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Abstract 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly transformed earlier conceptions of home-based work. 
Despite some push for in-person work, work-from-home (WFH) arrangements have become the 
new normal for many immigrant women, regardless of their skill levels, work hours, wages, and 
job positions. Within this context, drawing on the experiences of twenty-eight South Asian 
immigrant women residing in the Greater Toronto Area, our study examines the factors that 
influence their decision-making process regarding continued work-from-home arrangements after 
the pandemic. This research reveals that an interplay of diverse macro-, meso-, and micro-level 
factors has led participants to not only work from home (WFH) but also work simultaneously in 
both the formal and informal sectors of the economy, and in traditional and platform economies. 
 
Keywords: work from home; formal economy; informal economy; South Asia; Greater Toronto 
Area; Canada. 
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Introduction 
 

Few social phenomena are as complex, multifaceted, and dynamic and carry as much 
potential impact as large-scale crises and disasters. These events bring together 
psychological, social, economic, political, technological, and environmental factors within 
the context of high uncertainty, high risk, and severe harm. The subsequent tapestry of 
stories, accounts, and explanations of these events is a narrative process necessary to 
make sense and determine action (Seeger & Sellnow, 2016, p. 7). 

 
The COVID-19 crisis has reshaped cultures, beliefs, lives, and institutions, especially in the 
context of immigrant labour market experiences. Studies have shown that during the pandemic, 
immigrants experienced diverse labour market outcomes depending on their geographical and 
social locations (‘race,’ class, gender, age, ethnicity, household structure, and so on) (Benedi 
Lahuerta & Iusmen, 2021; de Haan, 2020; Galmen, 2020). The pandemic has also significantly 
transformed previous conceptualizations about home-based work (Craig et al., 2021; Hupkau et 
al., 2020). Due to government restrictions, workers from various occupations and skill levels were 
required to work from home (WFH) during the pandemic. Thus, the home was no longer used 
solely for running home-based businesses; it was also the ‘place of work’ in the traditional 
economy.1 
 Studies reporting on workers’ experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic found the 
following: First, migrants had differential economic outcomes during this period. By and large, 
although many workers were at high risk during the pandemic—e.g., they lost employment, 
experienced lower earnings, were unable to travel internationally, and bore more significant health 
risks by attending work in person (Benedi Lahuerta & Iusmen, 2021; de Haan, 2020; Galmen, 
2020). However, some highly skilled migrants were able to take advantage of digitalization and 
remote work (Rymaniak et al., 2021) to become “digital nomads” (Andrejuk, 2022, p. 8). Second, 
there were gender differences in experiences. Although women and men both worked from home 
during the pandemic, they faced differential challenges while performing paid work and caring for 
their children; mothers, as primary caregivers, found it more difficult to manage their work-life 
balance (Bahn et al., 2020; Craig et al., 2021; Hupkau et al., 2020). The purpose of this research 
project was to find out what happened next. 
 In the Canadian context, many workers continued to work from home after the pandemic 
ended. In 2023, Statistics Canada reported that since the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of 
Canadians engaged in home-based work had increased rapidly, reaching almost 5 million and 
accounting for approximately 40% of the working population (Statistics Canada, 2024). Home-
based work was particularly prevalent among women and in industries that did not require in-
person contact, such as accommodation, food services, and retail trade (Clarke & Hardy, 2022; 
Clarke et al., 2022). Our life experiences corroborated these statistical reports and suggested 
further complexities in home-based work, sparking interest in this research. 
 Corroborating with such statistical findings, despite our different vantage points, we 
observed that many South Asian women continued to WFH after the pandemic, and some had 
even changed their career pathways so they could WFH. From our participant observations, it 
seemed that working from home was more common among married women, regardless of their 
skill levels and professions. Many of these women worked simultaneously in the formal and 
informal sectors and the traditional and platform economies. From an initial survey, we had found 
that since March 20202 South Asian women-owned home-based businesses have rapidly 

 
1 We use the term ‘traditional’ economy to include those occupations that require in-person attendance, 
e.g., nursing, manufacturing, school, college, and university teaching, retailing, etc. 
2 On March 17th, 2020, the first lockdown was declared in Ontario. Between May and August 2020, a three-
stage plan was formulated, by which restrictions were slowly lifted. In November, however, new colour-
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increased and diversified in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), and many such businesses 
continued after the pandemic.  
 Building on the research about crisis-induced WFH and its differential gender effects, this 
study investigates why and how South Asian immigrant women decided to continue to WFH after 
the pandemic. Drawing on participant observation and topical interviews with twenty-eight South 
Asian first-generation immigrant women and five key informants, this research aims to understand 
their simultaneous engagement in both the formal and informal sectors, as well as in the traditional 
and platform economies. We asked two interrelated questions: under what circumstances (i.e., 
macro-structural, meso-group, and micro-individual) did they decide to continue to WFH after the 
pandemic? Which pathways did they follow to work simultaneously in diverse work modes (i.e., 
traditional and platform economies) and engage in both the formal and informal sectors? We 
adopt an intersectional (Crenshaw, 1991) approach to investigate the interplay of various aspects 
of their social identities (e.g., age, education, class, household composition, and religion) which 
determine their social locations within the family, within institutions of formal employment, and the 
society at large. Acknowledging that researchers need to be cautious of pathologization and 
generalization of immigrant women’s experiences (Gupta et al., 2014; Henry et al., 2021), we 
neither claim that this study represents the experiences of all South Asian women in the GTA, nor 
do we think that the findings are generalizable to other geographical contexts. 
 
