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Abstract 
This paper provides an in-depth description and case application of a conceptual model of social exclusion: aiming to 
advance existing knowledge on how to conceive of and identify this complex idea, evaluate the methodologies used to 
measure it, and reconsider what is understood about its social realities toward a meaningful and measurable concep-
tion of social inclusion. Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s conceptual tools of social fields and systems of capital, our re-
search posits and applies a theoretical framework that permits the measurement of social exclusion as dynamic, social, 
relational, and material. We begin with a brief review of existing social exclusion research literature, and specifically ex-
amine the difficulties and benefits inherent in quantitatively operationalizing a necessarily multifarious theoretical con-
cept. We then introduce our conceptual model of social exclusion and inclusion, which is built on measurable con-
structs. Using our ongoing program of research as a case study, we briefly present our approach to the quantitative 
operationalization of social exclusion using secondary data analysis in the Canadian context. Through the development 
of an Economic Exclusion Index, we demonstrate how our statistical and theoretical analyses evidence intersecting pro-
cesses of social exclusion which produce consequential gaps and uneven trajectories for migrant individuals and groups 
compared with Canadian-born, and racial minority groups versus white individuals. To conclude, we consider some 
methodological implications to advance the empirical measurement of social inclusion. 
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1. Introduction 

The concepts of social exclusion and inclusion (SE/I), 
according to noted economist Amartya Sen (2000), 
have potential to “substantially help in the causal as 
well as constitutive analyses of poverty and depriva-
tion” (p. 47). Yet in their application, the ideas of SE/I 
often lose their distinctive complexity. For example, it 

is common in research and policy literatures for social 
exclusion to be operationalized as a tally of people who 
lack secure attachments to the labour market, or 
whose incomes fall below a certain threshold (e.g., 
Esping-Andersen, Gallie, Hemerijck, & Myles, 2001; 
Roche, 2000). This “categorical point-of-view” (Good 
Gingrich, 2003), reflected in the highly criticized poli-
cies of the Social Exclusion Unit in the United Kingdom, 



 

Social Inclusion, 2015, Volume 3, Issue 4, Pages 98-111 99 

falls short due to its conservative and conserving em-
phasis on individual interventions to address large-
scale social inequalities (Byrne, 2005; MacLeavy, 2008). 
However, given growing disparities both among and 
within nations, the need to move SE/I theory from ide-
as to indicators is urgent, as “what we measure shapes 
what we collectively strive to pursue—and what we 
pursue determines what we measure” (Stiglitz et al., 
2009, p. 9). 

Social exclusion scholars observe that its counter-
part—social inclusion—is widely adopted as an indis-
putable social value and an inspired direction for social 
policy and human services. Social inclusion is often 
equated with participation in various social arenas, and 
interventions focus on increasing individual capacity 
for incorporation or integration. This ideal of social in-
clusion implies a “centre” or series of “centres” (Room, 
1999; Sin & Chung Yan, 2003) that is inherently and 
universally beneficial, and mandatory insertion or vol-
untary engagement in this centre moves an individual 
from social exclusion to inclusion. In employment-
based social welfare systems, for example, social inclu-
sion is assumed to be achieved through paid work 
(Lightman, 2003). Yet an abundance of research shows 
that meaningful inclusion is not available for everyone 
through participation in the labour market, access to 
social services, or engagement in mainstream society, 
as these structures and social relations are exclusionary 
by design (Good Gingrich, 2006; Walcott, 2014). Some 
have argued that the best that is offered marginalized 
individuals and groups through insertion or participa-
tion in these centres is “unfavourable inclusion” (Sen, 
2000) or “subordinate and disadvantaged insertion” 
(Munck, 2005). Thus, if social inclusion is to provide an 
innovative focus for tackling stubborn social problems, 
the empirical analysis of SE/I must examine the nature 
of the margins and the core (structures), as well as 
movement and relative positions in relation to them 
(dynamics). The primary objective of this article is to 
present an approach for using secondary data to de-
velop measures of SE/I that can be applied beyond our 
case examples.  

We begin with a brief review of existing empirical 
measures of social exclusion. Subsequently, we posit a 
conceptual model of SE/I that forms the basis of our 
indicators and statistical analyses. We then report on 
our empirical application of this conceptual model in 
three recent studies in which we used secondary data 
analysis of the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics 
(SLID), a national Canadian dataset. Specifically, we an-
alysed labour market outcomes and trajectories of in-
dividuals and groups to demonstrate intersecting forms 
of social exclusion in Canada’s labour market from 
1996–2010. With our analytical priority on social struc-
tures and dynamics, our objective here is primarily de-
scriptive rather than predictive or explanatory. Nota-
bly, we find racial minority status, along with 

immigrant status, to operate as defining social attrib-
utes in the dispossession and devaluation of material 
and symbolic forms of personal assets and in the pro-
duction of social divides. Finally, drawing lessons 
learned from our own quantitative research and the 
literature, we conclude by proposing some directions 
for future research that is focused on further refining 
indicators and approaches for the measurement of so-
cial exclusion to inform social policies and services that 
effectively advance social inclusion. 

