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Introduction

Maria enters the interview booth with a broad, confident smile.1 Brenda, the 
visa officer responsible for reviewing her application, smiles back and asks 
her to close the sliding door behind her. There is no chair on Maria’s side 
of the small, six- by eight-foot interview booth, so she takes a few seconds 
to put her bag on the floor and try to get comfortable for the interview. 
She ends up leaning against the small ledge in front of the bulletproof glass 
window that separates visa applicants from visa officers. A few years ago, 
Canadian embassies installed the special glass in their interview booths be-
cause of safety and security concerns. People sometimes get angry when 
their visa application is refused, and in this day and age, you can never be 
too careful.

Brenda points to the telephone on the wall and gestures to Maria that she 
should pick it up. She welcomes Maria and introduces herself as “the visa 
officer responsible for your case.” She asks Maria in English if she can under-
stand what she is saying. Maria nods in agreement, but Brenda asks her to 
please say “yes” or “no.” Maria says “yes.” Brenda needs a verbal response be-
cause she has to document her decision-making process by keeping notes of 
the questions asked, Maria’s replies, and her own assessment of the answers. 
Brenda then asks if she is comfortable conducting the interview in English, 
and since Maria lived in the United States for several years, she says “yes” 
but asks that Brenda “speak slowly.”
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Points of Entry2

Brenda already knows a lot about Maria and her circumstances from 
the spousal application for immigration that she and her Canadian spon-
sor submitted eight months ago. Maria’s husband wants her to join him in 
Saskatoon, and as part of the application, couples are asked to tell the story 
of their relationship. Brenda reviewed the application about a month ago, 
but something about the couple’s story did not add up. Her program assist-
ant contacted Maria to schedule the interview so that Brenda’s concerns 
could be addressed.

Visa officers do not interview every applicant for admission to Canada. 
In fact, headquarters in Ottawa likes them to keep the number of interviews 
down and encourages them to make their decisions solely on the basis of 
the information in the application. Interviews take a lot of time, and time in 
a visa office is in short supply. Officers are trained to make their decisions 
to approve or refuse visa applications relatively quickly. Brenda has two or 
three dozen files stacked on the corner of her desk and on top of two filing 
cabinets in her office. Her program assistant is working on a couple dozen 
other files at various stages of processing. Globally, there are thousands  
of applications in what Citizenship and Immigration euphemistically calls 
its “inventory,” which is its code word for “backlog.” The more time Brenda 
spends on one file, the longer other applicants must wait for a decision.

Officers must also meet their yearly visa issuance targets. It is early 
December, and Brenda’s office has not yet met its target for family class 
spousal visas. If Brenda fails to meet it, this will reflect badly on her and on 
her boss, the immigration program manager. Headquarters in Ottawa will 
also be unhappy because it will have to find another visa office to pick up the 
slack. All the other offices are also working hard to meet their own targets, 
so a last-minute request to increase a target because another office has not 
met its own quota means that something has gone awry. If no other office 
manages to fill the gap, the overall target for family class admissions will 
not be met, and the immigration minister will want to know why. The min-
ister announced the targets the year before in Parliament and will be held 
accountable by the Opposition if the number of visas falls far below, or far 
above, them. Since politics are politics, Opposition colleagues can be rather 
unforgiving in their assessment of a cabinet minister’s performance and will 
relish any opportunity to cast the minister as incompetent or as failing to 
control his or her department.

In a family class spousal sponsorship case, such as that of Maria, Brenda 
must be “satisfied” that the relationship between Maria and her husband in 
Canada is “genuine” and that its primary purpose is not for Maria to gain 
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Introduction 3

permanent resident status in Canada. Upon reviewing the file a month earlier, 
Brenda suspected that this might be a marriage of convenience. She uses 
the interview to figure out whether the relationship is real and whether its 
primary purpose is immigration.

After asking a few simple, factual questions – Maria’s full name, date of 
birth, and other matters that already appear on the application – Brenda 
starts to focus more closely: “It says on your application that you lived in 
the United States for fifteen years and that you returned to Guatemala three 
years ago. Why did you return to Guatemala after living for so many years in 
the United States?” Maria explains that she missed her family and returned 
to Guatemala to be closer to them. This sounds odd to Brenda, who thinks 
to herself, “Why would someone voluntarily leave the United States to go 
back and live in Guatemala?” She suspects that Maria is concealing some-
thing, so she pointedly asks, “Were you deported from the United States?” 
After pausing for a moment to reflect on her answer, Maria admits that she 
was slated for deportation but chose to leave before the American author-
ities put her on the plane. She does not explain why she was going to be 
deported, but Brenda puts two and two together and surmises that Maria 
probably overstayed her original visa and then somehow caught the atten-
tion of US immigration authorities. For Brenda, Maria’s original evasive an-
swer to the question of why she left the United States confirms her concerns 
and prompts her to dig deeper.

