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Foreword
Canada’s greatest promise lies in its people. Our greatest challenge lies in unlocking their
potential. As Canada’s population ages and its birth rate slows, reaching this potential, not only
for those who already live here but also for newcomers, requires us to welcome more people
and to ensure that all those who call Canada home have the resources and support they need
to realize their aspirations.
Century Initiative, an expanding nation-wide network of people, envisions Canada’s population
growing to 100 million strong by 2100. Embodying, both at home and around the world, its
strengths of pluralism, cooperation, and prosperity, we envision a country abounding in cities,
infrastructure, employment, and educational opportunities that are vibrant, growing, inclusive,
and with a gaze fixed on wider horizons. But we are not focused on a single end-point. Rather,
our attention is focused on the road ahead, and the steps along the path we must travel to
arrive at this ambitious future.
One critical dimension of this journey lies in nurturing Canada’s capacity to grow the
foundation of its population pyramid. This cohort of young people carry the promise of
Canada’s future. Each year, hundreds of thousands of students arrive in Canada to study with
the hope of joining this essential cohort. Yet, a surprisingly low proportion – perhaps only a
third – will end up remaining in Canada to apply their skills and efforts to the betterment of our
society. This is a lost opportunity.
Century Initiative convened a discussion to address this challenge and potential responses to
it. This discussion produced a series of short-term recommendations designed to increase the
number of international students who will invest their time, skills, and aptitudes in Canada’s
future. It is our hope that these recommendations will build Canada’s capacity to attract and
retain international students and eventually pave the way for the even bolder action – such as
granting automatic permanent residency to international students upon completion of their
studies in Canada – needed to continue building Canada’s human capital at the rate needed to
match our ambition.
The conversations sparked by our discussion included ideas that, if adopted, would allow
Canada’s post-secondary institutions to re-envision their roles as regional anchor institutions
and drive economic development by deploying an integrative approach to labour market
transitions and lifelong learning.
This discussion also revealed how grappling with the differences in the attraction and retention
abilities of larger metropolises versus smaller cities and towns could have the added benefit of
helping to bridge the growing rural/urban divide in Canada. Indeed, the learnings from
strategies aimed at overcoming demographic challenges attempted and refined by smaller
centres could eventually help larger centres facing similar challenges. And, as educational
institutions in smaller communities transform their roles to help drive population and economic
growth, they will serve as examples of our capacity to reimagine our ability to collaborate,
coordinate, and, ultimately, achieve long-term success.
The first step down this exciting path lies in embracing this worthy goal. We hope you’ll join us.
Jasmine Gill, Director, Policy and Programs
Century Initiative
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Introduction
The direct benefits of international education for Canadian post-secondary institutions and
communities are well-known. International students enhance the learning experience of all
students, connect Canadian campuses and scholars to global knowledge networks, and
contribute to local economies. Additionally, international education is also increasingly being
recognized as an important means of enriching Canada’s human capital by providing a
pathway to permanent residency for those who
initially come to Canada to study.
Summary
But while the immigration benefits that
international education offers are increasingly
recognized, the specific factors that encourage
international students to stay in Canada after
graduation – particularly in smaller centres
outside the country’s major metropolises – are
less widely understood. Canada is fortunate to
be home to dozens of high-quality public
universities and colleges in mid-sized and
smaller population centres, which could serve
as catalysts for increased retention of
international students and as portals for their
contribution to local economies. But it is unclear
that these institutions are being leveraged to
this end as effectively as they could be.
Improving this situation is important as many of
these communities could benefit significantly
from increased immigration and settlement of
young, skilled newcomers.

•

•

•

International student transitions to
permanent residency represent
an important opportunity to add
needed skilled workers to the
labour force and drive economic
development, especially in less
populated regions.
Canada is well positioned to
leverage international student
transitions to permanent
residency as a source of skilled
immigration for smaller centres
due to the large number of high
quality post-secondary
educational institutions already
present in these smaller Canadian
population centres.
More research is needed into how
to improve retention of
international students in Canada
and leverage their decisions to
remain as a driver of regional
economic development –
especially in smaller population
centres.