2. Background Literature: Existing Measures of Social 
Exclusion and Inclusion 

The majority of existing research on social exclusion is 
conceptual or qualitative in nature. Such studies pro-
vide rich narratives and powerful metaphors to docu-
ment the compounding and cumulative effects of ma-
terial and social deprivation, or the “double jeopardy” 
and “double binds” of social exclusion that reach well 
beyond simplistic measures of income and wealth 
(Good Gingrich, 2008, 2012). Within the theoretical lit-
erature, there is general consensus that the concept of 
social exclusion is characterized by the following dis-
tinctive features: it is multidimensional; dynamic; oc-
curring in a particular time and place; relative (or com-
parative); structural, rather than individual, in its 
sources; relational, having to do with social processes; 
and its effects are interconnected and compounding 
(Farrington, 2001; Hyman, Mercado, Galabuzi, & 
Patychuk, 2011). From this research, it is clear that the 
ideas of social exclusion and inclusion point toward the 
complexities of the social world, and are thus used to 
refer to a wide variety of social and personal ills. 

Over the past two decades, researchers have begun 
to quantitatively operationalize social exclusion. Early ef-
forts relied heavily on familiar and well-used constructs, 
such as personal or household income and consumption 
below a poverty line (e.g., Giorgi & Pohoryles, 1999; 
Tibaijuka & Kaijage, 1995); intra- and international com-
parisons of uneven income distribution (see, for 
example, Glennerster, 2000; Stierle, Kaddar, Tchicaya, & 
Schmidt-Ehry, 1999); insecure labour market attachment 
(Esping-Andersen et al., 2001; European Commission, 
1994); and substandard housing and homelessness 
(Ginsburg, 1997; Hobcraft, 2000). 

Most recent studies operationalizing social exclu-
sion in quantifiable terms use a combination of materi-
al and social indicators, thus emphasizing its multidi-
mensional nature (e.g. Levitas et al., 2007; Nolan & 
Whelan, 2010; Pirani, 2013). While a few researchers 
focus solely on economic indicators (thus resembling 
poverty measures) for national or multi-national com-
parisons (Aldridge, Kenway, MacInnes, & Parekh, 2012; 
Lechman, 2013), others add subjective measures of so-
cial supports and civic involvement to objective condi-
tions such as unemployment and dependency on wel-
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fare benefits (Atkinson, 2000; Perri 6, 1996; Spoor, 
2013). In Canada, Renahy, Alvarado-Llano, Koh and 
Quesnel-Vallée (2012) use the National Household Sur-
vey Pilot (2008) for a cross-sectional analysis of eco-
nomic exclusion (as a subjective measure of material 
deprivation), income and health in four provinces. With 
a similar emphasis on multidimensional outcomes, At-
kinson, Catillon, Marlier and Nolan (2002) propose a 
list of indicators and a process by which these 
measures can develop Europe’s social agenda. As is 
common in this literature, Atkinson et al. (2002) do not 
provide definitions or a theoretical framework for “so-
cial exclusion” or “social inclusion”, but rather “simply 
accept here the use of the terms as shorthand for a 
range of concerns considered to be important in set-
ting the European social agenda” (p. 3).  

Informed by the considerable refinement and in-
creasing precision of quantitative measures of social 
exclusion that has occurred in recent decades, our re-
search aims to make several unique contributions to 
this literature. First, the vast majority of research that 
attempts to measure social exclusion pertains to the 
European context, making it problematic for applica-
tion in other regions of the world. Working in the Ca-
nadian context, we utilize a rich national dataset for 
our analyses. Second, the bulk of existing research fo-
cuses on static outcomes of discrete dimensions (e.g., 
Koti, 2010; Walker & Vajjhala, 2009), thus losing sight 
of the processes of social exclusion.1 We exploit longi-
tudinal data in our effort to trace social dynamics that 
function to keep people stuck in place. Third, perhaps 
corroborating claims that social exclusion language was 
“adopted to depoliticize poverty as far as income redis-
tribution was concerned” (Veit-Wilson, 1998, p. 97), 
non-economic indicators are often limited to subjective 
experiences and self-reports (Hyman, Meinhard, & 
Shields, 2011; Michalos et al., 2011), minimizing the 
everyday/everynight realities (Smith, 1990) of social 
exclusion that we argue are ultimately material in con-
sequence. Our concern is not the psychological experi-
ence (or feelings) of social exclusion apart and separate 
from the material realities, but rather our indicators 
are geared toward measuring intersections between 
individual subjective experience and structural material 
realities. Finally, in order to preserve the relative and 
relational qualities of the concept of social exclusion, 
we distinguished between individual attributes (such as 
race/ethnicity, sex, and birthplace) and acquired capi-
tal or symbolic assets (such as education, credentials, 
or language skills) to elucidate the social structures and 
processes that work to make groups and order society. 
                                                           
1 One notable exception is a life-course analysis of social ex-
clusion using an unusual longitudinal database in Sweden fol-
lowing individuals from birth to 48 years of age (Bäckman & 
Nilsson, 2011). 

3. Theoretical Framework: A Conceptual Model of 
Social Exclusion 

Our working definition of social exclusion is as follows: 
The official procedures and everyday practices that 
function to produce, fortify, and justify economic, spa-
tial, socio-political, and subjective divides (Lightman & 
Good Gingrich, 2012). Processes of social inclusion, 
then, must move groups and societies toward the rec-
onciliation of those divides.  