She moves on. “How did you meet your husband?” Maria explains that 
they first met at the birthday party of a mutual friend when they were both 
living in Los Angeles. They dated a few times, but nothing really came of the 
dates. A few years later, they met again at another birthday party of a mutual 
friend, this time after she had returned to Guatemala.

Brenda also knows a fair amount about Maria’s husband. She has access to 
the Field Operations Support System database, which contains information 
about the application history of everyone who has applied for admission to 
Canada in the past several years. Before the interview, Brenda pulled up the 
file for Maria’s husband, which told her that he, too, is from Guatemala and 
that seven years ago he submitted a successful refugee claim in Canada. 
He had lived in the United States for several years but then crossed the 
border into Canada at Surrey, British Columbia. She suspects that he, too, 
was scheduled for removal from the United States and that rather than re-
turn to Guatemala, he decided to take a chance with the Canadian refugee 
determination system. When he crossed at Surrey, he must have uttered 
words to the effect that “I am a refugee.” As soon as Canada Border Services 
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Agency staff heard the word “refugee,” a complex refugee determination 
process came into play. Ultimately, Maria’s husband convinced the Refugee 
Protection Division of the Immigration and Refugee Board that he was 
genuinely in fear of his life in Guatemala, so he was granted permanent resi-
dence status in Canada.

After this, he returned to Guatemala to visit some old friends, where “by 
chance,” he met Maria again. Since he planned to be in Guatemala for a 
month, they started dating, and this time they fell in love. Within two weeks, 
they were married at a small civil ceremony. A few close friends attended. 
Though his mother and two brothers lived in Guatemala, they were not 
at the wedding. Maria explains that they lived “far away” and could not travel 
to Guatemala City for the wedding. She adds that her mother and sister 
stayed away because they thought that her husband was not “good enough” 
for her.

As Maria explains the circumstances of how she met and married her 
husband, Brenda looks through a pile of thirty or forty photographs that 
the couple included in the application to support the story of their relation-
ship. The photos show the marriage ceremony and the small reception that 
followed it. One shot shows about twelve guests seated at a large restaurant 
table, all happily toasting the bride and groom.

The other pictures are of the wedding night and the honeymoon. The 
wedding night photos show the couple in the bedroom. She is wearing 
lingerie; he is in a bathrobe with his chest exposed. They are lying on a 
bed, smiling directly into the camera and toasting with champagne. Brenda 
looks at these pictures and cracks a barely visible smile. She thinks to her-
self, “Why on earth would they have a photographer in their bedroom on 
their wedding night?” The honeymoon photos show the couple on a beach 
in Panama. Maria explains that they chose Panama because they got a good 
deal on a package offered by a local resort. Shortly after their honeymoon, 
Maria’s husband returned to Canada and began the process of sponsoring 
her for permanent resident status.

Brenda then turns to the issue of children. “It says on your application 
that you have a child in the United States.” “Yes, she is grown and goes to 
college.” “Were you ever married before?” “No, this is my first marriage.”

Finally, Brenda moves on to questions about Maria’s relationship with 
her husband. “It says on your application that you talk to your husband 
every day for about twenty minutes.” Also included in the file are a stack 
of phone cards that Maria says she uses to call her husband in Saskatoon. 
The cards provide no information about the numbers that were dialed or 
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the length of the calls. Since, in themselves, they are not evidence of much, 
Brenda asks, “So what do you talk about with your husband when you call?” 
Maria says that they talk about how much they love and miss each other, 
and how they can’t wait to be together again. Brenda smiles, but then asks, 
“Okay, but you can’t talk about love all of the time. What else do you talk 
about?” “We talk about our lives and our future life together, things like 
that.” At this point in the interview, Brenda starts to drill down, to look for 
specifics. In her view, real couples talk about more than just love: genuine 
partners have some knowledge of each other’s past and everyday lives and 
circumstances.

“Where does your husband work?” “A trucking company; I think its name 
is On Time Trucking, or something like that.”

“What is the name of your husband’s boss?” “I don’t know.”
“What are the names of some of the people he works with?” “He does not 

really have any friends at work.”
“What are the names of his non-work friends?” “He sometimes talks 

about a guy named Sam, who lives in the same apartment building.”
“What kind of apartment does he live in, and how many bedrooms does 

it have?” “I don’t know.”
“What is his favourite meal?” “Hamburgers.”
“What does he like to cook for himself?” “Hamburgers.”
“What was the last movie he saw?” “Friday the Thirteenth.” “So, he likes 

scary movies?” “Uh huh.”
This back-and-forth about Maria’s knowledge of her husband and his life 

in Canada lasts about ten minutes, and then Brenda asks, “Are you looking 
forward to moving to Saskatoon?” “Yes, very much.” “What is Saskatoon 
like?” “I don’t really know, but it seems it is a lot like California.” Brenda, 
visibly surprised by this answer, says, “Really? What makes Saskatoon 
like California?” Maria pauses for a moment and replies, “There is shop-
ping there, it is clean, things like that.” “Have you ever seen any pictures of 
Saskatoon in the winter?” “No.”

