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About WES 

World Education Services (WES) is a non-profit social enterprise dedicated to helping 

international students, immigrants, and refugees achieve their educational and career goals in 

Canada and the United States. For more than 45 years, WES has set the standard of 

excellence in the field of international academic credential evaluation. Through WES Global 

Talent Bridge, the organization joins with institutional partners, community-based organizations, 

and policy makers to help immigrants and refugees who hold international credentials fully 

utilize their talents and education to achieve their academic and professional goals. Its 

philanthropic arm, the WES Mariam Assefa Fund, supports catalytic leaders and organizations 

working to build inclusive economies and to ensure that immigrants and refugees can achieve 

their aspirations and thrive. Since 2013, WES has been a designated provider of Educational 

Credential Assessments (ECAs) for Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC).   
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Addressing Labour Market Shortages; Policy Recommendations for the Future 

 

WES appreciates IRCC’s efforts in conducting a strategic review of the Express Entry system to 

make it more responsive to changing economic and labour market needs. We share the 

Government of Canada's goal of “transform[ing] the way we serve Canadians and clients, 

positioning our immigration system for the future to the benefit of all Canadians”. 

In line with IRCC’s vision, which focuses on building a nation that is economically, socially, and 

culturally prosperous, current policy review must adopt a holistic approach that considers both 

the recruitment of talent (economic class immigrants) and the pathways for integration once 

individuals arrive in Canada. This approach must be guided by the principles of transparency, 

accountability, and equity.  

In this submission, WES provides general and category-specific recommendations for IRCC to 

help shape the category-based selection in Express Entry with an eye toward accelerating our 

country’s economic recovery and supporting Canadian nation-building, including the 

development of a strong economy, a nurturing society, and resilient welcoming communities.  

General Recommendations from WES 

 

Create an accessible and transparent Express Entry consultation and selection process. 

• Make a concerted effort to consider the interests of stakeholders representing different 

groups in the development and implementation of the categories.  

• Ensure that category-based selections are responsive to the needs and demands of the 

labour market and that they are also be guided by the principle of nation-building, which 

includes the development of a strong economy, a nurturing society, and resilient 

welcoming communities. 

• Establish a permanent working group or task force with representatives from labour, 

business, and the not-for-profit sector to provide real-time input about labour market 

needs.  

• Create an independent oversight body to monitor category-based selections and report 

to parliament in a timely manner.  

Ensure predictability for all stakeholders.  

• Release the category-based selection plans in advance and report on the profile of 

candidates in the Express Entry pool after each round of invitations (for example, the 

number of candidates with a particular National Occupational Classification (NOC) 

code).   

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/consultations/2022-consultations-express-entry-selection.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/mandate.html
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• Ensure that applicants are processed within the standard processing time of six months 

or less.  

• Invest in a robust IT system to reduce the risk of technical glitches and system errors.  

Create a more equitable immigration system. 

• Revise eligibility requirements of economic immigration programs managed under 

Express Entry to overcome the current “high-skill” and “low-skill” dichotomy.   

• Catalyze innovation and support scalable solutions that acknowledge the intersection of 

a wide range of policy issues, including immigration, housing, community integration, 

and health care.  

 

Context for Our Recommendations 

 

Transparency and Accountability  

 

The principles of transparency and accountability are critical components of policymaking and 

implementation. Appropriate attention to these principles generates higher levels of trust and 

confidence in Canada’s immigration system, which is crucial for maintaining Canada’s 

competitive edge on immigration. This attention also supports the creation of a sustainable 

immigration policy.  

In this context, the newly proposed category-based selections in Express Entry should adhere 

to the principles of transparency and accountability. However, the goal of making use of 

Ministerial Instructions – the planned approach – in order to act swiftly may come at the cost of 

transparency by undercutting meaningful parliamentary or public oversight. Additionally, 

reporting to parliament on an annual basis after the fact may reduce accountability.  

A case in point can be found in the 2008 Action Plan for Faster Immigration which left the 

Ministry unable to explain precisely why certain occupations were deemed to be in demand 

while others were dropped significantly.  

To ensure transparency and accountability an arms-length oversight mechanism will need to 

be developed. This mechanism would be empowered to scrutinize and report on how IRCC is 

managing the category-based selection processes within Express Entry.  

Sector Specific Working Group      

 

Reliable labour market projections are required to assess future skill needs and the possibility of 

skill shortages. As such, these projections are essential tools informing policy planning. The 

https://www.cba.org/getattachment/Our-Work/Resolutions/Resolutions/2012/Ministerial-Instructions/12-06-A-ct.pdf
https://www.ourcommons.ca/DocumentViewer/en/41-1/CIMM/report-2/page-54#:~:text=The%20Action%20Plan%20for%20Faster%20Immigration,-The%20Government%20has&text=The%20Action%20Plan%20for%20Faster%20Immigration%20received%20Royal%20Assent%20as,the%20growth%20in%20the%20backlog.
https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/8682/new-directions-in-immigration-policy-canadas-evolving-approach-to-the-selection-of-economic-immigrants
https://biv.com/article/2022/06/canadas-immigration-processes-need-open-and-independent-oversight
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availability of labour market forecasting for example facilitates immigration planning by providing 

information concerning regional and sector-based skills needs. Difficulties and obstacles, 

however, are inherent in long-term labour market projections, and they must be acknowledged 

in order to create a more robust immigration policy.  

Labour shortages tend to be short-term in nature, driven by temporary situations that can be 

resolved for example by better wages and working conditions. The previous occupation-focused 

Federal Skilled Worker (FSW) selections have shown that it is difficult to generate reliable long-

term forecasts for labour demand. Moreover, the statistical information available at a local or 

occupational level is not always sufficiently reliable to accurately predict labour shortages. It is 

therefore difficult to determine the occupational mix necessary to address a long-term labour 

shortage issue.  