Good Gingrich’s (2006) conceptual model of SE/I is 
built on measurable concepts or indicators, and is de-
signed to analyse the dynamics that work to strip in-
dividuals and groups of the various types of capital 
they possess. From this theoretical vantage point, so-
cial exclusion signifies a precise set of social processes 
that denies effective exchange of one’s holdings—or 
capability (Sen, 2000)—and thus cuts off avenues for 
upward mobility. Thus, social exclusion—and inclusion—
has to do with access to all sorts of available re-
sources; but more importantly, outcomes are secured 
through processes that open or close access to legiti-
mate means of accumulating and converting capital 
from subordinate social positions. The crucial mecha-
nism through which the four forms of social exclusion 
are realized—economic, spatial, socio-political, and 
subjective—is the dispossession and devaluation of all 
types of capital in everyday social life.  

According to sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, the social 
world is made up of multiple and diverse social fields 
and sub-fields, or arenas of contest and struggle 
(Bourdieu, 1990). A social field, analogous to a field of 
play in a highly competitive game of sport, is defined 
by its own system of capital, both material and sym-
bolic, as individuals and groups compete for social 
and material goods that are effective and valued in 
that social field. The system of capital operates much 
like the rules of the game—the specific “perceptions, 
appreciations, and actions” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 261) 
that account for the means by which individuals get 
ahead, or fall behind; the taken-for-granted logic and 
beliefs that determine the distribution and worth of 
all available resources in a social f ield, including those 
that are economic, and those that need to be con-
verted to have material value. In our research, we 
understand Canada’s labour market to constitute a 
sub-field within the broader market-state social field 
that functions according to a precise and familiar sys-
tem of values or laws—such as “self-interested calcu-
lation and unfettered competition for profit” and the 
“conservative glorification of individual responsibility” 
(Bourdieu, 2005, pp. 7, 11)—to reproduce its social 
organization. 

Bourdieu defines three primary and broad species 
of capital, or “the energy of social physics” (Bourdieu, 
1990, p. 122) that provide the basic working elements 
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of social exclusion.2 These types of capital, which are 
circulated and reproduced in everyday social relations 
and practices, are economic, social, and cultural. Build-
ing on Bourdieu’s concepts, the intersecting four forms 
of social exclusion that we identify correspond with the 
composition and capacity (or symbolic power) of eco-
nomic, social, and cultural capital held by and accessi-
ble to individuals and groups. Specifically, economic ex-
clusion, associated with the dispossession of economic 
capital, can be represented by waged and non-waged 
income, employment variables, and measures of wealth 
or personal property. In Canada, economic gaps show 
up in disparate levels of income (Block, 2010; Couturier 
& Schepper, 2010), earnings (Elrick & Lightman, 2014; 
Frenette & Morissette, 2003; Yalnizyan, 2007), wealth 
(Osberg, 2008; Zhang, 2003), housing conditions 
(Johnston, 2013; Kim & Boyd, 2009), and affordability 
of basic necessities (Kerstetter, 2009; Lightman, Herd, 
& Mitchell, 2008). Social exclusion also works to deny 
and devalue economic and social capital to produce 
spatial exclusion, concentrating disadvantage that may 
or may not be associated with low levels of income, 
and is manifested when whole regions and communi-
ties experience abnormally high rates of poor health, 
infant mortality, and overall poor wellbeing (Ades, 
Apparicio, & Séguin, 2012; Gilbert, Auger, Wilkins, & 
Kramer, 2013); lack of available social resources, infra-
structure, jobs, and political involvement (Zhao et al., 
2010); and even low levels of subjective sense of be-
longing and trust (Reitz, Banerjee, Phan, & Thompson, 
2009).  

Socio-political exclusion has to do with the dispos-
session and devaluation of social and cultural capital, 
or the denial of social recognition and legitimacy in 
civic processes, laws and policies, and everyday inter-
actions. Its outcomes can be evaluated in part 
through access to social benefits and health services, 
educational activities and credentials, occupational 
status and secure employment (apart from monetary 
measures), and recognized positions in public arenas 
(Fuller & Vosko, 2008; Raphael, 2010; Reitz & Verma, 
2004; Wilson et al., 2009). Socio-political exclusion is 
also apparent in the absence of representation in offi-
cial discourse and documentation. For example, it is 
well known that the most marginal in many socie-
ties—such as First Nations peoples, temporary resi-
dents, and unpaid workers—are often non-existent in 
national surveys, not eligible for public benefits, and 
unable to access fundamental human rights (Bowker 
& Star, 2001; Waring, 2013). The empirical analysis of 
subjective exclusion—an inherently dynamic construct 
                                                           
2 We have extended Bourdieu’s concepts of capital produc-
tion and exchange to develop a conceptual model of social 
exclusion, as he did not apply his theory of social structures 
in this way. We have made every effort to preserve the integ-
rity of Bourdieu’s concepts and approach.  

as it denotes process more than outcomes—measures 
the ability (or inability) to translate these personal as-
sets into upward mobility. Subjective exclusion is evi-
denced when non-material (or symbolic) forms of capi-
tal (e.g., strong social networks, education, work 
experience, and language skills) are not readily trans-
ferred to material capital for certain social groups. For 
example, studies consistently report that people who 
are both immigrants and non-white are more likely to 
have lower incomes and wages, even after working in 
Canada for decades (Block & Galabuzi, 2011; Pendakur 
& Woodcock, 2010). Foreign work experience, specifi-
cally from “non-traditional source countries”, is de-
creasingly valued in the Canadian labour market 
(Aydemir & Skuterud, 2005); and women do not cash in 
on education and credentials to the same extent as 
men (Boudarbat & Connolly, 2013; Javdani, n.d.). In 
other words, individuals and groups may be denied ac-
cess to all forms of capital, and even more cogent, the 
personal assets of those who hold small volumes of 
capital are afforded limited functional value in social 
exchanges. The making of kinds, or “group-making” 
(Bourdieu, 1985, 1987)—through the systematic dis-
possession and devaluing of material and symbolic 
forms of capital—is subjective exclusion, and it func-
tions to keep people in place.  