The interview lasts for about an hour, and after the last question Brenda 
takes a few minutes to review the overall application and digest Maria’s an-
swers. She then tells Maria that she is not satisfied that her relationship with 
her husband is genuine, and that she believes that the primary reason for 
her marriage is to gain permanent resident status in Canada. She details 
the “concerns” that have led to her assessment. Maria listens with apparent 
surprise that her story is not believed and spends the next few minutes try-
ing to address each of Brenda’s concerns by repeating what she has already 

Sample Material © 2015 UBC Press



Points of Entry6

said. After listening intently, Brenda says, “Thank you, I am ready to make 
my decision.”

In the end, what decision do you think Brenda made? Did she grant Maria 
her family class spousal visa, or did she refuse the application? Was Maria in 
a real relationship, or was it a fake? Did she get married primarily because 
she wanted to become a permanent resident in Canada or because she loved 
her husband and wanted to start a new life with him?

Canadian visa officers must answer these kinds of questions every day. 
They make decisions about who should, and should not, be issued a visa 
to enter Canada, both as permanent and temporary residents. According 
to the Auditor General of Canada (2011, 1), Canadian overseas visa offices 
processed 1.36 million permanent and temporary resident visas in 2010 
alone. Every application required a visa officer to make a decision. The of-
ficers work in a complex bureaucratic environment – the Immigration and 
Refugee Protection Act spells out the general principles of Canadian immi-
gration policy, the Immigration Regulations specify the criteria to be used 
in assessing applications, and detailed processing manuals explain how they 
should conduct and document their investigations. Nonetheless, the deci-
sion to issue or refuse a visa is ultimately a matter of discretion. An offi-
cer must be “satisfied” that applicants are who they claim to be, that they 
meet the eligibility criteria for the visa, and that they are not inadmissible to 
Canada for reasons of public safety, security, or health conditions.

Among other things, a visa officer’s job involves fitting immigration rules 
to individual cases. The world of immigration is a big, messy, and ambigu-
ous place. Many, if not most, visa applicants tell the truth about themselves, 
their families, and their situations. But some do lie. Others fall in between 
and embellish or exaggerate certain aspects of their biographies in hopes 
of looking like a better fit for Canada. Some people fill out an application 
entirely on their own, but others pay lawyers or immigration consultants to 
help them. Many of these representatives are legitimate and give good, hon-
est advice. But others are not overburdened with ethics and counsel their 
clients to answer questions in certain ways because they think they know 
what Canadian visa officers are looking for. Most applicants are peaceful 
and law abiding, and are simply seeking better opportunities for themselves 
and their children, or they want to be closer to their families in Canada. 
But some are involved in illegal activities at home and may plan to con-
tinue them in Canada. Others may have committed atrocities against civil-
ians during their military service in their country of origin. And a very few 
have been, or are, members of organizations that the Canadian government 
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Introduction 7

deems to be terrorist. Most applicants are physically fit and healthy. But 
some may hope to take advantage of Canada’s health care system.

Though visa officers do not make up the rules of the game, separating the 
“genuine” from the “non-genuine” is part of their everyday routine. They 
make decisions on a wide variety of applications for permanent and tem-
porary residency: federal skilled workers, spouses and partners, parents and 
grandparents, dependent and non-dependent children, investors, entrepre-
neurs, refugees, temporary foreign workers, students, and visitors. As a key 
part of Canada’s border control efforts, they must sort applicants into those 
who deserve a visa and those who do not. Though they are guided by com-
plex laws, rules, and procedures, these cannot cover every possible scenario 
and combination of circumstances presented by applicants. As a result, the 
decision to grant or deny a visa is part of a bureaucratic, yet discretionary, 
process where the officers are entrusted to use their knowledge, experience, 
and judgment to apply the law and decide whether particular people ought 
to be allowed into Canada.