In a climate of fast changing technology and business needs, input by diverse sources would 

support the development of reliable labour market projections. One remedy therefore is the 

formation of a sector-specific table or working group with representatives from labour, business, 

and the not-for-profit sector. Insights from this group could complement statistical data by 

providing real-time input about occupation-specific labour market needs. This process would 

help to generate more accurate labour market predictions.   

Processing Times and Public Reporting 

 

Rapid processing times are essential for category-based selections to be responsive to labour 

market needs. The pandemic has led to increased processing times for many applicants, 

including long waits for application updates. It is essential to ensure that Express Entry 

applications are processed within the standard processing time of six months or less. Managing 

thousands of online applications accurately and efficiently requires maintaining an IT system 

that is minimally compromised by technical glitches and systems errors. A robust IT system 

will benefit both applicants and Canada’s immigration system.       

Current Express Entry draws provide candidates with predictability regarding their likelihood of 

receiving an invitation to immigrate and insight into different ways to increase their 

comprehensive ranking score (CRS) points. This predictability gives candidates the ability to 

plan for the long term. For example, a candidate may decide to acquire additional educational 

credentials or may improve their language skills to increase their chances of being selected in 

one of the regular draws. By contrast, category-based selections may reduce predictability and 

– unless details of these selections are shared with the public well in advance – may impact 

candidates’ ability to plan for the long term. Businesses and communities similarly lack details 

https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/8682/new-directions-in-immigration-policy-canadas-evolving-approach-to-the-selection-of-economic-immigrants
https://www.cicnews.com/2022/12/ircc-confirms-it-glitch-affecting-express-entry-candidates-1232210.html
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/ircc-immigration-officer-container-placeholder-code-inactive-list-1.6669571
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about category-based selections and may struggle to make informed decisions and develop 

their own short- and long-term integration strategies. Adding volatility to an already complex 

system can make it more challenging to navigate.  

WES welcomes the strategic review of the Express Entry system because it provides IRCC with 

an opportunity to look beyond the rigid dichotomy of so-called “high-skill” and “low-skill” jobs and 

instead to focus on “essential skills”. A focus on essential skills helps build a more inclusive and 

equitable immigration system by expanding the eligibility to candidates in all training, education, 

experience, and responsibilities (TEER) categories.  

Category: Selecting Candidates Based on Work Experience in a Particular Occupation or 

Sector  

 

Recommendations from WES  

 

Address the underutilization of the newcomer talent. 

• Establish a national committee of diverse stakeholders (including businesses, licensing 

bodies, and settlement agencies) to promote best practices and programs that counter 

the underutilization of the newcomer talent. 

• Improve IRCC’s data collection on educational background and intended occupation for 

all Express Entry applications.  

• Gather and incorporate disaggregated immigration and workforce data related to race, 

gender, age, and other relevant intersections.  

• Catalyze innovations (e.g., Skills Passports initiative) that improve labour market 

alignment with immigrants’ skills, credentials, and experiences.  

• Ensure that prospective immigrants have access to information that is realistic, accurate, 

and timely regarding all the factors associated with success in employment, job 

satisfaction, and prospects for commensurate employment. 

Streamline licensing process for internationally trained professionals. 

• Require provincial occupational regulatory bodies to collect comparable standardized 

data on immigrants seeking registration in regulated professions and link that to data on 

employment outcomes. 

• Work with provincial or territorial governments and regulatory bodies to create pathways 

to ensure that immigrants who have regulated occupational experience can be quickly 

and effectively assessed and integrated into the labour market. 

• Convene relevant stakeholders to develop and implement a cohesive pan-Canadian 

health care workforce strategy that addresses the immigration, licensure, and workforce 

inclusion pathways of immigrant health professionals.  

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-canadas-new-permanent-residency-pathways-are-a-half-measure/
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Create immigrant-inclusive economy and labour market.  

• Invest in social procurement models and Community Benefits Agreements that can drive 

local economies and provide social and economic benefits for all.   

• Provide dedicated support for businesses, particularly small and medium enterprises 

(SMEs), (e.g., tax incentives) to adopt inclusive recruitment and retention strategies that 

incorporate immigrant talent, including competency-based assessment and hiring 

practices. 

• Take tangible steps to confront racism (e.g., requesting Canadian experience) in 

Canadian society, which impacts immigrants’ integration into the labour market and local 

communities. 

 

Context for Our Recommendations 

 

With an aging population and low birth rates, Canada is one of many countries that rely on the 

migration of internationally educated immigrants for economic and workforce stability. 

Meanwhile, the Canadian job vacancy rate across all sectors surged to a new record throughout 

2021 and 2022 – nearly one million jobs were unfilled in Q2 of 2022. Although unprecedented 

job vacancies have impacted nearly every sector, labour shortages are more acute in 

accommodation and food services; construction; agriculture; health care and social assistance; 

administrative and support, waste management, and remediation services; transportation and 

warehousing; and professional, scientific, and technical services.  

Given this situation and Canada’s goal of welcoming 82,880 immigrants through federal 

economic immigration programs in 2023, it is more important than ever to ensure that 

newcomers are able to fully contribute their skills and experience to the labour market through 

meaningful, commensurate employment. 

Underutilization, Deskilling, Licensure Barriers, and Xenophobia  

 

The issue of the underutilization of immigrants’ skills is increasingly pressing. Immigrants to 

Canada arrive with educational credentials that are, on average, higher level than those held by 

individuals born in Canada. However, immigrants, especially those who are racialized, are about 

twice as likely to be overqualified for the positions for which they are hired. More than 50 

percent of immigrants trained in the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 

(STEM) field do not work in STEM occupations.  