 
Literature Review 
 
It is common for immigrant women to lose their professional and social networks when arriving in 
a new country, which is detrimental to their career aspirations (Liversage, 2009; Man, 2004; Shih, 
2005). Additionally, through social reproduction, women are made to be responsible for everyday 
domestic work and physical and emotional caregiving (Laslett & Brenner, 1989). Under the 
pressures of labour market discrimination and the responsibility of fulfilling patriarchal familial and 
cultural norms as mothers and primary caregivers, many immigrant women are unable to 
reconstruct their economic and social lives (Cangià et al., 2018).  As “trailing spouses” (Yeoh & 
Willis, 2005), some prioritize the careers of their husbands and children and redefine success by 
being supportive mothers and wives (in reproductive labour). While others choose the path of self-
employment—operating small businesses from home (Phizacklea & Ram 1996). Self-
employment (ethnic business) thus is seen as the outcome of “mixed embeddedness” —shaped 
by multiple situational, cultural, and institutional factors (Antias & Cederberg, 2009).  

Previous research on the labour market experiences of racialized immigrant women in 
North American cities has well established that they accrue multiple disadvantages through 
migration. In Canada, regardless of their admissions class, education levels, and previous job 
proficiencies, they are often deskilled, commodified, and discriminated against in the labour 
markets (Akbar & Preston, 2021; Bauder, 2003; Dhiman et al., 2020; Ghosh, 2020; Goldberg, 
2001; Lamb et al., 2021; Man, 2004; Ng, 1990; Purkayastha, 2005; Yeoh & Willis, 2005). As a 
result, often underemployed, unemployed, and earning lower wages than the Canadian-born, 
these women experience blocked mobility both economically and socially (Akbar & Preston, 2021; 
Aldrich & Waldinger, 1990; Carter et al., 2015; Ferrer et al., 2023; Ghosh, 2020; Gupta et al., 
2014; Liu-Farrer et al., 2021; Lucchini & Riva, 2018; Maitra, 2013; 2021; Pio & Dana, 2014; Premj, 
2014; Vorley & Rodgers, 2014).  

Research on racialized married immigrant women in heterosexual relationships 
demonstrated that when met with barriers, often, the husband’s career takes precedence over 

 
coded restrictions were created, which led to rolling lockdowns in various parts of the province. Stay-home 
orders were again imposed in January 2021 and phased out in March 2021. Such uncertainty continued 
until March 2022. 
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the wife’s professional and personal aspirations, and over time, these women either re-
domesticate 3 and become “trailing spouses” 4 (Yeoh & Willis, 2005). Others choose the path of 
part-time self-employment while also being the primary caregivers of their families (Akbar & 
Preston, 2021; Ghosh, 2007, 2014). Thus, home-based work is documented as an outcome of 
labour market barriers. It involves low-skill work that comes ‘naturally to women’—such as 
cooking, cleaning, and stitching—and is therefore not considered ‘real work’ (Alon et al., 2020; 
Aujla, 2016; Cockayne, 2021; Lucchini & Riva, 2018; Maitra, 2013; Martinez & Jayawarna, 2020; 
Simoes et al., 2016).   

Research on labour market changes during COVID-19 has further exposed gender 
imbalances in labour (Bahn et. al., 2020). Several studies have reported that during the pandemic, 
not only did many more women than men work in the frontline and were therefore vulnerable to 
the disease, but they also faced the most job losses (predominantly employed in the low-wage 
sectors, e.g., retail, food, and hospitality). In White settler societies, research reported that “the 
gendered dimensions of this crisis also apply within the home, where the gendered division of 
work has been slow to change” (Bahn et. al., 2020). Women shouldered most of the unpaid work, 
which affected their physical and mental health (Cohen & Venter, 2020). 

Over the past three decades, little has changed for racialized immigrant women in the 
Canadian labour markets (Bauder, 2003; Dhiman et al., 2020; Goldberg, 2001; Lamb et al., 2021; 
Ng, 1990). Deskilled, commodified, and discriminated against, immigrant women suffer from 
unemployment, underemployment, and problems associated with lower earnings (Akbar & 
Preston, 2021; Aldrich & Waldinger, 1990; Carter et al., 2015; Ferrer et al., 2023; Ghosh, 2020; 
Gupta et al., 2014; Liu-Farrer et al., 2021; Lucchini & Riva, 2018; Maitra, 2013, 2021; Pio & Dana, 
2014; Premj, 2014; Vorley & Rodgers, 2014). Mainly, to overcome such barriers in the labour 
market, some women choose the path of self-employment (Alon et al., 2020; Cockayne, 2021; 
Lucchini & Riva, 2018; Martinez & Jayawarna, 2020; Simoes et al., 2016).5 In 2022, over a million 
Canadian women were engaged in unincorporated small businesses, many of whom were South 
Asians (Uppal, 2023).6 For many such self-employed immigrant women, home is their place of 
work. 

Despite their economic and social contributions, immigrant women’s home-based self-
employment is often undervalued and restricted to informal, low-skill labour that comes ‘naturally 
to women’—such as cooking, cleaning, and stitching. Recent Canadian studies have, however, 
demonstrated that such modes of self-employment may not be restricted to low-skill labour but 
rather require specialized skill sets (Akbar, 2016; Aujla, 2016; Ghosh, 2007, 2014; Maitra, 2013), 
e.g., managing businesses, and teaching. 