This book is about how Canadian visa officers make decisions about po-
tential immigrants on a day-to-day basis. Canada has one of the most open 
immigration policies in the world, and immigration is one of the most re-
searched subjects in Canada today, yet what goes on in visa offices is cloud-
ed in secrecy.2 When visa officers do come to public attention, it’s usually 
because of a high-profile case, such as that of Conrad Black. In 2012, after 
serving time in a US jail for fraud and the obstruction of justice, he was 
issued a visa that permitted him to return to Canada. Canada’s immigration 
rules are designed to prevent individuals who have records of “serious” crim-
inality from entering the country, so many people rightly wondered how 
Black could have received a visa, especially as he had so unceremoniously 
renounced his Canadian citizenship a few years earlier to take up a pos-
ition in the British House of Lords (Chase 2012). More commonly, though, 
it is the refusal of a visa that attracts public attention. These cases invari-
ably involve the public condemnation of mostly unnamed, but sometimes 
named, officers for decisions that, at first blush, seem arbitrary, vindictive, 
and lacking in compassion, humanity, and even common sense. In addition, 
Internet-based immigration chat forums contain extensive, and generally 
uncomplimentary, comments about officers and their decisions, and are full 
of anecdotes and allegations about unsympathetic, biased officers who are 
apparently bent on making applicants as miserable as possible.

Since officers are bound by federal privacy rules and thus cannot elabor-
ate on why they made their decisions in specific cases, much of the public’s 
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understanding of them is, as a result, one-sided. The mandated silence 
about controversial cases tends to leave the public with a largely negative 
impression of officers and how they do their jobs. Though there is little sys-
tematic research on how immigrants and the wider public perceive them, 
there are arguably two diametrically opposed views of officers and how they 
approach their work. One sees them as detached, dispassionate bureaucrats 
who mechanically apply immigration rules and procedures. They are utterly 
lacking in humanity when it comes to the unique and seemingly compelling 
reasons why an individual desires to move to, or remain in, Canada. At the 
other extreme, officers are seen as too emotionally invested in their jobs. 
They are perceived as capricious and vindictive, and as acting on the basis of 
their personal prejudices. These biases are seen as unfairly informing their 
decisions and as sidestepping the universally applicable rules and proced-
ures that are designed to make the process of getting into Canada transpar-
ent, standardized, and free of bias.

To get at the reality behind the rhetoric, I sought, and gained, access to 
observe the inner workings of Canada’s visa offices.3 Though I have been 
a student and keen observer of immigration-related matters since the late 
1980s, and have met Citizenship and Immigration officials at various con-
ferences and workshops over the years, when I began writing this book I 
had only a sketchy understanding of how the decision-making process for 
visa issuance was organized. Nor did I know the name of a single currently 
serving officer whom I might interview to get a snowball sample rolling. 
Although Canada’s immigration rules, regulations, and procedures are pub-
licly available, the department’s organization of decision making is some-
thing of a mystery for those who do not work in the immigration industry. 
For an outsider such as myself, lacking both a sponsor to help open doors 
and even a clear sense of who the gatekeepers to individual offices might be, 
gaining entrée to overseas offices was, to put it mildly, a challenge.

Indeed, Citizenship and Immigration could have written the manual on 
how to design a truly nameless and faceless bureaucracy. Its International 
Region branch administers overseas visa offices, but it has little presence on 
the departmental website. Nor does the website name any official who works 
for International Region, or for the department as a whole for that matter. 
In fact, one of the few people whom the website mentions by name is Chris 
Alexander, currently the Citizenship and Immigration minister. The website 
lists the location of overseas visa offices and provides links to their web-
sites. In turn, the overseas websites list 1-800 numbers that people can call 
if they have questions about their applications, and they provide two generic 
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email addresses to applicants: one is for “case specific” inquiries, and one is 
for general inquiries. All the websites provide copies of application forms, 
answers to frequently asked questions and the like, and considerable infor-
mation about how to apply for a visa, but nowhere is it possible to find the 
name, let alone the email address or telephone number, of an actual person 
who works for the department, either in Canada or overseas.

Uncertain of how to proceed, I made two rather clumsy, and in hindsight 
laughable, attempts to penetrate the fortress. My first strategy was to email 
three overseas visa offices via the general inquiry addresses listed on their 
websites. In my emails, I briefly explained what my book was about and 
asked whether I could visit them, interview a few of their officers, and ob-
serve interviews with federal skilled worker applicants to better understand 
how officers exercised discretion. No one replied. In retrospect, this is not 
surprising. My request would have been highly unusual, given the nature of 
email correspondence that a visa office normally receives. Moreover, it was 
probably read first by a locally engaged staff member who would not have 
known how to categorize it for further action, and it may have gone straight 
into the trash. If it were passed along to the immigration program manager 
or her or his executive assistant, it is easy to see why replying would be 
a rather low priority for them. They work in a high-pressure environment 
and are extraordinarily busy people, who juggle complex demands, rela-
tionships, and expectations, so dealing with everyday management issues 
monopolizes their time. Moreover, as I later learned, overseas visa offices 
are highly attuned to criticism and to issues of “risk,” and my request had 
“potential problem” written all over it.