Each of the four forms of social exclusion is re-
ported in discrete and sometimes incompatible or 
competing literatures. The concepts of SE/I permit 
the integration or transcendence of common discipli-
nary, methodological, and theoretical divides to ex-
amine intersections between forms of economic, spa-
tial and socio-political exclusion that reinforce and 
self-sustain. Our theoretical framework shifts the fa-
miliar analytical and intervention focus from social 
exclusion as a category or kind of individual, to social 
exclusion as structures and dynamics that produce 
and organize groups in society. We propose a vantage 
point from which both the individual and the social—
the micro and the macro—are situated as simultane-
ous and interacting objects of study. Drawing on 
Bourdieu’s methodological approach to the empirical 
analysis of social structures (see for example 
Bourdieu, 1984, 2005) we utilize a two-stage ap-
proach to secondary data analysis. First, we examine 
the relative outcomes and trajectories of individuals, 
groups, and communities in Canada’s labour market. 
Second, we ask what these findings tell us about the 
social structures and dynamics of the labour market 
social field. The overarching objective of the three 
studies described below was to refine our conceptual 
model through developing and testing social exclusion 
and inclusion indicators and statistical models de-
signed to demonstrate specific patterns of inequality 
and something of the social mechanisms by which 
such structures are reproduced.  
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4. Operationalizing the Concepts of Social Exclusion 
and Inclusion: A Case Example 

4.1. Methodology 

Our indicators and statistical models are designed to 
both conduct comparative analyses of access to mate-
rial and social assets in Canada’s labour market and, 
subsequently, to trace the ability of individuals and 
groups to convert non-material assets (social and cul-
tural)3 into economic capital over time. Thus, we first 
briefly review our statistical findings in the traditional 
manner, focusing on significant differences between 
individual and group outcomes and trajectories. Then, 
we turn our analysis to social structures and dynamics. 
Following Bourdieu’s lead, we use comparative analysis 
of our outcome variable to examine the distribution of 
economic and social resources in the labour market so-
cial field (“the structure of the field of production”), 
and the functional value of non-material assets for in-
dividuals and groups (“the mechanisms that determine 
its functioning”) (Bourdieu, 2005, p. 17). For the three 
studies reported on below, we use secondary analysis 
of the micro data files of the Survey of Labour and In-
come Dynamics (SLID), a representative survey collect-
ed by the Canadian government that focuses on labour 
market activity and income for individuals and families. 
The SLID was selected because the longitudinal nature 
of the data and the large and representative sample 
size were instructive in our efforts to analyse the eco-
nomic and social trajectories of individuals and groups 
over time. 

4.2. Developing Social Exclusion Measures 

4.2.1. Our Independent Variables—Exploring the 
Making of Kinds 

In keeping with our theoretical lens, we operational-
ized individual attributes, such as immigrant status, 
ethnicity and “visible minority” status4, age, and gender 
                                                           
3 Acquired forms of capital are often termed “human capital”, 
especially in political and economic discourse. Bourdieu 
(2005) refers to this as a “vague and flabby notion”, “heavily 
laden with sociological unacceptable assumptions” (p. 2) such 
as the “cult of the individual and ‘individualism’” (p. 11). As 
such, it is unable to shed light on the “economic common 
sense”, or the “socially constructed, and hence arbitrary and 
artificial” moral view of the world (p. 10) that feeds the struc-
tures and dynamics of social exclusion.  
4 The “visible minority” groupings were derived by Statistics 
Canada in 1991 in a multi-step process based on responses to 
questions on ethnic background, mother tongue and country 
of birth (Palameta, 2004). There is little or no evidence that 
this classification scheme corresponds to participants’ self-
identification or the social world, nor has it been updated to 

as vigorous yet shifting codes of differentiation and 
schemes of valuation, or “cognitive structures” 
(Bourdieu, 1989). We note that social categories com-
monly used in survey datasets (such as immigrant sta-
tus and ethnicity/race) are conventionally simplistic 
and falsely dichotomous. We theorized that these 
common social classifications are not given or natural 
in the social world, but rather are produced through 
processes and practices of social exclusion that work to 
systematically deny and devalue material and symbolic 
assets and serve to justify divisions and distance—
gaps—between individuals and groups.  

4.2.2. Our Dependent Variable—Tracing Economic and 
Social Trajectories 

Aiming to demonstrate intersecting dynamics of social 
exclusion, we developed an Economic Exclusion Index 
as our explanatory measure to trace labour market 
outcomes and trajectories. Through our theoretical 
framework, our Economic Exclusion Index is not used 
as a single measure, but rather as an outcome (or de-
pendent variable) that demonstrates all forms of social 
exclusion as they function in this social field.5 Preserv-
ing the multi-dimensional character of social exclusion, 
an index allowed us to include a range of material and 
social indicators simultaneously. Specifically, for exam-
ple, our indicators measure not only material resources 
or assets held by individuals and households, but also 
the quality of their economic activity (i.e., job precari-
ty) in order to examine both economic and social tra-
jectories in Canada’s labour market. Using this index as 
our dependent variable, we analysed labour market 
outcomes and trajectories by social attributes to com-
pare the relative influence of non-material assets and 
attributes.  