Nevertheless, existing research shows that immigrants at all levels of education face significant 

barriers to employment in Canada, including the devaluation of educational credentials and 

https://www.conferenceboard.ca/e-library/abstract.aspx?did=10150
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/220920/dq220920b-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410032601
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/notices/supplementary-immigration-levels-2023-2025.html
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/71-606-x/71-606-x2018001-eng.htm
https://triec.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/TRIEC-ImmWorkforceTrends_2022.pdf
https://triec.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/TRIEC-ImmWorkforceTrends_2022.pdf
https://inclusion.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/TimeToChangeFocus_ICC.pdf
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experience; bias in favour of Canadian work experience rather than assessment of 

competencies; limited social capital; and overt and covert xenophobia and racism. There is a 

fundamental mismatch between immigration policy, which assesses the value of an incoming 

immigrant’s skills and experience, and the value that employers place on the same skills and 

experience. A 2021 study by the Business Development Bank of Canada found that only a 

small percentage of businesses taps into immigrant talent even in the midst of hiring difficulties. 

Better strategies to integrate immigrant talent into the workforce are needed. 

Immigrants seeking work in regulated occupations face additional obstacles. Regulated 

occupations are governed by provincial and territorial regulatory bodies and/or professional 

associations. Entrants to these occupations must often fulfill lengthy and cumbersome licensing 

requirements.  

A 2019 WES research paper focused on labour market outcomes. It demonstrated that 

immigrants who wish to work in regulated occupations experienced lower rates of employment 

than respondents who work in non-regulated occupations. An earlier report by Ontario Society 

of Professional Engineers found that only one in five internationally trained engineers in Canada 

works in their field of training. Challenges in the health care sector are similarly steep, despite 

the health care workforce crisis. Thousands of internationally educated health professionals 

(IEHPs), including physicians, nurses, and allied health practitioners, struggle with barriers to re-

entering and advancing in their professions. According to Statistics Canada, in 2020, 47 

percent of immigrants who received their health care education abroad were unemployed or 

employed in positions that did not make full use of their skills, education, and experience.  

In 2022, WES research on the underutilization of IEHPs identified profound gaps in the data 

available on IEHP employment. WES noted that, despite numerous data sources capturing 

specific aspects of the IEHP landscape, it is nearly impossible to determine basic facts such as 

just how many IEHPs are in the country, how many are practicing in their intended professions, 

how many are attempting to re-enter their professions, or the extent to which downward mobility 

and de-skilling are occurring because of skill underutilization. Despite the data shortcomings, 

there are clear indications that this talent pool is significant. Before increasing the immigration 

intake of IEHPs, greater efforts are needed to integrate talent already existing within the 

country.  

Remedies 

 

Ensuring all immigrants can equitably and meaningfully contribute to the workforce is key to 

supporting both short- and long-term economic and labour market stability in Canada. Changes 

https://rto9.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/BDC-study-labour-shortage.pdf
https://knowledge.wes.org/canada-report-who-is-succeeding-in-the-canadian-labour-market.html#:~:text=Who%20Is%20Succeeding%20in%20the%20Canadian%20Labour%20Market%3F,-Predictors%20of%20Career&text=WES%20conducted%20a%20survey%2Dbased,affect%20their%20labour%20market%20outcomes.
https://www.ospe.on.ca/public/documents/advocacy/2015-crisis-in-engineering-labour-market.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/45-28-0001/2020001/article/00004-eng.htm
https://knowledge.wes.org/canada-report-addressing-the-underutilization-of-iehps-in-canada.html
https://www.torontomu.ca/cerc-migration/Policy/CERCMigration_PolicyBrief07_MAR_2022.pdf


 
 
 

 

Page 9 of 20   wes.org/ca 

 
 

to the Express Entry system, therefore, must be coupled with concrete policies that 1) address 

the underutilization of immigrants’ skills and 2) strive for commensurate integration into the 

labour market. Additionally, predicting the labour market needs and filling the labour shortages 

require government to formulate an effective evaluation strategy that is based on accurate, 

comprehensive, and meaningful data. 

Recent studies show that individuals who participate in interventions that promote skills 

development tend to earn higher incomes and have a greater likelihood of finding skills-

aligned jobs. Wraparound supports, including childcare and mental health services, are critical 

to supporting immigrants as they enter and advance in the workforce. As educational and skills-

training programs adapt to digital and hybrid delivery, ensuring equitable access to technology-

enabled services will also be critically important. Digital literacy training is one aspect of 

equitable access. IRCC should also explore expanding the Skills Passport initiative to other 

sectors to support the recruitment efforts of businesses and the integration of immigrants into 

the labour market at a level that is commensurate with their skills and experience. 

Achieving equitable labour market integration for immigrants requires an expansion of targeted, 

demand-driven training and re-skilling programs, including sector-based training. The success 

of Community Benefit Agreement initiatives supported by WES have facilitated high-quality 

employment opportunities for immigrants and refugees in the construction sector in Ontario. 

Such models, including social procurement policies that benefit marginalized communities 

(including newcomers), should be amplified and scaled to promote widespread benefits for 

workers and communities.  

Achieving equitable labour market integration also depends on inclusive attitudes and behaviors 

on the part of businesses. Building an immigrant-inclusive economy demands innovative 

approaches to recruitment, hiring, and retention. For example, shifting towards a more holistic, 

competency-informed approach to hiring has the potential to support and accelerate the 

evaluation, recognition, and utilization of immigrant talent. Competency-informed assessment 

can inspire employer confidence in immigrant candidates’ skills, knowledge, experience, and 

judgment – irrespective of where those competencies were obtained or developed. A focus on 

retention will also contribute to newcomer, business, and community success by minimizing the 

cost of repeated recruitment and making long-term use of immigrant skills and training.  

An immigrant-inclusive economy and labour market ultimately also requires inclusive and 

welcoming attitudes from community members. Studies have shown that racialized immigrants 

are more likely to perceive discrimination in the labour market and engage in precarious low-

wage jobs in comparison to non-racialized immigrants. The pandemic has exacerbated already 

https://irpp.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Skills-Training-That-Works-Lessons-from-Demand-Driven-Approaches.pdf
https://sprintcareers.ca/#:~:text=SPRINT%20(Skills%20Passport%20for%20Newcomers,or%20Biotechnology%20and%20Life%20Sciences.
https://www.wes.org/fund/grantee/toronto-community-benefits-network-tcbn/
https://knowledge.wes.org/canada-report-beyond-academic-credentials-toward-competency-informed-hiring.html
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-14009-9_5
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/the-unequal-impact-of-covid-19-a-spotlight-on-frontline-workers-migrants-and-racial-ethnic-minorities-f36e931e/
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existing inequities within Canadian labour market. Ongoing incidents of xenophobia and racism 

in Canada must be firmly addressed to create an immigrant-inclusive economy and a stronger 

sense of community.  