Having garnered a response rate of zero, I knew I needed to change my 
strategy. Fortuitously, in January 2009, I was invited to be a discussant at a 
Wilfrid Laurier University conference on Arab immigration to Canada. One 
of the other invitees was Mike Molloy, a name that I recognized from a 1989 
National Film Board documentary called Who Gets In? It was about how 
overseas offices processed immigration applicants, and it featured an officer 
by the name of Mike Molloy. When I saw his name on the Laurier program, I 
hoped that he might be the same person and a possible entrée to visa offices.

At the conference, I immediately recognized Molloy from the docu-
mentary. As we chatted about his participation in the video, he also talked 
about his subsequent career in Citizenship and Immigration, and later as 
a diplomat. He had retired from the public service a few years earlier but 
was still very interested in immigration matters. Eventually, I explained my 
interest in the subject, hoping that he might give me some pointers about 
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how to gain access to overseas visa offices. I could see that he was intrigued 
by my project. He told me that he was involved with an organization called 
the Canadian Immigration Historical Society and that most of its members 
were former immigration department employees. It met fairly regularly, 
and Mike offered to mention my project idea to some of the members to 
see if they would talk to me about their experiences of working overseas. 
He then told me that he knew the man who, following the introduction of 
the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act in 2002, had drafted changes 
to the Immigration Regulations that changed the way in which the appli-
cations of skilled workers were processed. Reluctant to mention his name, 
Mike called him “Mr. X.” He was well placed in the immigration department 
and might also be able to help me gain access to currently serving officers. 
Mike agreed to ask Mr. X if he would speak to me.

Needless to say, I was elated. That Mike referred to the contact as “Mr. X” 
made me feel like a sociological secret agent who was onto something 
interesting and important. Mike and I corresponded via email for the next 
several weeks, and eventually he arranged for me to visit Ottawa and meet 
some of his former colleagues. He kindly opened his home to me and four 
or five of his colleagues, many of whom had occupied important senior 
positions in the immigration department during the 1980s and 1990s. True 
to his promise, he had also approached Mr. X, who had agreed to be con-
tacted, so we began to correspond directly. A former visa officer, Mr. X had 
worked his way up the ranks and was, at the time we met, a senior depart-
ment official in Ottawa. We arranged to have breakfast at a downtown cof-
fee shop, and much of our conversation focused on his role in drafting the 
new Immigration Regulations and on the changes that followed. Toward the 
end of our breakfast, I explained that I also hoped to visit overseas offices 
to interview their officers and to observe interviews with applicants to get 
an understanding of how discretion is applied and understood in the skilled 
worker system. Like Mike, he seemed genuinely intrigued by my project and 
thought that having an outsider examine the consequences of the changes 
to visa processing that he himself had helped to introduce might prove use-
ful to the department.

Although he was not part of International Region, its director general’s 
office was immediately beside his own, and he agreed to mention my re-
search idea to him. Thinking that my project might fall under the purview of 
the director general of the Research and Evaluation Branch, he also agreed 
to speak to her. Feeling that I now had two sponsors, Mike Molloy and  
Mr. X, and having narrowed down the potential gatekeepers, I felt that I was 
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making real progress. To lend more credibility to my request, Mr. X and I 
agreed that I should email him a copy of my original Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada grant application and a copy of an 
article that my colleague Billy Shaffir and I had written, based on our work 
with Hamilton Police Services. The article, which dealt with racial profiling 
and policing, had discussed the discretionary power of police officers and 
had inspired me to discover how overseas visa offices worked (Satzewich 
and Shaffir 2009). Moreover, given the apparent sensitivity of the topic 
and the fact that few academics since Freda Hawkins had been admitted 
to the offices, I wanted to be open and transparent about my intentions. I 
also thought that the article might help establish my credentials because it 
showed that I was able to gain the trust and cooperation of senior police 
officials to conduct research on the sensitive matter of racial profiling.

Mr. X did as promised and contacted the directors general of International 
Region and the Research and Evaluation Branch on my behalf. He told me 
that, if they did not reply, I should feel free to contact him again and he 
would give them a nudge. I emailed them, with a copy of my grant appli-
cation and profiling article attached, explained my project and what I was 
asking of them, and offered to answer any questions.

While I waited for a response, an immigration consultant working in 
southern Ontario got in touch with me. A retired visa officer, he had set him-
self up as an immigration consultant and had heard from the Immigration 
Historical Society of my interest in exploring how visa officers used “substi-
tuted evaluations.” A substituted evaluation is an administrative mechanism 
that gives visa officers the discretion to approve a skilled worker application 
from someone who does not meet the entry criteria, and to refuse appli-
cants who do meet the stated criteria. Because I also planned to write about 
consultants, who charge for giving advice about how immigration officers 
exercise discretion, I jumped at the chance to meet him.4 We had lunch a 
few days later. The lunch was pleasant enough, but I soon discovered that he 
had his own reasons for meeting with me. He explained that he was having 
“trouble” with the visa office in Buffalo. He represented a client who was 
applying as a federal skilled worker but who did not quite satisfy the cri-
teria for gaining permanent resident status in Canada. As a result, he had 
asked the Buffalo visa officer to exercise his discretion and issue a positive 
substituted evaluation on the grounds that his client was already working 
in Canada in a skilled job, was married, and would be “good material” for 
Canada. Buffalo had refused to comply, so he was contemplating going to 
the press to publicize the apparent ludicrousness of the decision not to issue 
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his client a visa. He then gave me the name and email address of the im-
migration program manager in Buffalo and encouraged me “to ask” him 
about substituted evaluations. I realized at this point that he wanted to use 
me, and my project, to further his client’s case and perhaps embarrass the 
department.