With regard to why immigrant women work from home, studies have found that at the 
macro-level, complex structural barriers limit their access to various ‘forms of capital’ (Bourdieu, 
1984), restricting them from obtaining loans and entering larger markets (Brush et al., 2019; 
Lucchini & Riva, 2018). At the meso-level, gendered cultural and religious norms are often 

 
3 Through the process of re-domestication, women negotiate their professional ambitions, structural 
realities, and cultural expectations (Elitok & Nawyn, 2023). 
4 They leave their careers to support their husbands and families (Yeoh & Willis, 2005).  
5 Studies show that although there is no one immigrant experience, immigrant women’s pathways to self-
employment are often created by multilevel “push” and “pull” factors (Carter et al., 2015; Cockayne, 2021; 
Ferrer et al., 2023; Gupta et al., 2014; Haq, 2015; Liu-Farrer et al., 2021; Lucchini & Riva, 2018; Maitra, 
2013, 2021; Pio & Dana, 2014; Premj, 2014; Robertson & Grant, 2016; Vorley & Rodgers, 2014). 
6 The most recent Labour Force Survey suggests that over a million women in Canada were engaged in 
unincorporated small businesses, including retail and wholesale trade, early childhood education, real 
estate, restaurant and food services, light-duty cleaning, and esthetics (Uppal, 2023). However, there is a 
lack of data on the number of South Asian women currently engaged in home-based work in the platform 
economy. 
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transposed from the home to the migrant societies—i.e., the ‘transnational habitus’7(Ghosh, 2020; 
Guarnizo, 1997)—severely circumscribing their ability to expand formal businesses beyond their 
immediate ethnic enclaves. Lower earnings and precarious employment push them to engage in 
home-based work at the micro-level (Gupta et al., 2014; Maitra, 2013, 2021; Vorley & Rodgers, 
2014). Personal networks play an important role in the success of such businesses, although 
friendships do not always turn into economic opportunities (Bilecen, 2021). Thus, immigrant 
women's home-based businesses have been analyzed as a form of agency-social resilience—
i.e., as a strategy to overcome employment barriers (Akbar & Preston, 2021; Phizacklea & Ram, 
1996). In this regard, Andrejuk (2022) further contended that “migrant entrepreneurs tend to be 
particularly flexible, resourceful and innovative in dealing with critical situations…crises, times of 
socioeconomic hardships constitute an exceptional arena for research on the mechanisms of 
entrepreneurial persistence” (p. 1).   

Developing on the migrant agency framework (not explicitly connecting to social 
resilience), Triandafyllidou (2018) introduced the notion of “social navigation” to understand “not 
simply […] where one wants to go and what one wants to achieve but also what one wants to 
become” (p. 7). Building on these ideas and establishing connections between macro- (externally 
determined), meso- (human and social capital connected to migration and settlement 
experiences), and micro- (individual and personal) level factors, Lam and Triandafyllidou (2022) 
identified six possible pathways migrants may follow to enter platform work.8 The six pathways 
are as follows: (i) looking to earn extra money (opportunity); (ii) changing jobs (transitioning); (iii) 
exploring new opportunities as a temporary solution (exploration); (iv) being unable to find suitable 
employment in their area of training and expertise (impasse); (v) employed in a job but use 
platform work as a backup plan (security); and (vi) unable to find work and are seeking to retrain 
(acceptance) (Lam & Triandafyllidou, 2022, p. 6). They argue that choosing to engage in platform 
work demonstrates that “migrants were neither passive nor hopeless victims of exploitation” (p. 
12).  However, despite the ‘freedom’ that platform work promises, workers experience precarity 
due to unstable work, low wages, and a lack of upward mobility under the guise of ‘agency’—i.e., 
constrained agency. 
 Building on this state of knowledge, OECD's recent revelation that for many workers 
worldwide, platform work may not be their only occupation (Horodnic et al., 2023; OECD, 2019), 
our life experiences during and after COVID, this study attempts to understand the nature of 
home-based work among immigrant women and why and how they engage in such activities. We 
ask: under what circumstances (i.e., macro-structural, meso-group, and micro-individual) did 
these women decide to continue to WFH after the pandemic?  Why do they work simultaneously 
in the formal and informal sectors (platform economy)? Is it only for security (pathways v)?   
 
 
The Power of Bargaining and Social Location 
 
Theoretically, critical of Gary Becker’s (1965, 1981) unitary model of the family—which treats the 
household as a single entity in consumption and production—feminist scholars have long 
contended that within the household, men and women occupy different social locations based on 
which they can negotiate and fulfil their aspirations. Specifically in the context of women's access 

 
7 “A transnational habitus is a particular set of dispositions that inclines migrants to act and react to specific 
situations in a manner that can be but is not always, calculated, and that is not simply a question of 
conscious acceptance of specific behavioural or socio-cultural rules….The transnational habitus 
incorporates the social position of the migrant and the context in which transmigration occurs” (Guarnizo, 
1997, p. 7). 
8 Formal and informal businesses facilitated by online platforms, including social media (Horodnic et al., 
2023).   



Working Paper No. 2025/04 

5 
 

to employment and means of earnings, Agrawal (2011, p. 4) calls to consider their “bargaining” 
power—an integral aspect of decision-making—inside and outside the household. Agrawal (2011) 
contends that women’s social location within the household is often based on their relative access 
to economic assets, institutional and social support systems, and “doxa” (Bourdieu, 1997), i.e., 
unsaid social norms that are not open to questioning or contestation.  Doxa restricts their earning 
possibilities, prevents them from working outside the home, institutionalizes lower wages, defines 
childcare as their responsibility and limits their mobility and job options, and ideologically 
constructs men as breadwinners and women as their dependents (Agrawal, 2011, p. 16). Such 
limits to bargaining favour not only men over women but also older women over younger ones. 
Overcoming such barriers, especially gender-age-marital status-based social norms, may also 
require bargaining. In this regard, women’s support systems, “even friendships, can prove critical” 
(p. 17). The support they require may be economical, e.g., in the form of “interest-free credit from 
relatives or friends, or inter-generational transfers between parents and children,” or social, e.g., 
advocacy groups fighting for their cause inside and outside the home.   
 