Category: Transitioning International Student Graduates to Permanent Residence  

 

Recommendations from WES 

 

Streamline permanent residence pathways for international graduates with 

comprehensive eligibility criteria. 

• Count the work experience international students obtain while studying towards the 

minimum requirements of the CEC program. 

• Ensure that international graduates who are employed in any occupation that exists in 

the NOC website are eligible to apply for permanent residency, regardless of the length 

of their employment. 

Support labour market integration and settlement processes of international students 

and international graduates.  

• Review eligibility requirements for government-funded Canada Summer Jobs and work-

integrated learning (WIL) programs to ensure international students can qualify for and 

access them.  

• Provide services to businesses, particularly SMEs, to better recruit, onboard, and retain 

international students and international graduates.  

• Improve access to timely, disaggregated labour market information and tools so that 

international students and businesses can make informed decisions about training and 

employment options. 

• Expand the scope of settlement services to include international students and 

international graduates and allocate adequate funding for settlement services. 

Ensure that international students receive ethical services and wrap-around supports.  

• Work with post-secondary institutions (PSIs) and provincial, territorial, and municipal 

governments to ensure international students have access to wrap-around supports, 

including financial and health services. 

• Allocate more funding to PSIs and develop principles for PSIs that receive funding to 

ensure that tuition structures are applied equitably for international students, ensuring 

affordability.  

• Establish a task force to investigate the relationship between PSIs and international 

student recruiters; incentivize PSIs to adhere to principles of equitable inclusion and 

ethical recruitment practices. 

 

https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/july-2022/canada-wrong-on-racism/
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Establish policy coherence and ensure fair assessment of study permit applications.  

• Provide transparent, coherent, and timely information to international students and 

international graduates about their study, work permit, and permanent residency 

applications.  

• Ensure that all study permit applications are evaluated fairly and consistently and that 

rejected applications receive detailed assessment and explanation.      

• Implement mandatory and regular anti-bias, anti-racism, and cultural awareness training 

for all visa officers, and add these core competencies required for employment.  

 

Context for Our Recommendations 

 

Canada remains a top destination globally for international students because of the quality of 

the education system and because of Canada’s reputation as an inclusive, safe society. The 

international student population in Canada has tripled in the last ten years. In 2021, there were 

621,600 international students, a 17 percent increase since 2020.  

International students are a large and readily available source of talent and substantial 

contributors to the Canadian economy. International students make up roughly 18 percent of 

Canada’s post-secondary enrollment, contribute more than an estimated $22 billion to the 

economy annually, and support over 170,000 jobs each year. Many sectors have experienced 

gains in the share of workforce made up of international students over the past decades. The 

labour market share of international students is higher particularly in three sectors: 

accommodation and food services (26 percent); wholesale and retail trade (19 percent); and 

business, building, and other support services (16 percent). International students are an 

essential piece of the larger immigration puzzle needed to address labour market shortages.  

According to a recent survey from Canadian Bureau for International Education (CBIE), 

approximately 60 percent of international students are interested in becoming permanent 

Canadian residents after completing their postsecondary education. The interest demonstrated 

by international students in the 2021 Temporary Residence to Permanent Residence (TR to PR) 

Pathway, which was offered at the height of the pandemic, was another indication of this 

population’s desire to stay in Canada: The intake cap of 40,000 international students was 

reached in just 24 hours.  

Ongoing Barriers 

 

Despite international students’ clear potential as labour market contributors, they face significant 

barriers to becoming permanent residents and entering the Canadian labour market. At present 

https://cbie.ca/infographic/#:~:text=60%25%20of%20international%20students%20plan%20to%20apply%20for%20permanent%20residence%20in%20Canada&text=Unless%20otherwise%20speci%EF%AC%81ed%2C%20CBIE%20uses,Citizenship%20Canada%20(IRCC)%20data.
https://www.cicnews.com/2020/02/642000-international-students-canada-now-ranks-3rd-globally-in-foreign-student-attraction-0213763.html#gs.kx1t7c
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2022003/article/00001-eng.htm
https://www.applyboard.com/blog/applyinsights-canada-needs-international-students-now-more-than-ever
https://www.cicnews.com/2020/02/642000-international-students-canada-now-ranks-3rd-globally-in-foreign-student-attraction-0213763.html
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2021011/article/00001-eng.htm
https://cbie.ca/infographic/#:~:text=60%25%20of%20international%20students%20plan%20to%20apply%20for%20permanent%20residence%20in%20Canada&text=Unless%20otherwise%20speci%EF%AC%81ed%2C%20CBIE%20uses,Citizenship%20Canada%20(IRCC)%20data.
https://www.canadim.com/blog/new-immigration-pathways-for-permanent-residence/
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international students become permanent residents under three primary immigration programs: 

Canadian Experience Class (CEC), Federal Skilled Worker (FSW), and Provincial Nominee 

Programs (PNPs). Many students, however, experience difficulty in fulfilling the work experience 

requirement for permanent residency, especially since low-wage essential work, self-employed 

labour, gig work, and employment that lasts less than a year are not accepted as support for 

permanent residency applications. Also, the work experience gained while studying does not 

count towards the minimum requirements of the CEC program. Temporary removal of the cap 

on work hours allowing international student to work more than 20 hours per week, therefore, 

does not necessarily support their transition to permanent residency.    