Nonetheless, our meeting did have a positive side – I now had the name 
and email address of the Buffalo immigration program manager. So, since 
my other access strategy had not yet produced a response, I decided to con-
tact him directly. I sent him an email in which I introduced my project, 
appended copies of my grant proposal and profiling article, and asked if I 
could meet with him to discuss the work of his office and whether I could 
interview his staff. He responded the next day. He would be happy to speak 
with me, he said, but first I needed to get permission from International 
Region in Ottawa. Somewhat discouraged by his reluctance to speak with-
out authorization, at least I now knew for certain that International Region’s 
director general was the gatekeeper and that I needed to redouble my efforts 
to contact him.

Eventually, the director general of the Research and Evaluation Branch 
agreed to meet with me and talk about my research, but I still had not 
heard from her counterpart at International Region. Nonetheless, I took 
her response as a good sign. During our half-hour meeting in Ottawa, she 
expressed interest in my proposal and hoped that it might help the depart-
ment better understand why some “strange decisions” were being made 
in skilled worker cases. She described a case where an applicant in his 
mid-seventies was accepted as a federal skilled worker on the basis of his 
education, experience, and fluency in English. She said, “This is the kind of 
case where you shake your head and wonder what they are thinking. The 
applicant is already in retirement age, and why the officer would not have 
exercised negative discretion in that case is a mystery to me. The person’s 
working life in Canada is going to be short.”5 Though supportive of my pro-
posal, she explained that permitting access to the overseas visa offices and 
officers was not her call to make, and she also pointed me in the direction of 
the International Region director general.

In the end, a chance encounter with another senior immigration official 
helped me to arrange a meeting with the director general of International 
Region. I was invited to an Ottawa workshop in March 2010, which was 
sponsored by the Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade. At 
the time, the department was working on what it called its Global Citizens 
Strategy. One of the people who was involved in shaping the strategy knew 
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my earlier work on diasporas and transnationalism, so he invited me to speak 
at a panel (Satzewich 2002; Satzewich and Wong 2006; Satzewich 2007–08). 
Among the federal government employees who attended the workshop was 
a senior official from the immigration department. I made a point of sitting 
beside her at lunch to explain my project and seek her advice on getting a re-
sponse from the director general of International Region. She, too, seemed 
intrigued by my project and offered to talk to him about it. She also gave me 
the name and phone number of his executive assistant, and encouraged me 
to call her in hopes of arranging a meeting.

I immediately called the executive assistant and explained my situation. 
She said she would get back to me. A day or two later, she called me and 
said that her boss would meet with me for half an hour in early May. I was 
delighted. I could finally make the case for my research project to the key 
gatekeeper.

On the day of the meeting, on Kent Street in Ottawa, I showed up a few 
minutes early because I knew that my pitch would have to be quick. The 
executive assistant escorted me up to the director general’s office and ex-
plained that he was detained at another meeting. After about ten minutes, I 
was joined by two staff members from adjacent offices who were also slated 
to attend the meeting. When they decided to start without waiting for the 
director general, I was deflated. Pinning him down had taken so long, and 
now, because something had come up, I might not even see him! I spoke for 
five or ten minutes and could appreciate that the two staff members were in-
terested, but I could also see that they did not have the authority to grant me 
access to the overseas offices. Thankfully, the director general soon arrived, 
apologized for being late, and sat down.

I explained my project again, and the staff members spoke positively 
about my plans. The director general listened intently and asked how many 
offices I wanted to visit and for how long. I replied that I hoped to visit two 
or three offices in each of the branch’s four regions (the Americas, Europe, 
Africa and the Middle East, and Asia and the Pacific). Two weeks at each of-
fice would probably be sufficient. I had chosen two weeks because, when the 
immigration department sends teams to audit its overseas offices, their vis-
its seemed to last for about ten working days (see, for example, Citizenship 
and Immigration Canada 2008, 2009a, 2009b). 

After a few more minutes of discussion about how long I could spend at 
each office, the director general gave me the green light to visit any office I 
pleased on the condition that its program manager agreed. We eventually 
concluded that my visits would last between three and five days, in part to 
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avoid disrupting the operation of the office for too long. The director gen-
eral made no effort to limit or impede my research, but he did ask that I try 
not to visit the offices during the summer, when their attention is focused on 
temporary resident processing, which is very time sensitive.