 
Research Design and Research Methods 
 
This project started with a survey of South Asian businesses advertised on digital platforms.9 We 
found that over two hundred home-based businesses (formal and informal) were started in the 
GTA during the pandemic, many of which were owned by women. In addition to selling products 
(e.g., food, clothing and jewellery, home décor, and groceries), diverse services were sold (e.g., 
driver training, gardening, home repair, event-hosting, spiritual and religious ceremonies/classes, 
immigration consultancy, web designing, tutoring, catering, and esthetics). 
 Based on the survey results, we conducted in-depth topical interviews with twenty-eight 
South Asian women (11 Indians, 9 Pakistanis, 5 Bangladeshis, and 3 Sri Lankan Tamils), selected 
by snowball sampling. To maximize variation, we recruited participants by posting flyers on 
Facebook and ‘cold calling’ every fifth phone number from the survey. Additionally, we interviewed 
five key informants: two worked in the IT sector, one in banking, one in health care, and one in 
retail management. All interviews were transcribed, coded, and thematically analyzed.    
 Table 1 summarizes the socio-demographic similarities and differences among the 
participants, reflecting their life stages and associated social locations. In terms of age, the 
majority were above forty, and although all were married in heterosexual relationships with 
children living at home, the household compositions varied. For instance, although some had 
high-school and university-aged kids, many families had infants, elementary and middle school-
aged children, who generally require more care and supervision. A few families also had extended 
family members living with them, including aged grandparents and unmarried siblings.  Except for 
the three Sri Lankan Tamil women sponsored by their families, the rest entered Canada as skilled 
workers with their husbands. All were Canadian citizens and lived in the GTA for over ten years.   

All Indian, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi women were university-educated with at least a 
bachelor’s degree from their country of origin. Their areas of training and associated job 
experience ranged from computer science/technology, data management, engineering, life and 
health sciences, nutrition, finance, business and commerce, and arts. Compared to them, the Sri 

 
9 Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp groups; South Asian Canadian Business Network; Businesswomen 
Group Canada; Bengali of Toronto and Southern Ontario; Bengalis of Toronto in GTA; Tamils in Toronto; 
Toronto Tamils Classified; Pakistani Community; Pakistani Canadian Businesses; Toronto Downtown 
Indians, etc. 
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Lankan women were less educated (two had completed high school, and one had a college 
diploma from Canada). They were also less fluent in English.10 

 
Table 1 
Socio-Demography and Occupation of Participants  

N=28 Socio-Demography and Occupation 

Country of Birth Indian: 11, Pakistani: 9, Bangladeshi: 5, Sri Lankan Tamil: 3 
Age 
 

30 - 39 6 
40 - 49 17 
50 - 59 5 

Marital Status All Married 
Average Household Size 4 
Household 
Composition 
and Living 
Arrangements 

With Children 
(infants to 14)  

15 

Youth (15 to 24) 8 
Elderly 5 
Unmarried 
Siblings 

3 

Length of Stay in Canada 10+ years 
Immigrant Class Skilled Immigrants (88%), Family Class (12%) 
Education COB School  Some 

College 
Bachelor’s  Masters  

Indian: 11 - - 7 4 
Pakistani: 9 - 1 6 2 
Bangladeshi: 5 -  4 1 
Sri Lankan 
Tamil: 3 

2 1 - - 

Employment Prior to the Pandemic 
(All) 

 T 0-1 T 2 T 3 T 4 SE 

Indian (11) 7 3 -  1 
Pakistani (9) 4 2 - 2 1 
Bangladeshi 
(5) 

- 3 - 2 - 

Sri Lankan (3) - - 2 - 1 
Household After-Tax Income11 150,000+ 6  

100,000 to 
149,999 

13 

79,000 to 
99,999 

9 

 
10 During the interviews, we allowed the participants to switch to their mother tongue: 
Hindi/Punjabi/Urdu/Bengali. Since none of us spoke Tamil, it was challenging to recruit Sri Lankan women 
who did not speak fluently in English. 
11 These figures are based on self-reported values and estimations based on the participants’ LinkedIn 
profiles, approximate years of service, prices of homes, and residential locations. 
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As shown in Table 1, all participants worked outside their homes before the pandemic. 
Close to 40% were employed in well-paying jobs (TEER12 0 and 1). Eight of them were in the IT 
sector.13 About a third were employed in TEER 2 jobs as daycare teachers, call centre agents, 
and administrative assistants. Six were employed in relatively low-skilled and low-paying 
occupations (i.e., TEERs 3 and 4). Most of these were in manufacturing and retail sales and 
services. Three were self-employed, owning and operating formal businesses. Based on their 
household income, about one-half were in the middle-middle class (100,000 to 149,999 CDN), 
six households were earning more than 150,000 and nine were earning less than 100,000. 
Despite such differences, most of them owned single and semi-detached homes in the 
“ethnoburbs” (Li, 2008)14–West Brampton, Milton, Mississauga, Caledon, Markham, Ajax, 
Oshawa, Pickering, and Whitby. Some owned multiple residential properties (i.e., they were 
landlords). 
 