International students face a number of challenges in finding jobs that fulfill the work 

experience requirement for permanent residency. These include lack of social networks, limited 

industry experience, and language and cultural barriers. Limited or no access to Canada 

Summer Jobs and work-integrated learning (WIL) programs during their studies further 

constrains their ability to find work after graduating. These programs are essential to 

expanding social networks, gaining work experience, and becoming familiar with the workplace 

cultures in Canada.  

Employers' hesitancy to recruit international students and international graduates constitutes 

another barrier. Employers often assume that hiring individuals with temporary status is risky for 

their business. They may also assume that international students and international graduates 

will require more on-the-job training than other candidates. Consideration of “cultural fit” may 

also be a barrier, leading employers to discriminate against international students and 

international graduates for little reason other than their ethnic or racialized background.   

Additionally, for many international students, obtaining a Canadian education does not yield the 

desired return on investment. For international tuition, students are required to pay an 

average of $20,000 to $30,000 annually. This average is up to three times more than domestic 

tuition fees, and many international students make such an investment with the goal of obtaining 

professional work and becoming a permanent resident post-graduation. Some recruitment 

agents and colleges make false promises about Canadian employment and immigration 

opportunities for international students. Government does little to stop this unscrupulous activity. 

Unlike in Australia and New Zealand, recruitment agents are not subject to an oversight or 

regulatory framework in Canada (except in Manitoba).   

Research shows that international students are not always able to secure a job post-graduation 

commensurate to their education and skills. For some international graduates low-wage, 

precarious jobs are the only employment opportunities available in the labour market. 

https://www.readthemaple.com/canadas-latest-immigration-announcement-does-not-help-most-migrants-seeking-permanent-residency/
https://www.cic.gc.ca/english/helpcentre/answer.asp?qnum=394&top=29
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2022/10/international-students-to-help-address-canadas-labour-shortage.html
https://peelnewcomer.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/52/2021/10/PNSG_International-Students-Final-Report.pdf
https://heqco.ca/pub/barriers-to-work-integrated-learning-opportunities/
https://heqco.ca/pub/barriers-to-work-integrated-learning-opportunities/
https://www.torontomu.ca/content/dam/centre-for-immigration-and-settlement/tmcis/publications/workingpapers/2018_2_Dauwer_Zaheer_A_Assessing_Canadas_Support_of_International_Students_A_Comprehensive_Review_of_Canadas_Retention_and_Settlement_of_its_Model_Immigrants.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/canadian-heritage/campaigns/federal-anti-racism-secretariat/facts-figures.html
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3710004501
https://www.cbc.ca/news/fifthestate/sold-a-lie-1.6612702
https://www.cbc.ca/news/fifthestate/sold-a-lie-1.6612702
https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/marketplace-cdi-college-investigation-1.6670199
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/regulatory-information/Education-Services-for-Overseas-Students-ESOS-Legislative-Framework/ESOS-Regulations/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.education.govt.nz/our-work/legislation/regulations-to-support-international-students/
https://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ie/pdf/code_of_practice.pdf
https://thoughtleadership.rbc.com/course-correction-how-international-students-can-help-solve-canadas-labour-crisis/
https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/april-2022/temporary-foreign-workers-wages/
https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/april-2022/temporary-foreign-workers-wages/
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According to a Statistics Canada report, international students earn less post-graduation when 

compared to their Canadian-born counterparts – this despite the fact that international students 

tend to hold more advanced degrees. The earning gaps tend to be larger for female and 

racialized international student graduates.  

The pandemic and the rising cost of living have worsened the situation of many international 

students. Many report feeling stressed and under pressure to financially support themselves 

and their families.  

Remedies 

 

To better leverage international students as a driver of economic growth and recovery, the 

government should adopt a holistic policy approach that focuses not only on the recruitment of 

international students, but also on their retention. This approach would require ensuring greater 

policy coherence and transparency, amending the Express Entry system to include streamlined 

immigration pathways for international students, and providing settlement services to 

international students who choose to live in Canada as permanent residents.  

To qualify for a study permit, international students must provide evidence that they will enter 

Canada temporarily and leave after completing their studies. Some prospective students, 

however, are rejected for study permits because they cannot prove their intention to leave. This 

creates policy incoherence. On the one hand, applicants are assessed based on their intention 

to come to Canada to study only. On the other hand, the government encourages international 

students to apply for permanent residency after completing their schooling. (Nova Scotia’s 

Study and Stay program is one example of a government initiative focused on encouraging 

international students to remain in the province as permanent residents.)  

Discrimination is another challenge facing some students. A 2022 report by the Standing 

Committee on Citizenship and Immigration (CIMM) examined differential treatment of 

prospective international students, following allegations of racial bias within IRCC. The report 

found that the study permit rejection rates were particularly high for applications from certain 

African and South Asian countries. It also suggested that racial biases of IRCC visa officers may 

affect their decisions.   

IRCC can increase transparency by providing a list of occupations in need and planning for the 

Express Entry draws well in advance. This information will help international students make 

informed decisions about their education choices and future plans. Transparency would be 

further improved by creating an interactive platform that describes permanent residency 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2021002/article/00004-eng.htm
https://www.cdhowe.org/sites/default/files/2021-12/Final%20Commentary_518.pdf
https://thoughtleadership.rbc.com/course-correction-how-international-students-can-help-solve-canadas-labour-crisis/
https://www.studyinternational.com/news/canada-student-visa-rejection/
https://studynovascotia.ca/studyandstay-2-2/
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/441/CIMM/Reports/RP11800727/cimmrp08/cimmrp08-e.pdf
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/441/CIMM/Reports/RP11800727/cimmrp08/cimmrp08-e.pdf
https://www.conferenceboard.ca/e-library/abstract.aspx?did=11858
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pathways available for international students. Such a platform would help international students 

navigate Canada’s immigration system. Access to clear information would also reduce the 

likelihood that international students are recruited to study in Canada under false promises.  

To support the transition of international students to permanent residency, there should be a 

clear, streamlined, and stable immigration program for them under the Express Entry system. 