Our completed Economic Exclusion Index comprises 
nine dimensions derived from combinations of existing 
variables in the SLID. The Index was uniformly 
weighted, as we had no theoretical justification for 
weighting one dimension more heavily than the other. 
Our Index deliberately encompasses a wide range of 
variables to capture divergent aspects of the dynamics 
                                                                                           
reflect demographic changes over the past three decades. 
We also recognize the contested nature of the term “visible 
minority” (e.g. Woolley, 2013). We use the term here be-
cause it is the label used in the SLID dataset. 
5 We identify this as an Economic Exclusion Index because the 
focus on employment and income in the SLID dataset limits 
our analyses to labour market structures and dynamics, 
which are crucial to the economic form of social exclusion in 
employment-based social welfare systems. We nonetheless 
attempted to exploit the dataset for the purposes of develop-
ing a multidimensional social exclusion index, and we includ-
ed indicators that measure access to both material assets and 
social goods in the labour market. 
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of social exclusion, yet its Cronbach’s alpha score of 
0.76 demonstrated a sufficient level of internal con-
sistency. Table 1 details the nine dimensions of our In-
dex, including their level of measurement (individual, 
or at the economic family or household level), and 
their type of measurement (either scaled from 0–1 or 
dichotomous). We purposefully included variables 
measured at the economic family or household level as 
well as the individual level to capture a more complete 
picture of social exclusion, as research shows, for ex-
ample, that household and personal finances often do 
not correspond due to gender inequality in families and 
cultures (Bennett, 2013). 

Table 1. Economic exclusion index. 
Dimension Variable 

Operationalization 
Level of 
Measurement 

1. Individual 
Wages 

Composite hourly 
wages were below 
the mean 

Dichotomous 

2. Economic 
Family Earnings 

Earnings were below 
the mean 

Scaled 

3. Household 
Income 

After-tax income was 
below the Low 
Income Measure 
(LIM) 

Scaled 

4. Transfer 
Income 

Major source of 
income for the 
economic family is 
government 
transfers 

Dichotomous 

5. Home 
Ownership 

Individual’s dwelling 
was not owned by a 
family member 

Dichotomous 

6. Job Security Individual had non-
permanent 
employment or was 
not employed in the 
labour force 

Dichotomous 

7. Employment 
Adequacy 

Hours worked for 
pay by the individual 
was less than full-
time 

Scaled 

8. Multiple Job 
Holdings 

Individual had 
multiple jobs per 
week where total 
earnings were below 
the mean 

Scaled 

9. Non-Wage 
Benefits 

Individual had a job 
without a pension 
plan or was not 
employed in the 
labour force 

Dichotomous 

The first five dimensions of the index comprise 
somewhat standard economic measures, examining 
several aspects of income. However, we distinguish, to 

the extent possible, the source of income—whether 
from labour market engagement or government trans-
fers, allowing for a more nuanced analysis of income as a 
measure of economic exclusion. The final four dimen-
sions measure non-income related aspects of labour 
market engagement, and aim to encompass aspects of 
precarious employment, such as job permanence, part-
time employment, and job benefits (Kogawa, Troper, & 
Wong, 2012; Vosko, Zukewich, & Cranford, 2003). In all 
cases, each dimension was scored so that a higher 
number demonstrated greater exclusion, as our Index 
was measuring distance or trajectory disparities be-
tween groups.  

4.3. Measuring Intersecting Forms of Social Exclusion in 
Canada’s Labour Market 

Below, we briefly outline selected findings for three 
distinct stages of our secondary data analysis, each of 
which we consider a crucial component of tracing and 
documenting the complexities and dynamics of the 
four forms of social exclusion in Canada. Our guiding 
research question was: What is the structure of une-
qual outcomes and trajectories in the Canadian labour 
market, and what are the mechanisms of social exclu-
sion that work to produce them?  

4.3.1. Cross-Sectional Analyses 

Our initial efforts to measure social exclusion used de-
scriptive statistics of the population and logistic regres-
sion to examine the influence of various attributes on 
economic and social outcomes in Canada’s labour mar-
ket. Controlling for years of schooling, our results 
demonstrate that gender, “visible minority” status, age, 
and length of stay in Canada were all strong predictors 
of economic outcomes and the quality of labour market 
engagement in 2009. For example, individuals in a 
household in which the major income earner was a 
woman, as well as recent immigrants to Canada (con-
trolling for sex, “visible minority” status, time since im-
migration and years of schooling) had adjusted odds of 
being below the Low Income Measure6 at least 2.5 times 
greater than those in the associated reference category 
(i.e., being in a household in which the major income 
earner was male, or being Canadian-born) (p < .05). As 
well, younger workers aged 18–29 had more than three 
times greater adjusted odds than individuals aged 30-49 
to have earnings in the bottom quintile (roughly $12,300 
or less) (p < .05). And individuals who identified as a ra-
cial minority had 40% greater adjusted odds of being 
unemployed over the long-term than non-visible minori-
ties (p < .05) (Lightman & Good Gingrich, 2012). 
                                                           