 
Research Findings 
 
 The pandemic significantly impacted and altered the work and family lives of the 
participants. During the pandemic, all participants WFH, and almost all remained in the same 
occupations in the formal sector. After the pandemic, all participants continued to WFH in the 
formal and informal sectors. In Table 2, the participants' formal home-based occupations during 
the interview are listed. Table 2 (left column) shows that nearly half were formally employed in 
the IT sector (TEER 0–1). Most of these were Indian and Pakistani women employed in different 
types of IT jobs and as full- and part-time employees. Since before the pandemic (Table 1), only 
one Bangladeshi woman had moved from a TEER 2 to a TEER 1 position. Among non-IT workers, 
except for one (accountant), all others were engaged in TEERs 2, 3, 4 and 5 occupations, working 
part-time as call centre agents, office administrators, and social media influencers. A few 
participants worked in multiple jobs in the formal sector as well. Therefore, it was hard to 
determine which one was their primary occupation. Three participants continued to remain self-
employed after the pandemic. An important finding was that nine participants (many of whom and 
their husbands worked in IT and banks) had invested in real estate. Often close to transport hubs 
and universities (e.g., in Scarborough, Mississauga, and Kitchener-Waterloo), these properties 
were rented out to new immigrants and students. 

In the informal sector (right column), participants’ occupations can be broadly categorized 
into the following: entrepreneurs and service providers (i.e., they owned and operated a plethora 
of businesses), tutors (academic), teachers (music, dance, art and crafts), managers, and social 
media influencers. As in formal work, participants engaged in multiple informal activities–e.g., a 

 
12 According to Statistics Canada, TEER 0 to 1 are professional and managerial jobs that require a university 
education, e.g., software engineers. TEER 2 are supervisory occupations requiring a college diploma, e.g., 
medical lab technologists. TERR 3 also require a college diploma, but these are lower in pay and more 
hands-on, e.g., dental assistants. TEERs 4 and 5 are usually relatively low-skilled and low paying jobs, e.g., 
home childcare providers, retail, landscaping, etc. https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/find-national-occupation-code.html 
13 Key informants revealed that the IT sector is extremely complex. Workers in this sector differ not only by 
qualifications and experiences but also by portfolios and pay scales. Some corporations employ full- and 
part-time staff (usually national banks or large IT firms). Some are contracted by staffing agencies, who 
place them with businesses to work on assignments for large corporations. When the assignment is 
completed, the staffing agency will put them on another project. Some independent consultants market 
their services to corporations and bill them for those services. 
14 Most participants lived in relatively affluent ethnic neighbourhoods in the suburbs–West Brampton, 
Caledon, Mississauga, and Milton in the west, and Markham, Ajax, Whitby, Pickering, and Oshawa in the 
east. 
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person who tutored school children also had a jewellery business. Also, some entrepreneurs ran 
businesses both formally and informally. In the following few paragraphs of this paper, we attempt 
to chart their pathways to these work modalities and careers: why they continued to WFH after 
the pandemic and how that has affected their engagement in the formal and informal sectors. 
 
Table 2 
Types of Home-Based Occupations in the Formal and Informal Sectors 

Types of Home-Based Work 
Formal Full and Part-Time Informal Part-Time 
Information Technologist (13/28) 
Accountant  
Call-Centre Agent  
Office Administrator 
Social-Media Influencers  
Entrepreneur  
Real Estate Investor 

Entrepreneurs and Service Providers 
Tutors (academic) 
Teacher (music, dance, art and crafts) 
Managers 
Social-Media Influencers 

 
 
Why Continue to WFH after the pandemic? 
 
The decision to continue to WFH in the formal sector seems to have resulted from diverse and 
interrelated macro-structural, meso-group, and micro-individual level factors. Among structural 
causes, three were most frequently discussed: (i) pandemic-induced changes in work modalities; 
(ii) limited availability of suitable jobs in the traditional economy and the emergence of new careers 
in the platform economy; and (iii) systemic infrastructural issues in the GTA (e.g., lack of 
affordable housing, daycares, after-school programs, and unreliable and expensive public transit).   

All key informants mentioned that “the pandemic changed the system of work globally” (KI 
#3)15 and “WFH is common–the new normal” (KI #2). Although global, this change of place of 
work (i.e., from the outside to the inside of the home) had a more significant impact on specific 
segments of the labour market, where regular in-person attendance was not required.  For 
instance, among those employed in the IT sector (mainly Indians and some Pakistanis), it was 
common for both husband and wife to continue to WFH after the pandemic. Explaining this new 
normality of work, KY #1 said: 

 
Unless one is working in an exceptionally high-level managerial position, most 
corporations no longer need on-site staff…they are trying to save operational costs (i.e., 
renting and operating costs). We all have office laptops and Wi-Fi, so WFH is what we do. 

 
Although not in IT, AR, a call centre agent, had no other option but to continue to WFH as her 
company changed her position “from in-person to home-based” AR during the pandemic.  

For some women, a combination of factors led them to WFH. Difficulty in securing suitable 
employment in the traditional economy and the emergence of new career opportunities in the 
platform economy.  As S. Sh (worked in retail prior to the pandemic) explained: 
 

When the pandemic started, I was scared and left [job]. Afterwards, I tried, but I wasn’t 
getting something, like a regular job…I was also scared–what if the pandemic returned? 
…During COVID, I had developed a new hobby…creating daily vlogs during the 

 
15 All key informants are indicated by KI. 
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lockdowns…once I posted that on Facebook, many relatives back home really liked, and 
more people started watching, my followers kept growing.  

 
Describing her primary occupation as a “social media influencer,” S. Sh. revealed that she now 
earns more than her previous job. Unlike S. Sh., FB is still in the IT sector. However, since the 
pandemic, she has monetized her pre-COVID YouTube channel and “started a second career” 
(FB). 
 Several participants mentioned that city-wide structural inadequacies (e.g., the scarcity of 
affordable family-sized homes in Toronto and its inner suburbs, expensive and lengthy commutes, 
and a lack of safe and affordable daycare in residential neighbourhoods and at places of work) 
‘forced’ them to continue to WFH post-pandemic. Many participants pointed out that although they 
initially rented apartments close to their place of work (predominantly in downtown Toronto) these 
areas were neither affordable nor suitable for raising a family. Several such households had 
moved to the ethnoburbs, in the outer suburbs of the GTA. In doing so, even though they 
progressed in their housing careers (i.e., moving from renting to homeownership) they faced other 
compounding challenges. First, the time and cost of daily commuting had increased and there 
was a lack of affordable, safe, and suitable daycare spaces for their children. As JG described:   
 

We both earn well, but even for us, buying a house in Toronto was impossible…also I 
mean Toronto is not that good to raise families. All our friends also live in the West…before 
we moved, we knew that the commute would be costly, but not this unreliable.   