The Temporary Resident to Permanent Resident Pathways (TR to PR Pathway) pilot shows a 

clear path forward: Specifically, those international graduates who are employed in any 

occupation listed on the NOC website must be eligible to apply for permanent residency. This 

proposed change will support the creation of a more equitable program, as eligibility is not tied 

to a particular length of employment or a certain TEER category. Additionally, work experience 

gained in Canada while studying can be counted towards the minimum requirements of the 

CEC program. 

International students must be set-up for success if they make the decision to stay in Canada as 

potential immigrants. These students need to have access to the same supports – and in some 

cases additional, unique supports – to facilitate their transition to labour market and permanent 

residency. This approach requires expanded access to, and funding for, Canada Summer Jobs 

and work integrated learning programs. It further requires equitable access to federally funded 

settlement services. Transition to permanent residency can take years, and international 

students navigate the interim period with limited or no support. By the time they become eligible 

for settlement services, they have likely already faced the most significant barriers associated 

with settling in Canada.  

Supporting international students will help bolster the labour market in the short term and 

contribute to nation building over the long term.  

Category: Transitioning Temporary Workers to Permanent Residence  

 

Recommendations from WES  

 

Expand pathways to permanent residency for migrant workers.  

• Revise the eligibility requirements for economic immigration programs managed under 

Express Entry to provide equitable access to migrant workers from all TEER categories. 

• Create a long-term, stable immigration pathway for migrant workers who are currently 

working in Canada and for those with recent work experience in Canada.  

• Determine language requirements as per an applicant’s TEER category.  

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/tr-pr-pathway/who-can-apply.html#s3_employment
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/tr-pr-pathway/who-can-apply.html#s3_employment
https://www.conferenceboard.ca/e-library/abstract.aspx?did=11858
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• Prioritize essential occupations and sectors that are underrepresented in current 

programs, including accommodation and food services, agriculture, healthcare, 

construction, and transportation. 

• Facilitate access to open work permits and expedite permanent residency status for 

IEHPs. 

Address the broader range of needs of migrant workers. 

• Include migrant workers in the eligibility for federally funded settlement services and 

allocate adequate funding for settlement services. 

• Establish systemic monitoring across Canada to ensure migrant workers’ rights are 

protected.  

• Gather and incorporate disaggregated data on migrant workers to facilitate timely and 

comprehensive policy responses in line with labour market needs. 

 

Context for Our Recommendations 

 

Canada increasingly relies on migrant workers to address the labour shortages, and work permit 

holders have become an integral part the labour force. The number of work permit holders has 

increased six-fold, from 66,600 in 2000 to 416,846 in 2021. Between 2016 and 2020, about 77 

percent of work permit holders were in NOC C and D occupations (corresponding to TEER 4 

and 5 in NOC 2021). Additionally, work permit holders are overrepresented in certain sectors 

that require different levels of education and skill: agriculture (15 percent); accommodation and 

food services (10 percent); administrative and support, waste management and remediation 

services (10 percent); professional, scientific, and technical services sector (6 percent); and 

information and cultural industries (5 percent).  

Inequitable Access to Permanent Residency  

 

A sizeable percentage of work permit holders transition to permanent residency every year. In 

2021, over 50 percent of new economic immigrants were former migrant workers, up from 8 

percent in 2000. The pathways and access to permanent residency, however, vary significantly 

by skill level. While migrant workers in jobs deemed “high skilled” transition to permanent 

residency (mostly through the CEC and PNPs), those in jobs deemed “low skilled” make the 

transition mostly through PNPs, the Live-in Caregiver Program, and the family class. Economic 

immigration programs managed under the Express Entry system heavily favour the selection of 

candidates with higher educational attainment and language proficiency. By design, these 

programs place restrictions on the pathway to permanent residency for migrant workers in 

TEER 4 and 5 occupations.   

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-626-x/11-626-x2020010-eng.htm
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/publications-manuals/annual-report-parliament-immigration-2022.html
https://www.torontomu.ca/content/dam/cerc-migration/Policy/CERC_02_PolicyPaper_May2021.pdf
https://www.torontomu.ca/content/dam/cerc-migration/Policy/CERC_02_PolicyPaper_May2021.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/220622/dq220622c-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-626-x/11-626-x2020010-eng.htm
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/consultations/2022-consultations-express-entry-selection.html
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2022001/article/00002-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2022001/article/00002-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2022001/article/00002-eng.htm
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The type of work permit a migrant worker holds is another factor that affects the ability to 

transition to permanent status. Holders of open work permits and those who enter under the 

Live-in Caregivers Program are more likely to transition to permanent residency than other 

groups of temporary workers. The precarious immigration status of many migrant workers, who 

are also highly likely to be racialized, affects their ability to transition to permanent residency. 

Limitations on the right to access social services are similarly constraining. 

Migrant workers on work permits that are tied to a single employer often have few rights and are 

prone to exploitation. Under the existing work permit regime, many are dependent on their 

employers for such things as renewal of their work permit, housing, and access to basic 

information about their rights. There is no systemic monitoring across Canada to ensure these 

workers’ rights are protected, and the pandemic has exacerbated the migrant workers’ pre-

existing precarities. The Auditor General’s 2021 Report to the Parliament of Canada, for 

example, has shown that non-compliance with pandemic regulations was common among 

businesses who hire migrant agricultural workers. Moreover, federal government inspections 

failed to do enough to ensure those workers’ rights were protected.  

Migrant workers in the health care sector also face significant barriers to professional 

registration and access to skills-commensurate employment. For example, in Ontario, nurses 

from the Philippines who work in Canada as personal support workers or in-home caregivers 

arrive through closed work permits that allow them to work only in those occupations. These 

nurses are not eligible to obtain nursing a license as registration is restricted to Canadian 

citizens, permanent residents, or to open work permit holders. Their immigration status may 

also make them ineligible for bridging programs that offer additional training. Licensing 

requirements are even more restrictive for internationally trained physicians. Applicants for 

registration must hold Canadian citizenship or permanent resident status. Internationally 

educated health professionals (IEHPs) have been and will continue to be a core part of the 

Canadian health care workforce, and there should be a clear, expeditious pathway to 

permanent residency. 