6 Statistics Canada calculated the Low Income Measure (LIM) 
as a dollar threshold that delineates low income in relation to 
the median income.  
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Next, we used our Economic Exclusion Index to de-
scribe and compare labour market trajectories of four 
social groups or cohorts in Canada (racial minority im-
migrants, white immigrants, racial minority Canadian-
born, and white Canadian-born individuals) from 1996-
2010. Figure 1 shows the proportion of each social 
group represented in the most excluded quintile, or 
the relative number of individuals that scored in the 
top 20% of our Index. In brief, our analysis demon-
strated that racialised groups (both immigrant and Ca-
nadian-born) were most likely to be among the most 
excluded 20% throughout this time period, while white 
immigrants experienced consistently better labour 
market outcomes than white Canadian-born. Over the 
15 years examined, racial minority Canadian-born en-
dured deteriorating trajectories (or increasing social 
exclusion) in the labour market, while social and eco-
nomic trajectories for all other social groups remained 
generally stable. 

These descriptive analyses reveal key features of 
the patterns and mechanisms of social exclusion by 
which the social structures of Canada’s labour market 
are produced. Through our theoretical framework, the 
disparities in labour market trajectories of racialised 
cohorts (both immigrant and Canadian-born) demon-
strate selective processes of economic exclusion (or 
the divestment of material capital, such as income and 
wages) as well as some evidence of subjective exclu-
sion (or the systematic devaluation of non-material 

forms of capital, such as education). We subsequently 
pursued a deeper examination of the intersecting 
forms of social exclusion through longitudinal analysis. 

4.3.2. Growth Curve Analysis of Panel Data 

In our longitudinal study, we positioned social attrib-
utes (racial minority group, immigrant status, sex, age, 
and region of residence) as independent variables to 
test their influence on individual economic and social 
trajectories over time. Using multi-level modeling, we 
included non-material assets (such as years of school-
ing, mother tongue as a proxy for language proficien-
cy7, and self-reported health) as additional independ-
ent variables in our model, aiming to measure 
differential conversion rates of these holdings to eco-
nomic capital and advancement over time. This study 
utilized the most recent six-year panel of the SLID to 
measure labour market trajectories of individuals from 
2005–2010. 
                                                           
7 Improving language skills of immigrants has become a key 
“integration” strategy in Canada in recent years. Since the 
SLID dataset does not include variables to measure the ef-
fects of this form of cultural capital, we converted “mother 
tongue” into a dichotomous variable to indicate whether an 
individual’s mother tongue was one of Canada’s two official 
languages (English or French).  

 

Figure 1. Representation of social groups by Top 20% (most excluded) of Economic Exclusion Index.  
Note: As this is an index of economic exclusion (and not inclusion), higher numbers on the graph indicate 
a worse scenario and greater exclusion. 
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Here, we found disparities among and within various 
groups of “visible minorities”. Controlling for the social 
attributes and individual assets listed above, our results 
show that in 2005, at the beginning of the panel, Index 
scores relative to white individuals were more than 30 
per cent higher for persons identified as Black, South 
Asian and Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Latin American and 
Oceanic. The entire population experienced a significant 
but very slight trajectory towards greater social exclu-
sion during the course of the panel, with “Arab” individ-
uals having a 50 per cent steeper trajectory toward in-
creasing exclusion as compared to other groups. 
However, when compared with white individuals, trajec-
tories for many racial minority group members (Black, 
Chinese, South East Asian, and South Asian) did not 
show significant change over time, indicating that those 
racialised groups who were relatively more excluded 
during the first year of the panel remained so over the 
course of the six-year survey. On its own, immigrant sta-
tus (as a dichotomous variable)8, apart from membership 
in a racial minority group, was not a significant predictor 
of labour market outcomes or trajectories. All reported 
findings were significant at the 95% confidence level.9  

From a structural vantage point, our findings reveal 
that social exclusion dynamics in the labour market 
field function more intensely and persistently for most 
racial minority persons than for white individuals, both 
initially and over time, and irrespective of social and 
cultural holdings. Although falsely blunt as a dichoto-
mous variable, our finding of non-significance for immi-
grant status is consistent with our cross-sectional re-
sults, suggesting that the more decisive axis of 
differentiation for social exclusion dynamics is physical 
appearance and specific racial markers. The Canadian 
labour market is thus evidenced to limit upward mobil-
ity for certain racialised individuals, thereby reproduc-
ing and reinforcing its structure according to socially-
contrived racial/ethnic classifications. Furthermore, the 
model reveals that this social organization is achieved, 
at least in part, through the precisely unequal distribu-
tion of material and social resources in this social field. 
But more consequential, the data show uneven access 
to legitimate means of capital exchange and accumula-
tion, whereby certain individuals are less able to trans-
late their social and cultural assets into material capi-
                                                           
8 In our growth model, we were unable to account for time 
since arrival in Canada due to inadequate sample sizes. 
9 Giving evidence to spatial exclusion, our findings show that 
individuals living outside of Ontario had higher Index scores 
than individuals residing in Ontario. These gaps diminished 
only marginally over the course of the panel. The dynamics of 
spatial exclusion may be more evident at the level of neigh-
bourhoods or even buildings, but we were unable to parse to 
more specific geographic areas in our secondary data analysis 
due to inadequate sample sizes. We plan to further pursue 
this form of social exclusion in future research.  

tal, thus thwarting conventional strategies for upward 
mobility. Specifically, our results show that the educa-
tion, credentials, and language skills held by a person 
identified with certain “visible minority” categories do 
not have the same symbolic power or exchange value 
as the same volume of cultural capital held by a white 
person. We argue that this demonstrates that the func-
tional value of non-material forms of capital depends 
primarily on the precise ethno-racial attributes of its 
holder, thus refuting market logic of individual responsi-
bility and competition, and undermining the moral im-
perative of progressive upward mobility via education, 
training and labour market participation. Although “visi-
ble minority” categorizations are socially constructed, 
they are effectively made in social relations by way of 
precise patterns of capital divestment and devaluation 
that are real and measurable. This is the dispossession of 
symbolic power, or subjective exclusion. 