I was thrilled by the outcome of this meeting. What I had not mentioned 
was whether I could record my interviews. I had simply assumed that this 
would not be an issue but was quickly disabused of the idea when the secur-
ity guard at the first visa office I visited made me store my recorder, and my 
cell phone, in a locker. Though I later tried to convince the director general 
of International Region to let me record interviews, he did not agree. As a 
result, I secured oral consent from interviewees, wrote detailed field notes 
of conversations and observations while at the offices, and typed them up 
as soon as I could.

My visits were arranged in collaboration with a designated contact in 
International Region. The program managers probably talked among them-
selves about me and my project. In fact, at the end of my first visit, the man-
ager explicitly told me that she would be writing a report to International 
Region in Ottawa, and to her overseas colleagues, about me and my re-
search.6 I must have made a favourable impression because the branch con-
tinued to support and organize my visits. Throughout the next two years, I 
would email my contact with the places and dates of my proposed visits, and 
he would confirm them with the program managers. In two cases, they did 
not agree to my visit. One expected to be elsewhere at the time. In the other 
case, my visit came too close to the Christmas holidays, and the small office 
would have had just a skeleton staff. A scheduled visit to the Cairo office had 
to be cancelled at the last minute because the anti-government protests led 
to the partial shutdown of the Canadian embassy.

From July 2010 to January 2012, I visited eleven Canadian visa offices 
abroad, one in each of Europe, the Middle East, the Caribbean, the United 
States, and South America; two in Africa; and four in Asia. Depending on 
the size of the office and the schedule of the manager, I spent two to four 
days in each one. In most cases, I stayed for three full days, but I spent four 
days in a few larger offices. I devoted two days to one small office. In total, I 
spent about 220 hours at the various offices, where I interviewed 128 people 
who were involved with the operation of the immigration program.7 I also 
observed forty-two interviews that visa officers conducted with various 
types of applicants.8

Given the importance of immigration to our national identity and econ-
omy, a study of how Canada’s visa officers make decisions is both timely 
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and important. International migration is arguably growing in consequence 
globally, and Canada remains a desired destination for people who plan to 
travel and live abroad. Visa officers are key gatekeepers of its borders, as 
they sort through who is eligible to enter the country as a visitor or perma-
nent resident. Since few academics have been given permission to talk to 
visa officers about how they do what they do, and to see how visa offices 
work, this book helps to shed light on the understudied but complex ques-
tion of how border control decisions are actually made. To anticipate how 
this book answers this question, let me outline some of the key points of my 
argument and findings. 

Though the Canadian immigrant and visitor selection system is a highly 
bureaucratized enterprise that operates on the basis of clearly articulated 
policies, rules, and procedures, the system is also discretionary. Though 
bureaucracies function on the basis of written rules and standardized pro-
cessing procedures, it is difficult, if not impossible, to design an immigrant 
selection system that is devoid of judgments by immigration officials. The 
world of immigration is simply too complex and ever changing to have a 
visa issuance regime that is devoid of a human, discretionary element. Visa 
officers must assess the credibility of applicants’ biographies and the docu-
ments that they supply to support the story of who they are and why they 
want to travel to Canada. In addition, they must try to predict the behaviour 
of individuals, which as most social scientists know, is incredibly difficult 
and imprecise. This is why Canadian visa officers, like their counterparts 
in most other parts of the world, are delegated with discretion in order to 
carry out their duties. In this sense, discretion and the rule of law are not 
necessarily incompatible. Rules and laws require interpretation, and in the 
case of visa officers, those rules and laws need to be applied to real-world 
visa applicants, in all their diversity.

Since the exercise of discretion almost always sparks the accusation that 
decision-makers are biased, this book is also important because it unpacks 
the factors that go into discretionary decisions and discusses the nature of 
bias in the border-control process. As decisions in visa issuance are based 
on the notion of “the balance of probabilities,” it is not surprising that any 
two officers who look at the same application might reach different deci-
sions. Individual-level attributes shape the way in which officers assess a 
file and exercise their discretion. Some apply an enforcement-oriented ap-
proach, whereas others are more facilitative, which may lead them to adopt 
differing interview styles and investigative techniques. Some look to up-
hold the letter of the law, whereas others look for reasons to approve an 
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application. A seasoned officer who has accumulated a great deal of work 
experience might detect things in a file that a newly trained officer might 
not notice or think significant. Though they learn not to get emotionally 
invested in their work, it is sometimes difficult for officers to completely 
bracket their own biography as they make decisions, particularly in “hard 
cases.” Immigration is an emotionally charged policy field in which human 
lives, opportunities, and relationships hinge on whether a visa is issued or 
denied. Officers understand that refusing a visa to a deserving applicant can 
have negative consequences for an individual or family, and depending on 
the nature of the case, they may choose to issue a visa even though they 
might have certain doubts about the veracity of the person’s story or reason 
for entering Canada. These kinds of individual-level variations in discretion 
are not necessarily an indication of bad faith or of a faulty decision-making 
structure; instead, they reflect differences in officer understandings and as-
sessments of credibility and risk.