In this context, Canada’s reliance on migrant workers to fill job vacancies is neither ethical nor a 

prudent long-term labour market solution.  

The creation of programs for migrant workers was a strategy to fill temporary gaps in the 

Canadian labour market. These labour shortages, however, continue to widen and persist, while 

labour supply is still labelled as temporary. In some sectors, thousands of migrant workers 

return to the same communities in Canada year after year. De facto, they have become 

permanently temporary. The situation in the agricultural sector is increasingly critical: The gap 

https://bmrc-irmu.info.yorku.ca/files/2020/06/MA_VP-FINAL-Report-on-Foreign-workers_April-2020.pdf?x82641
https://colourofpoverty.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/cop-coc-fact-sheet-5-racialized-poverty-in-employment-2.pdf
https://metcalffoundation.com/publication/made-in-canada-how-the-law-constructs-migrant-workers-insecurity/
https://www.knomad.org/sites/default/files/2021-12/KNOMAD%20Working%20Paper%2039-Empowerment%20of%20Worker-Dec%202021.pdf
https://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/docs/parl_oag_202112_02_e.pdf
https://www.torontomu.ca/cerc-migration/Policy/CERCMigration_PolicyBrief07_MAR_2022.pdf
https://policyalternatives.ca/Harper_Record_2008-2015/07-HarperRecord-Flecker.pdf
https://irpp.org/research-studies/permanently-temporary/
https://www.cfa-fca.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/8363_SowingtheSeeds-BR.pdf
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between demand and supply for migrant agricultural workers stood at 59,200 people in 2016. 

This number is expected to double by 2025. As of 2022, the primary agriculture sector faced an 

estimated annual revenue shortfall of $2.9 billion due to labour and skills shortages. Findings 

from recent Canadian Federation of Independent Business (CFIB) survey highlight that 

nearly two-thirds of agri-businesses do not have the staffing they need and find it increasingly 

difficult to recruit workers. An estimated 78 percent of agri-business owners rely heavily on 

migrant workers to operate, with work permit holders making up nearly one-quarter of the 

workforce – more than any other sector. Clearly, a policy shift to promote permanent migration 

rather temporary migration is long overdue.  

Remedies 

 

The pandemic has shown that migrant workers are essential to the economy and that they fulfill 

long-term needs in sectors that experience ongoing demands. Findings from a 2021 Nanos 

Research poll indicate that nearly 80 percent of Canadians are in support of a plan to retain 

migrant workers in Canada. Immigration policy must be designed to recognize the benefit and 

contributions of migrant workers to the economy and communities in Canada. It must also 

provide pathways to permanency for all migrant workers, regardless of their educational 

attainment and language proficiency.  

If eligibility for category-based selections is restricted to the candidates who meet the 

requirements of the economic programs managed under the Express Entry system, the system 

will continue to deny equitable access to critical migrant workers employed in jobs that are 

deemed “low skilled”. This restricted eligibility will deprive thousands of migrant workers of the 

opportunity to transition to permanent residency despite their significant contributions to 

Canadian economy. Meanwhile, Canada will lose out on economic growth opportunities as it 

restricts the ability to sustainably fill the labour shortages in occupations that require fewer 

language skills and years of education. Labour market projections for 2019-2028 predict that 

over 30 percent of job openings in each year will be in sectors that traditionally employ migrant 

workers with modest educational attainment and language proficiency.  

The design of immigration policy should aim to leverage human resources for long-term 

prosperity by expanding pathways to permanent residency for migrant workers in all TEER 

categories. As observed in a recent policy paper by Pura Banerjee and Daniel Hiebert, such 

an expansion will support the instrumental objective of reducing job vacancies given that “many 

of these individuals are employed in jobs with sustained demand, and permanent jobs should be 

filled by permanent residents”. The creation of a pathway for migrant workers must also ensure 

that potential candidates have equitable access to application opportunities. This has not always 

https://agriculture.canada.ca/sites/default/files/documents/2022-07/2839_Ag%20Labour%20Strategy%20Placemat%20v12.pdf
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/en/research-economic-analysis/help-wanted-labour-shortages-threaten-the-future-of-canadian-agriculture
http://www.ratnaomidvar.ca/press-release-poll-suggests-canadians-support-pathway-to-permanency-for-temporary-migrant-workers/
https://www.torontomu.ca/cerc-migration/Policy/CERCMigration_PolicyPaper03_June2021.pdf
https://www.torontomu.ca/content/dam/cerc-migration/Policy/CERC_02_PolicyPaper_May2021.pdf
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been the case. For example, TR to PR Pathway had a complex, time-consuming application 

process, like other immigration pathways. Those without the technical skills, education, and 

ability to navigate the application portal were left with few options. Settlement organizations 

could not help them either, because temporary status makes these workers ineligible for 

federally funded settlement assistance.      

Category: Selecting Francophone and Bilingual Candidates 

 

Recommendations from WES  

 

Build a seamless settlement model for French-speaking immigrants outside Quebec. 

• Ensure availability and access to federally funded settlement services for French-

speaking immigrants outside Quebec to support their economic, social, and cultural 

integration and community connections. 

• Continue to work with provincial and territorial governments and settlement services 

agencies to improve coordination and culturally sensitive support for French-speaking 

temporary residents and immigrants outside Quebec.  

• Encourage businesses outside Quebec to hire French-speaking immigrants 

• Enhance efforts to showcase the advantages of hiring French-speaking and bilingual 

workers and to connect businesses with resources to facilitate hiring. 

Ensure fair assessment of all visa applications.  

• Ensure that applications are evaluated fairly and consistently and that rejected 

applications receive detailed assessment and explanation.      

• Implement mandatory and regular anti-bias, anti-racism, and cultural awareness training 

for all visa officers and add these core competencies required for employment.  