 
S.S. stated, “basically, we decided that after completing the year, I would find something close to 
home or continue to WFH. I could not find anything better.”  
 Those with relatively younger children (infants, pre-school, and school-aged) cited the 
unavailability of affordable daycares. In this regard, while MH complained that she was “forced to 
WFH,” VG was unwilling, “to pay the proxy mom more than I earn.” Pointing out that “there is 
something wrong with this system,” (RP), MK further complained: 
 

They have made these laws that you cannot keep kids alone at home …but my employer 
never gave me the hours I wanted. I was new. Why will he…all four kids [hers and the 
neighbours] stayed alone [in the neighbour’s apartment] until one of us returned from work; 
sometimes, that would be like at 9 p.m. Thank God COVID happened. 

 
RP further observed that compared to their home countries, professional women like herself faced 
more infrastructural barriers in Canada: “Back home, you have the extended family and 
staff…everyone cannot afford to have a nanny, daycare is expensive…we won’t qualify for a 
subsidy.” 
 The interplay of macro-structural inadequacies and gendered norms exposed further 
diversities in the participants’ pathways to WFH. Regardless of their places of birth and other 
socio-demographic differences, most women perceived and emphasized that their primary role 
was parenthood. Often describing themselves as “the parent in charge” (DR), they heralded that 
they were “responsible for the home and family” (S. Sh). This meant they had to perform multiple 
daily tasks, such as providing healthy meals, supervising their kids’ homework, and engaging 
them in extra-curricular activities. Consequently, some participants felt that the pandemic-induced 
WFH was beneficial as it enabled them to “work and be a good mom” (LG). Such responses 
reinforce earlier findings that even though they come from diverse countries of birth, different 
linguistic and religious backgrounds, and occupy diverse social locations in the migrant society, 
South Asian mothers are expected to perform typical gendered duties. Additionally, some 
expectations are transposed from home to migrant society (e.g., the duty to provide food for the 
family); however, the extenuating circumstances in the migrant society (e.g., having to earn a 
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living, not having the support of the extended family or staff) create unique challenges in the 
transnational habitus (Guarnizo, 1997). In the new habitus, while they must earn a good living 
and keep good homes (Ghosh, 2020), to perform those tasks successfully, they must rely on other 
women who also WFH to provide such services formally and informally, which is discussed later. 
 At the group level, several women chose WFH to minimize job insecurities and mitigate 
financial and emotional stress. However, some differences were noted among participants based 
on their life stages (i.e., social location). In general, most workers indicated that COVID-19 had 
further intensified their job insecurities. Alluding to the changed work culture in IT, SM said, “There 
is a huge difference between what was there before and after COVID.” Similarly, others (except 
for the entrepreneurs) indicated they faced multifaceted and cumulative challenges when working 
from home in the formal sector. This included increased workload and surveillance due to reduced 
staff, more extended hours, work in different time zones (especially in IT), and insufficient 
compensation. Within this broad spectrum of challenges, the new mothers had additional 
pressure. Several of these women indicated that in India, since “no one takes more than 3 months 
of maternity leave, we are expected to do the same here” (SM), and SR said, “Look, the 
competition is huge; if you want to stay employed you must perform. Company will not understand 
that today your child is sick, so you cannot take them to daycare, right?” Thus, some took the 
advice of their professional and social networks to “cut short maternity leave and return to work” 
(MH), and in this regard, “WFH was the best option because even if I am not personally cleaning 
or changing diapers, at least I am at home to look after everything” (SM).   
 Although seeking career advice from transnational professional networks was more 
common among IT professionals, reliance on local social networks (in person and over online 
forums) was common for all participants. A few professionals revealed that on the advice of their 
social media groups, they opted for WFH because, in addition to being able to look after the family, 
it enabled them to “retrain and negotiate better salaries in the future” (AN). 

Regardless of their education and training, some women searched for alternative career 
paths in the formal and informal sectors to “minimize confrontations” (SR). For instance, MH, a 
trained accountant, said: 
 

I felt intense pressure to perform more [when WFH] and my son was little. It was tough to 
do both things…I was falling sick all the time; my husband said maybe I could do 
something else…we have an investment property, yes, that is my other job…I am actually 
better now, as I have more flexibility. If I want to change my job, I can. 

 
While TD stated:  
 

My husband travels a lot, and now this has increased even more. So, I had to do all the 
sacrifices; otherwise, there would be a divorce. My friends advised me to WFH and change 
careers, so I did.  

 
Like SR and TD, several other participants also connected their mental health situations (e.g., 
stress, anxiety, and isolation) and their familial decisions to WFH. DR, an IT professional, “found 
a creative outlet” in her catering business, while DC bakes, and AS teaches music to adults and 
children in the community. All three stressed that engaging in this type of work was “not 
necessarily to earn money” (DC) but rather to attain “peace and provide some relaxation for 
others” (AS).   
 While some women started an informal business “for time pass” (MQ) during the 
pandemic, it became their mainstay in time. For others, the primary purpose of starting an informal 
business was to support an elderly family member. As PA described: 
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In Pakistan, she was used to a vibrant social life…during the pandemic, she was stuck in 
one room…we were all at home, but we are all so busy with work and the kids are with 
school, she was actually very lonely…she was crying and wanting to go back. But we can’t 
do that. There is no one back home to take care of her…So we thought if we sell some 
Pakistani goods, that way people could come over to our house and she could speak in 
Urdu…but then that small idea now became an actual business…she is delighted that she 
is earning her own money also.  