Canada’s immigrant-selection system is often accused of being racially 
biased. However, this study uncovered little evidence of race-based pref-
erence in the visa issuance system. In offices that processed mainly “visible 
minority” applicants, approval rates were comparable to those of offices that 
processed mainly white applicants. Moreover, due to certain structural re-
alities in their workplace, racially prejudiced officers would not keep their 
jobs for long. Visa processing requires that staff produce, and production 
is measured by the number of decisions made. Refusing a visa generally in-
volves more work than approving one. Thus, officers who regularly and re-
peatedly denied visas solely on the basis of an applicant’s skin colour would 
work more slowly than their colleagues and would have difficulty surviving 
in an environment where mass processing is the norm.

Important though it is, individual-level discretion should not be over-
emphasized. In a sense, this book is about what I call the “social consti-
tution of discretion”: in other words, it argues that broader structural and 
organizational factors are far more significant in influencing officer decision 
making. The larger context in which officers work and in which individuals 
apply to come to Canada shapes the exercise of discretion. Officers have 
a broad understanding of the push-and-pull forces that encourage people 
to leave their country of origin. They know that, due to global inequalities, 
individuals from some countries are more desperate than others to get into 
Canada. They also recognize that such inequalities shape both the oppor-
tunities for legal migration and the extent to which people might engage in 
fraud or misrepresentation to enter Canada. As a result, such inequalities 
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condition their discretionary choices to dig deeper into some files rather 
than others, and so there seems little doubt that broader social class and 
socio-economic biases are part of the visa issuance system.

The bureaucratic environment in which officers work also imposes its 
own set of pressures. All workplaces have expectations regarding staff pro-
ductivity, and visa offices are no different in this respect. They and their of-
ficers must meet certain processing targets and client service expectations, 
and these too help mould officer decisions to dig more deeply into certain 
files. In the context of scarce resources, time constraints, and a heavily back-
logged system, offices and officers must triage applications, deciding which 
ones warrant further probing and which ones can simply be approved. They 
cannot afford to process every file as if it were a blank slate, and so they must 
use their accumulated training and on-the-job experience to help pigeon-
hole files. They also rely on locally engaged staff members who are familiar 
with local conditions, customs, and contexts to help them address issues of 
credibility and risk.

Moreover, officers are motivated to achieve complex yet sometimes com-
peting goals: they may wish to safeguard the integrity of the immigration 
system; to protect Canadian society from potential harms; to help Canada 
achieve its immigration-related economic objectives; to aid the process of 
nation building by selecting good immigrants; and to issue visas to eligible 
candidates. They also face numerous client groups that might have compet-
ing expectations about their decisions. Clients of the immigration system 
are not just visa applicants and their family members in Canada, but also 
employers, business associates, provincial governments, and immigration 
lawyers and consultants who have interests in specific individuals or groups 
being admitted to the country. Though the visa issuance system, in theory 
at least, is designed to insulate officer decision making from client groups, 
their interests do sometimes enter into the broader policy implementation 
process.

Sociologists apply the term “front-line bureaucrats” to professionals 
such as visa officers: vested with discretion in performing their duties, they 
work on the front lines, conveying certain benefits directly to clients. The 
sociological literature on front-line bureaucrats emphasizes that discretion 
is exercised and formed, in part, by face-to-face interaction with clients. 
Yet, because of resource constraints and a policy environment that demands 
both transparency and consistency, direct contact between visa officers and 
applicants is increasingly rare. Officers are explicitly encouraged to ground 
their decisions solely on the information supplied in an application. Readers 
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may be surprised to learn that relatively few applicants are interviewed and 
that interviews are now decidedly outside the norm. Though this is under-
standable from a resource point of view because interviews take time, and 
time is expensive in a visa office, it is still hard to reconcile oneself to the re-
ality that the vast majority of those who are admitted to Canada as visitors, 
temporary workers, or permanent residents are never interviewed by an 
officer. Given that succeeding in an interview is a prerequisite for landing 
virtually any job in Canada, whether a university faculty position or flipping 
burgers at a fast-food restaurant, the fact that our visa issuance system is 
being progressively built around insulating officers from face-to-face inter-
action with applicants is somewhat disconcerting. Nonetheless, in the ab-
sence of direct contact with applicants, discretion is still exercised, as this 
book reveals. 

Sample Material © 2015 UBC Press