 

Context for Our Recommendations 

 

Francophone immigration plays an important role in maintaining the vitality of Francophone 

communities across Canada, addressing labour market needs, and sustaining Canada as a 

bilingual country. Recognizing the importance of French-speaking immigrants, IRCC released a 

comprehensive Francophone Immigration Strategy in 2019. In collaboration with various 

stakeholders, the strategy has identified three major objectives: i) increase Francophone 

immigration to reach a target of 4.4 percent of French-speaking immigrants outside Quebec by 

2023; ii) support the successful integration and retention of French-speaking newcomers; and 

iii) strengthen the capacity of Francophone communities outside Quebec.   

https://www.torontomu.ca/cerc-migration/Policy/CERCMigration_PolicyPaper03_June2021.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/program-terms-conditions/settlement.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/publications-manuals/francophone-immigration-strategy.html
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French-speaking immigrants in Canada come from diverse source countries. In 2021, about 

one-third of French-speaking immigrants outside Quebec were from France while nearly two-

thirds were from countries in Africa and the Middle East.    

Over 70,000 French-speaking immigrants to Canada settled outside Quebec between 2003 and 

2021. In 2021, the percentage of French-speaking immigrant admissions was 2 percent, a 

decrease from 3.61 percent in 2020. This drop was mainly due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Between 2017 and 2020, admission of French-speaking immigrants was on an increasing trend 

line from 1.77 percent in 2017 to 1.82 percent in 2018 and 2.82 percent in 2019. By 2023, the 

target of 4.4 percent of French-speaking immigrants who settle outside of Quebec is likely to be 

met. 

French-speaking Immigrants outside Quebec 

 

Over the past few years, the majority of French-speaking immigrants have been selected under 

the Express Entry system, making Express Entry the most promising tool to increase French-

speaking admissions outside Quebec. More specifically, in 2020 the CEC program was the 

main driver of French-speaking admissions outside Quebec, accounting for 47 percent of 

French-speaking admissions under the economic class. An increase in the number of Express 

Entry points awarded to Francophone and bilingual Express Entry candidates in 2020 further 

increased the importance of Express Entry for French-speaking admissions outside Quebec.  

IRCC’s recent initiatives have also shown that permanent resident admissions that target 

French-speaking candidates play an important role in attracting French-speaking immigrants to 

settle outside Quebec. For example, through the TR to PR Pathway, IRCC received more than 

2,300 applications for the stream dedicated to French-speaking and bilingual health care 

workers and other essential workers and about 4,700 applications for the stream dedicated to 

French-speaking and bilingual, recent international graduates.  

Despite success of efforts to attract French-speaking candidates for permanent residency 

outside of Quebec, there remain opportunities to strengthen efforts, especially in terms of 

addressing racial bias. 

Remedies 

 

The goal of increasing French-speaking immigrants outside Quebec requires IRCC to examine 

and address the potential effect of systemic racism and individual bias on visa officer decisions 

and visa office refusal rates. In the context of study permit applications, the most recent 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/committees/lang-mar-28-2022/francophone-immigration-outside-quebec.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/committees/lang-mar-28-2022/francophone-immigration-outside-quebec.html
https://l-express.ca/immigration-francophone-la-cible-de-44-serait-presque-atteinte/
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/committees/cimm-feb-15-17-2022/francophone-immigration-outside-quebec.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/committees/lang-mar-28-2022/francophone-immigration-outside-quebec.html
https://www.immigration.ca/canada-increases-express-entry-points-for-french-speaking-and-bilingual-candidates/
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/committees/lang-mar-28-2022/francophone-immigration-outside-quebec.html
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Standing Committee on Citizenship and Immigration (CIMM) report has shown that “in 

2021, 72% of students applying from African countries with significant French populations were 

rejected, despite being accepted at DLIs [designated learning institutions] in Canada”. The 

report has suggested that racial biases of IRCC visa officers may affect their decisions.   

Improving the attraction and retention of French-speaking immigrants outside Quebec 

necessitates inclusive communities in which French-speaking immigrants have access to 

services in their official language of choice (e.g., settlement services, health care services, and 

so on) as well as affordable childcare and housing. Developing programs addressing the 

unique needs of French-speaking immigrants will foster their sense of belonging and 

attachment to the communities they have settled in. Studies, however, show that French-

speaking immigrants “living in areas where they are a linguistic minority have serious 

difficulties accessing health services in French”.  

There are also critical barriers to the integration of French-speaking immigrants outside Quebec. 

Lack of employer demand, for example, is “a major constraint to hiring and benefiting from 

French-speaking immigrants”. It is essential to create initiatives to inform businesses about 

the ways through which hiring of French-speaking immigrants can support their businesses and 

help them meet their employment needs. It is also important to foster strong employment 

opportunities to increase the attraction and retention of French-speaking immigrants to settle 

outside Quebec.  

 

 

 

https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/441/CIMM/Reports/RP12060621/cimmrp12/cimmrp12-e.pdf
https://scics.ca/en/product-produit/fpt-action-plan-for-increasing-francophone-immigration-outside-of-quebec/
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/publications-manuals/federal-provincial-territorial-action-plan-francophone-immigration.html
https://community.cna-aiic.ca/blogs/cn-content/2021/09/27/the-importance-of-speaking-the-language-of-your-pa
https://community.cna-aiic.ca/blogs/cn-content/2021/09/27/the-importance-of-speaking-the-language-of-your-pa
https://scics.ca/en/product-produit/fpt-action-plan-for-increasing-francophone-immigration-outside-of-quebec/
https://scics.ca/en/product-produit/fpt-action-plan-for-increasing-francophone-immigration-outside-of-quebec/
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/publications-manuals/federal-provincial-territorial-action-plan-francophone-immigration.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/publications-manuals/federal-provincial-territorial-action-plan-francophone-immigration.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/publications-manuals/federal-provincial-territorial-action-plan-francophone-immigration.html