4.3.3. Analysis of Non-Response Rates 

Finally, progressing from our cross-sectional and longi-
tudinal research findings, we note that the empirical 
measurement of any theoretical concept is both im-
peded and facilitated by the weaknesses and limits of 
the data. Thus, in our third study we investigated non-
response rates of specific social groups in the SLID da-
taset and found revealing trends. In order to maintain 
measurement consistency, and because we had con-
cerns about the accuracy of using data imputation 
methods, we elected to include data only for individu-
als who answered all questions in all dimensions of our 
Economic Exclusion Index. However, we subsequently 
ran an analysis of the same four social groups from our 
cross-sectional analysis (see Figure 2) to measure their 
relative rates of non-response on one or more dimen-
sions of the Index. Notably, Figure 2 shows that rates 
of non-response appeared to increase for all social 
groups over the 15 year time period; by 2010, all 
groups besides the white Canadian-born had non-
response rates on our Index indicators of over 50%. 
Furthermore, it appears that, at least until the latter 
years of our analysis, all immigrants, regardless of ra-
cial minority status, were roughly 10% more likely not 
to respond to all dimensions of the Index than Canadi-
an-born individuals. However, contradicting common 
explanations for low response rates that focus on cul-
tural and language barriers for immigrants, we found 
that by the end of our analysis, Canadian-born racial 
minority individuals also show a marked increase in 
non-response. 

A structural interpretation of these findings sug-
gests that the same racialised social exclusion dynamics 
that result in outcomes of economic exclusion also 
make certain individuals and groups invisible. When 
combined with the divestment of material holdings, 
the nonrandom omission of individuals and groups 
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from official datasets and discourse is evidence of the 
dispossession of social and cultural capital, or the so-
cio-political form of social exclusion. Whole groups of 
people are thus made meaningless. Such invisibility is 
consequential, as it operates to reinforce all other 
forms of social exclusion.  

Collectively, these three studies reveal that alt-
hough much can be mined from secondary data analy-
sis, no one quantitative inquiry can examine complex 
social dynamics in their totality. However, using our 
theoretical framework as a guide to our empirical 
work, we put forward these analyses as evidence of 
both the possibilities and the challenges inherent in the 
meaningful measurement of SE/I. 

5. Conclusions: Implications for the Development of 
Social Exclusion and Inclusion Measures 

We conclude with three recommendations for future 
research based on our review of existing SE/I research 
and our own efforts (as detailed above) to operational-
ize these complex ideas. 

5.1. Conceptual Clarity for Measuring SE/I—Assets and 
Attributes 

The distinction between assets and attributes reveals 
fundamental assumptions about the social world that 

are expressed in the design of statistical models. Per-
sonal holdings or assets (material and symbolic) can 
function as predictors (independent variables) or out-
comes (dependent variables) of social exclusion. Typi-
cally, we do not conceive of attributes as resulting from 
social exclusion, and therefore they are included in sta-
tistical models only as predictors or independent varia-
bles. Yet the relationship between assets and attrib-
utes is often very close: for example, mother tongue is 
an attribute, but language proficiency is a cultural asset 
that can be acquired. Which has the most influence in 
the dynamics of social exclusion remains an important 
empirical question, as the distinction is critical for ef-
fective policy and service design. When social attrib-
utes are found to account for divergent economic out-
comes and trajectories despite the volume of personal 
assets, the defining issue is demonstrated to be social 
value rather than individual quantity of personal hold-
ings. This is the subjective form of social exclusion. 
Conventional policy and program interventions geared 
toward improving “employment readiness” and “la-
bour market competitiveness” to foster social inclusion 
are designed to increase the volume of social and cul-
tural capital, but will do little to address the functional 
quality of those assets. Ultimately, such common sense 
approaches form a regenerative feedback loop, rein-
forcing existing processes of social exclusion. 

 
Figure 2. Non-response rates by social groups for one or more dimensions of the Index. 
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5.2. Methodological Issues for Measuring SE/I—Data 
and Datasets 

That which is not seen cannot be represented or 
measured, in quantitative or qualitative terms. Conse-
quently, some researchers emphasize the need to de-
velop new datasets and methodologies to study the 
most profound systems and effects of social exclusion 
(Bossert, D'Ambrosio, & Peragine, 2007; Levitas et al., 
2007). Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi (2009), for example, 
stress that “policy-makers are reminded both of the 
richness and of the shortcomings of existing data but 
also of the fact that reliable quantitative information 
‘does not grow on trees’ and significant investments 
need to be made to develop statistics and indicators 
that provide policymakers with the information they 
need to make the decisions confronting them” (p. 10). 
Thus, future efforts to foster social inclusion must rec-
ognize the need for greater representation and larger 
sample sizes of specific population groups, especially 
those at the upper and lower ends of social and eco-
nomic spectrums; indicators that measure not only ag-
gregate or average levels of social and material well-
being, as is the inclination in quantitative research, but 
which more precisely and comprehensively identify so-
cial attributes and assets; and longitudinal data for the 
analysis of individual and household trajectories over 
time (Levitas et al., 2007). As a case in point, in our 
growth curve analysis detailed above, small sample siz-
es of some minority populations precluded the ability 
to disaggregate the findings at the level of neighbor-
hoods, or even cities, drastically limiting our ability to 
measure spatial exclusion.  