 
PA’s elderly mother-in-law felt highly isolated during the pandemic and was developing mental 
health issues. Not knowing about the culturally appropriate services provided by the city of 
Brampton for elderly daycare, PA took it upon herself to create a social network for her mother-
in-law. Similarly, LB started a not-for-profit online kid’s club with other mothers during the 
pandemic, which continues. 

Some participants also entered the informal platform economy to utilize the demand for 
specific gendered services (e.g., home cooking, owning and managing a cleaning service, 
tutoring, and teaching art classes). Although such businesses existed before the pandemic, 
perhaps the demands grew during and after COVID-19.  LG owns and operates an education 
franchise, and her husband works as an independent IT consultant. They started an informal 
catering service in the latter half of the pandemic because: 
 

There is a massive demand for homemade food, mostly from young couples…some are 
raised here, others are like us, they came from Bangladesh. They still want ethnic food, 
you know, but don’t have the time to cook, which is very time-consuming. Most of my 
regular clients are like that young people. 

 
Speculating why there is a growing demand for such informal services, KI #4 said, “I think 
Canadian-born women are now realising that they too need these services; it is better when it is 
informal, it is cheaper.” Commenting about migrant women, KI #3 said: 
 

Like us, when they were back home, they were used to having someone cook, and clean. 
But here, they can’t get all these done formally – it is out of reach – so they get it from the 
community. 

 
Supporting these comments, several participants—especially those relatively younger and in 
TEER 1 and 2 jobs—admitted that they regularly acquire “food for the week” (SS) from home 
cooks like LG because “they are reliable and affordable” (AR).   
 Although they work full-time formally, SV (Sri Lankan), RP (Indian), and KG (Bangladeshi) 
have online ethnic boutiques. Describing her formal at-home business as a transnational family 
operation, SV revealed: 
 

My daughters do most of the work with the sarees and jewellery business…we have family 
back home who are engaged in the same business, so they send us stuff, and we sell 
here. I mainly tailor blouses as I am trained in that. 

 
Recounting their reasons for entering transnational business partnerships, RP and KG, however, 
added a different narrative. Demonstrating acts of indirect reciprocity (Molm, 2010).16 RP recalled: 
 

 
16 “Acts of indirect reciprocity convey even greater expressive value, because they benefit another to whom 
the giver owes no direct debt and at the same time contribute to maintaining a collective enterprise that 
benefits the collective network as a whole” (Molm, 2010, p. 124). 
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During COVID, I read daily reports about how they [artisans back home] suffered. I wanted 
to help, and the more I read in the newspapers and watched on TV and social media, the 
more I wanted to do something for them…This was my way of giving back to them. 

   
KG’s reasons, on the other hand, demonstrated a “mixed motive” reciprocity–integrative bonds 
were created despite some risks, and relative social capital was generated (Molm, 2010):  
 

My relatives were in a crisis back home, so I wanted to help them. Plus, there is a growing 
market here for clothes and accessories. They needed to work, and I needed help for my 
business, so we decided to collaborate. 

 
 
Discussion 
 
In a conceptual diagram (see Figure 1), we summarize the complex pathways of participants’ 
decisions to WFH and engage simultaneously in the formal and informal sectors. The diagram's 
outer perforated border represents the dynamic nature of the transnational habitus. Within this 
habitus, several macro-, meso-, and micro-level factors create similar and different situations for 
the participants, influencing their reasons for continuing to WFH and entering the platform 
economy. As the double arrows indicate, we contend that the factors are interconnected and 
range from global to local and transnational/trans-local scales. Also, WFH and engaging in the 
platform economy are forms of resilience.  

At the macro-level, global systemic overhauls, exceptionally but not limited to the IT sector, 
created unavoidable conditions for immigrant women, leading them to choose to continue to WFH 
post-pandemic. In this regard, sectoral changes created new work modalities whereby 
professionals were not required to ‘go to work’ every day. However, city-level structural 
inadequacies created unique and more complex challenges for the participants, mainly because 
of transposed gendered norms. For example, our study showed that regardless of their countries 
of birth, religious and linguistic differences, education levels, and earnings, participants perceived 
themselves to be ‘in charge’ of gendered domestic duties (e.g., cooking, cleaning, tutoring kids, 
and caring for the elderly). Therefore, the structural barriers, especially spatial mismatch—a 
byproduct of revanchist gentrification processes and masculinist, neoliberal city planning devoid 
of equity and inclusivity—affected the women more than their husbands, severely circumscribing 
their abilities to find and sustain employment outside of the home. Therefore, the participants 
perhaps sought only those jobs that would allow them to WFH.  

At the meso-level, the study demonstrated that structural factors, especially inadequacies, 
differentially impacted the participants based on their differential social locations. For instance, 
compared to women with older children and those living in nuclear families, factors such as 
distance between home and workplace, associated costs and travel time, and limited access to 
affordable daycare spaces had a more significant impact on the new mothers, women with 
younger children, and those living with the elderly. Additionally, they faced unique job precarity at 
work and home, demonstrating masculine social norms (doxa). As a result, they suffered from 
limited employment choices (where to work and when to work). Under such challenging 
circumstances, however, depending on the strength of their transnational professional and social 
networks, many women could resist masculine power structures and gain some individual agency 
to bargain for better working conditions (Cockburn, 1985). In doing so, they could choose whether 
to WFH in the formal sector and/or engage in both economies formally and informally (traditional 
and platform). 

