 

  δ 2.   2.   ↑ na 

  s
a
  0.5 0.5 ↑ na 

     Exogenous variables 

   
  wH /yr 5,000.

b
   1,200.

b
   

    k 3.0 1.5 ↓ ↑ 

  wI - dollars/yr
c
 300.   480.   ↓ ↑ 

  a - years
d
 10.   2.   ↑ ↓ 

  K
e
  3750.

b
   550.

b
 ↑ ↓ 

  r - percent 4.0 4.0 ↓ ↓ 

     Results 

      τ
E
 1.26 0.75 

    to - years 6.8 4.5 

  
  ST -  3,750.

b
    745.

b
   

         - dollars 200.   300.       

       Note: In the simulations the unskilled wage is nomalized to 1. Twenty lira is treated as equivalent to one 

dollar. The guilder was trading at 2.5 to the dollar. 
a 
One-half the annual earnings of unskilled workers (see text).   

   b
 Italy - lira; Netherlands - guilders. Earnings in Italy are based on an hourly wage of 2.5 lira (see Table 1). 

c
 The initial wage of new Italian immigrants is assumed to approximate the unskilled wage in Italy (see text). 

d 
The wage of Italian immigrants is assumed to increase to the Canadian wage over ten years.    

 e 
Cost of the fare and traveling expenses plus six weeks lost earnings (see text). 

   

 

 

 



Table 3: Statistics for Italian and Dutch Adult Male Immigrants to Canada, 1925 to 1929

Full Italian Dutch

Sample

Average age 28.31 28.89 27.36

Averge cash $108.80 $75.29 $163.86

Average savings $256.18 $211.76 $329.17

% With $500 plus 0.04 0.02 0.07

Unmarried (%) 60.62 54.46 70.73

Travelling with wife (%) 7.40 1.70 16.77

Travelling with children (%) 5.38 1.31 12.06

With wife in home country (%) 28.83 40.08 10.35

Income class in home country  (%)

Low 74.09 73.64 74.83

Medium Low 13.56 17.22 7.56

Medium High 8.01 6.77 10.05

High 4.34 2.37 7.56

Contact in Canada  (%)

Employer 24.62 33.27 10.42

Family 38.28 51.62 16.36

Friend 16.02 13.99 19.35

Agency 21.08 1.12 53.86

Intended occupation agriculture  (%) 83.55 78.45 91.94

Travelling class  (%)

Third 95.13 96.61 92.71

Cabin 4.79 3.37 7.12

First 0.08 0.02 0.17

Can Read English  (%) 8.52 1.31 20.36

Can Read French  (%) 1.79 0.43 4.03

Passage paid by  (%):

Self 95.47 95.91 94.76

Employer 0.47 0.29 0.77

Family 3.74 3.68 3.83

Other 0.32 0.12 0.64

Arrived in March, April or May  (%) 42.08 22.56 74.16

Destined for Toronto or Montreal  (%) 17.75 18.90 15.86

Had Been in Canada Before  (%) 8.52 3.76 11.41

Sample size 7,866 4,890 2,976
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Table 4: Probit Regressions: Arrived in March, April or May

Model: I II III

Cash -0.00015*** -0.00016*** -0.00007

(0.00006) (0.00006) (0.00007)

Cash * Italian -0.00029*

(0.00017)

Italian -1.455*** -1.456*** -1.848***

(0.037) (0.037) (0.146)

Age 0.00005

(0.002)

Intended Occupation Agriculture 0.374*** 0.373*** 0.552***

(0.061) (0.061) (0.103)

Intended Occupation Agriculture * Italian 0.078

(0.133)

Income Class (Benchmark: Low)

Medium Low 0.458*** 0.458*** -0.189*

(0.058) (0.058) (0.098)

Medium High 0.16** 0.16** -0.164*

(0.072) (0.072) (0.093)

High -0.093 -0.092 -0.249**

0.094 (0.094) (0.107)

Medium Low * Italian 1.024***

(0.125)

Medium High * Italian 0.9***

(0.145)

High * Italian 0.602**

(0.258)

Family or Friend Contact -0.123*** -0.124*** -0.281***

(0.033) (0.033) (0.054)

Family or Friend Contact * Italian 0.251***

(0.069)

Passage Paid by Employer 0.146

(0.239)

In Canada Before 0.221*** 0.222*** -0.188

(0.058) (0.056) (0.129)

In Canada Before * Italian 0.421***

(0.143)

Destination: Toronto or Montreal -0.128*** -0.128*** -0.292***

(0.042) (0.042) (0.07)

Destination: Toronto or Montreal * Italian 0.251***

(0.088)

Can Read English -0.244*** -0.245*** -0.122**

(0.059) (0.059) (0.066)

Can Read English * Italian 0.245

(0.189)

Intercept 0.402*** 0.405*** 0.406***

(0.089) (0.072) (0.114)