To date, efforts to “measure” and “know” the dy-
namics that make social groups—including people who 
are homeless, migrant workers, First Nations and Abo-
riginal peoples, incarcerated, unemployed, and work-
ing-but-still-poor individuals—are frequently inaccu-
rate and partial, leaving public opinion about such 
groups to be shaped by preconceptions and “folk theo-
ries” (Bourdieu, 1989) that masquerade as fact and 
common sense. The limitations of existing national da-
tasets are compounded in international comparisons, 
as the most dispossessed of the world often remain 
uncounted, or invisible. The more extreme the global 
divides between the “haves” and the “have nots”, the 
less our ability to accurately reflect these social reali-
ties and understand the contributing social processes. 
People—even whole nations—are plunged into the ob-
scurity and devaluation of social exclusion. The cogen-
cy of symbolic violence is evidenced by the paradoxical 
erasure of manufactured groups or kinds. Certain kinds 
are made invisible, even non-existent. Processes and 
practices of social exclusion are thus self-reinforcing 
and justified by conventional measurement systems 
that emphasize economic production over people’s 
well-being (Stiglitz et al., 2009, p. 12). Ultimately, the 

development of “epistemic reflexivity” (Bourdieu, 
1988), turning the analytical gaze back on the social 
dynamics of the research process itself, and research 
approaches that transcend quantitative, qualitative and 
theoretical research divides in academic and practice 
settings, are necessary to document intersecting macro- 
and micro-level processes of exclusion and inclusion.  

5.3. Situating Social Exclusion and Inclusion—The Market 
System of Capital 

Social exclusion happens in a particular time and place 
(Byrne, 2005). Thus, the measurement of social exclu-
sion must include analysis of the social structures or 
social field in which its dynamics are reproduced. The 
conception, measurement, and practice of social inclu-
sion are similarly and necessarily specific to the social, 
economic, and political context that produced social 
exclusion in the first place. For example, the current 
Canadian government’s preoccupation with the “inte-
gration” of immigrants “into Canada in a way that max-
imizes their contribution to the country” (Citizenship 
and Immigration Canada, 2012) is shown to be too nar-
row and off the mark. The government’s key strategy 
toward this objective has been the careful selection of 
immigrants through Canada’s points system, which re-
stricts entry to those who are highly educated, profi-
cient in one of two official languages, and have skillsets 
in demand in the Canadian labour force (Aydemir, 
2011). Yet our analysis indicates that this policy ap-
proach is not effective in addressing processes of social 
exclusion defined by race. Specifically, for example, de-
spite meeting these rather stringent criteria, racial mi-
nority immigrants (increasingly the majority among 
newcomers to Canada) see consistently lower rates of 
return on their investments (such as education, work 
experience, etc.) than white immigrants (Elrick & 
Lightman, 2014). Moreover, Canadian-born visible mi-
norities are similarly unable to realize comparable ma-
terial gain from their social and cultural assets.  

Our research, alongside a growing body of litera-
ture, demonstrates that the pervasive neoliberal ap-
proach to social welfare and its individual focus for 
both analysis and intervention is largely ineffective in 
addressing the inherent inequities of the market, as is 
the original and defining role of the welfare state. Situ-
ating the structure and dynamics of the Canadian la-
bour market as the object of analysis, our quantitative 
studies of social exclusion reveal that popular “people-
change” strategies of employment-based social welfare 
systems operate according to market ideals and values, 
or system of capital, to form a closed loop—a self-
contained and self-containing unit—that works to keep 
people in place (Good Gingrich, 2010). Market struc-
tures are necessarily uneven, as the unequal distribu-
tion of resources is key to a variety of profit-generating 
practices (Stiglitz, 2013). Insofar as the inequities of the 
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market are produced by ideas and ideals of individual-
ism, competition, and autonomy, the rules of capital ex-
change and accumulation that define effective social 
welfare systems must be rooted in alternative values, 
such as collectivity, cooperation, and shared responsibil-
ity. Policies and practices geared toward social inclusion, 
then, must shift in focus from economic (or social) inte-
gration of vulnerable individuals, to reorienting the sys-
tem of capital that organizes the social welfare system. 

To conclude, policy solutions to social exclusion 
commonly maintain a singular focus on personal assets 
(such as education and employment readiness), as so-
cial inclusion is most often equated with participation 
in the dominant social field and compliance to the 
market system of capital. A more meaningful concep-
tion of social inclusion must provide indicators for the 
analysis of individual and group mobility in the domi-
nant social fields in which the rules for capital accumu-
lation and exchange function to exclude. The meas-
urement of SE/I must take into account intersections 
between individual-level characteristics and macro-
level factors to uncover alternative systems of capital 
that interrupt the self-reinforcing dynamics of social 
exclusion. Such research has real and measureable po-
tential to inform transformative responses to reconcile 
divides within and among societies. 
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