At the micro-level, the challenges faced by our participants varied not only by gender, age, 
marital status, and household composition but also according to their social locations within the 
family. Women with a “well-earning husband” (SR) and/or an elderly in-law seemed to have less 
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Figure 1  
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power to bargain where they could work and in what type of jobs. Several participants also 
suffered from “false consciousness,” that is they were responsible for taking care of their family 
members. Although they had similar education and training, some women underplayed their skills 
and professional aspirations, describing their needs as synonymous with their family’s needs. 
Lack of affordable daycare spaces significantly impacted those women whose earnings were not 
high enough to afford private daycares, yet not low enough to qualify for subsidized ones.  
At the macro- and meso-scales, increased participation of women in professional and managerial 
jobs has not only “changed household arrangements” (Green et al., 1999, p.7) but also indirectly 
encouraged the expansion of home-based informal work. However, due to their professional 
commitments (i.e., structural issues), several participants indicated that when they could not do 
these chores, they “get it done” (KI #4). Acting as managers, they acquire home-cooked meals 
and arrange for cleaners, tutors, etc., “from the community” (KI #4). In these ways, professional 
migrant women indirectly contribute to the growth of an informal economy where such services 
are available at affordable rates. Such micro-scale interactions establish symbiotic relationships 
between the formal and the informal sectors at the meso-group level (indicated by double arrows 
in Figure 1).   
 This study corroborates Lam and Triandafyllidou’s earlier work, which reported that the 
formal and informal sectors are intertwined (pathway v) and found evidence that supports the idea 
of the sixfold paths (Lam & Triandafyllidou, 2022). However, the paths seem more complicated 
when their motivations for entering the platform economy are studied in conjunction with the type 
and nature of their platform activities. For instance, this study demonstrated that migrants may 
engage in the informal sector to earn extra money (pathway i) while retraining (pathway vi). Also, 
engaging in quasi-formal and quasi-informal businesses may not always be a temporary stop-gap 
measure (as indicated by pathway ii) but rather a permanent business strategy to meet the needs 
of other community members (e.g., the demand for affordable home-cooked food, cleaning 
services, clothing etc.). Thus, although the decision to enter the platform economy was made 
individually and as a family, the type and nature of platform activity were different–modulated by 
their previous job experiences (e.g., teaching), passion and training (e.g., baking, photography, 
music, and dance), transnational and local social networks (e.g., enabling them to find a market 
for their talent and develop business partnerships), and the demands of the specific community 
they belonged. 
 Finally, unlike the previous pathways, this study establishes that participants’ rationale for 
entering the platform economy was often mixed (Figure 1). While it is true that they wanted to 
overcome the compounding barriers in the formal job markets and increase earnings, they were 
also motivated to achieve socio-psychological well-being for themselves, their immediate and 
extended family members in Canada, and the community back home. These findings, on the one 
hand, reinforce that women often undertake community volunteerism to fulfil their maternal 
instincts and contribute to the economy (Mannon & Petrzelka, 2006). On the other hand, they also 
demonstrate that such acts are often driven by self-preservation, e.g., the need to socialize, which 
may not be entirely altruistic (Hodgkins, 2018). Thus, at the micro-level, the tools used to gain 
individual agency were contextually dependent and “crisis narratives are telling a new story” 
(Page-Tan, 2020).   
 
 
Conclusions 
 
Research has long established that migration often disrupts immigrant women’s careers and 
aspirations. Studies have demonstrated that although there is no one immigrant experience in 
general, it is common for immigrant women to be de-professionalized, underemployed, and face 
insurmountable challenges in recreating professional networks. As a result, some ‘choose’ self-
employment, demonstrating constrained agency. Adding to this growing body of literature, recent 
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studies have highlighted the crucial role of the platform economy–often used by immigrants as a 
stop-gap measure while they wait for better opportunities in the formal sector (Lam & 
Triandafyllidou, 2021, 2022; Luo et al., 2024; Shahid, 2024).  It is also generally agreed upon that 
platform work is usually home-based. Building on the state of knowledge, in this post-COVID 
study, we attempted to understand under what circumstances (i.e., macro-structural, meso-group, 
and micro-individual) immigrant women continue to WFH, and simultaneously participate in the 
formal and informal sectors.  

Our study demonstrated that the COVID-19 pandemic significantly transformed earlier 
home-based work conceptions. Under the new normal, working from home is commonplace for 
both women and men, regardless of whether they are high-skilled or low-skilled, in salaried 
independent or (sub)contractual jobs, working full- or part-time, and in temporary or permanent 
positions. In other words, WFH varies by type of work, occupation, and sector. In investigating 
multilevel challenges and opportunities that have led participants to ‘choose’ WFH, this study 
further revealed the connections between formal and informal sectors. Also, a home-based 
business (e.g., catering/boutique) can be formal or informal, quasi-formal and quasi-informal, 
owned individually or familial, and may involve other workers locally and transnationally. 

Previous research noted that immigrant women enter self-employment to overcome 
systemic and individual barriers in the labour markets and block economic mobilities. Their 
primary motivation to enter self-employment and the platform economy is economic. Our study 
adds another dimension to this knowledge. We found that in addition to financial reasons, macro-
structural inadequacies and socio-psychological factors influence their decisions to WFH and 
engage simultaneously in the traditional and platform economies (i.e., formal and informal 
sectors).  Furthermore, in investigating how they enter such complex situations, it was found that 
these women found unique ways to “navigate structure and culture” (Purkayastha, 2005) in the 
transnational habitus.  
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