Observations

Loglikelihood -4228.30 -4228.49 -4148.60

Pseudo R Squared 0.21 0.21 0.23

*** , (**) , [*]  - significant at the 1 , (5) , [10] percent level 

7,866
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Table 5: OLS Regressions: Cash Holdings and Savings

Dependent Variable:

Model: I II I II

Italian -23.93*** -8.64 -14.87** 0.44

(7.20) (9.40) (7.41) (9.70)

Travelling with Family 58.55*** 66.06*** 276.5*** 282.03***

(10.61) (10.64) (10.93) (10.98)

Cabin or First Class 120.71*** 103.62*** 164.39*** 150.45***

(13.13) (13.19) (13.52) (13.61)

Income Class (Benchmark: Low)

Medium Low 16.48** 19.76 12.17 6.31

(8.02) (16.84) (8.26) (17.38)

Medium High 32.01*** 48.96*** 23.34** 37.73**

(10.12) (14.86) (10.42) (15.33)

High 280.81*** 214.08*** 272.10*** 216.64***

(16.59) (18.55) (17.09) (19.14)

Medium Low * Italian -2.52 8.92

(19.16) (19.77)

Medium High * Italian -33.18* -28.51

(20.14) (20.79)

High * Italian 246.69*** 202.41***

(28.78) (29.70)

Family or Friend Contact 6.85 36.25*** -1.82 27.26***

(5.68) (9.16) (5.85) (9.45)

Family or Friend Contact * Italian -44.86*** -44.70***

(11.60) (11.97)

Can Read English 8.66 16.05 0.73 7.63

(10.49) (10.63) (10.80) (10.97)

Rich Farmer 1139.11*** 1101.25*** 1183.51*** 1152.58***

(19.36) (19.69) (19.94) (20.32)

Arrived in March, April or May -15.39** -14.14** -15.88** -14.87**

(6.33) (6.34) (6.52) (6.54)

Passage Paid by Employer -43.84 -50.85 -201.06*** -206.22***

(39.19) (38.99) (40.37) (40.23)

Intercept 62.86*** 55.09*** 191.54*** 183.98***

(7.43) (8.07) (7.65) (8.33)

Observations

Adjusted R Squared 0.53 0.53 0.57 0.58

*** , (**) , [*]  - significant at the 1 , (5) , [10] percent level 

Cash Savings

7,866
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Table 6: OLS Regressions: Age at Immigration

Model: I II III IV

Savings 0.0019*** 0.0026***

(0.0003) (0.0004)

Savings * Italian -0.0018***

(0.0005)

Italian 0.140 -0.584* 0.184 0.622**

(0.234) (0.311) (0.234) (0.261)

Married 10.161*** 10.289*** 10.117*** 10.114***

(0.195) (0.198) (0.195) (0.195)

Travelling with Family 1.493*** 1.408*** 0.996*** 0.723*

(0.364) (0.365) (0.373) (0.380)

Cabin or First Class -0.734* -0.600 -1.05** -0.919**

(0.41) (0.414) (0.413) (0.414)

Income Class (Benchmark: Low)

Medium Low 0.537** -0.187 0.514** 0.508**

(0.250) (0.528) (0.25) (0.250)

Medium High 0.834*** 0.998** 0.789** 0.788**

(0.316) (0.467) (0.315) (0.315)

High 0.968* 1.231** 0.450 0.672

(0.518) (0.582) (0.526) (0.528)

Medium Low * Italian 0.912

(0.601)

Medium High * Italian -0.336

(0.633)

High * Italian -1.17

(0.903)

Family or Friend Contact 0.809*** -0.028 0.804*** 0.765***

(0.181) (0.287) (0.181) (0.181)

Family or Friend Contact * Italian 1.384***

(0.369)

Can Read English 0.671*** 0.663** 0.671** 0.567*

(0.328) (0.334) (0.327) (0.328)

Rich Farmer 3.422*** 3.668*** 1.153 1.087

(0.605) (0.618) (0.726) (0.726)

Arrived in March, April or May 0.046 -0.007 0.076 0.088

(0.198) (0.199) (0.197) (0.197)

Passage Paid by Employer -0.006 0.045 0.38 0.412

(1.224) (1.223) (1.224) (1.223)

Intercept 23.444*** 23.757*** 23.086*** 22.907***

(0.236) (0.255) (0.244) (0.248)

Observations

Adjusted R Squared 0.33 0.33 0.33 0.33

*** , (**) , [*]  - significant at the 1 , (5) , [10] percent level 

7,866

 32



              Figure 1. Consumption and Wages (migration at t0)
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Figure 2a. Immigration to Canada from Italy, 1900 - 1929 

 

 

Figure 2b. Immigration to Canada from the Netherlands, 1900 - 1929 

 

 

Source: Canada, Department of Immigration and Colonization (1934, 11-15). Based on arrivals. 
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Table 3a. Month of Arrival of Italian and Dutch Immigrants: Full Sample, 1925-1929  

 

 

 

Table 3b. Month of Arrival of Italian and Dutch Immigrants: Intended Occupation Agriculture, 

1925-1929  
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