In this paper, we seek to advance a discussion
of how international education can be leveraged
to help increase the populations and build the
economies of these communities over the longterm. The paper begins with a brief review of the
role that post-secondary institutions can play in
driving economic development in what we call
“smaller centres”, that is, mid-sized, small, and rural municipalities that are not a part of a
major metropolitan conurbation and count fewer than a million inhabitants. Our focus then
pivots to a review of what we currently know about international students in Canada: why they
come, where they study, and what they study. Building on this foundation, we shift to an
examination of what we already know – and what we do not know – about the retention of
these students. This leads organically into a discussion of the factors which impact
international students’ decisions of whether and where to stay after graduation.
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These first four sections were originally drafted with the aim of providing a foundation for a
Century Initiative expert roundtable discussion. The goal of this roundtable was to gather
expert and stakeholder perspectives on how to add value by drawing together more tightly a
number of occasionally intersecting literatures focused on immigration, post-secondary
education, economic growth, skills development, regional development, and Century
Initiative’s focus on strategic population growth. The results of the roundtable discussion are
summarized in the fifth section of the paper in the form of nine themes, with each theme
accompanied by several recommendations to improve Canada’s capacity to scale international
education. The paper then closes with a brief conclusion.
In the first four sections of this paper, we aim to provide foundational information that can help
frame a productive discussion for how to better leverage international education for the benefit
of Canada’s economy and society, as well as how to improve this system for international
students who come to Canada to study. The fifth section of this paper presents a summary of
one initial discussion of these issues based on this framing. Critically, however, many of the
most important insights from this discussion will continue to come in the form of novel ideas
and answers to questions – perhaps even to questions we do not yet know to ask. While
significant research has already been conducted in many of these intersecting areas, much
remains to be done if effective systems capable of optimizing the flow of international students
and, ultimately, immigrants, to Canada’s smaller centres are to be put in place. We hope that
you will consider joining us in advancing these issues by contributing to this discussion.
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Universities and colleges as economic drivers
Higher education plays an enormous economic role in Canada. A 2014 report estimated that
Canada’s post-secondary educational institutions directly add $55 billion to Canada’s
economy each year with indirect impacts likely exceeding an additional $20 billion.1 It also
identified almost 700,000 jobs as directly or indirectly attributable to spending by postsecondary institutions.2 Canada’s export of “international educational services” – the term used
by trade economists to describe spending by international students studying in Canada –
totalled $15.5 billion in 2016, which represented 14.5 per cent of Canada’s exports in services.
If international education services were a merchandise export, in 2016 these services would
have been Canada’s fourth largest export, just behind Gold and ahead of Motor Vehicle Parts
(Excl. Body, Chassis and Engines).3
Locally, universities and colleges play an enormous economic role, especially in smaller
centres. These institutions are often some of the largest employers in a community and
important purchasers of local goods and services. The research they conduct and the
partnerships they enable between researchers, entrepreneurs, nonprofits, businesses, and
governments produce important innovations and provide critical support for their
commercialization. And the students they attract add spending to the economy and vitality to
the community.

Anchor institutions
One of the ways that scholars conceptualize the economic role of post-secondary institutions
is as “anchor institutions”. Anchor institutions are “large public or nonprofit organizations –
such as hospitals, universities or municipal governments – that are rooted in community.”
These organizations tend to possess or control large portfolios of fixed assets, real estate
holdings and financial endowments, the management of which has the potential to drive
economic development.4
The leveraging of these attributes can be especially impactful when the leaders of these
institutions adopt an “anchor mission” and strategically deploy the place-based economic
power of their institutions over the long-term in ways that strengthen their communities. Such
strategies can be especially impactful in low-income communities or communities experiencing
other barriers to economic success.5 Common strategies include:
•
•

1

Procuring goods and services from local vendors.
Increasing the percentage of an institution’s workforce that is hired locally.

Grant, M. 2014. The Economic Impact of Post-Secondary Education in Canada. The Conference Board
of Canada. https://www.conferenceboard.ca/elibrary/abstract.aspx?did=6607&AspxAutoDetectCookieSupport=1 pg ii. Given the growth in the number
of international students studying in Canada since 2014, this contribution has almost certainly grown
significantly.
2
Grant (2014, iii).
3
https://www.international.gc.ca/education/report-rapport/impact-2017/sec-4.aspx?lang=eng
4
Dragicevic, N. 24 August, 2015. Anchor Institutions. The Mowat Centre.
https://mowatcentre.ca/anchor-institutions/ pg 5-6.
5
Dragicevic (2015, 6-7).
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•
•
•

•

Investing in workforce training, especially of low-skilled members of the community, to
increase local human capital.
Encouraging and supporting the incubation of new businesses, social enterprises and
nonprofits.
Leveraging the development of institution-controlled real estate so as to create
opportunities for local businesses, affordable housing projects and other communityfocused initiatives.
Deploying pension, endowment, and other funds as sources of capital for local job
creation strategies and local nonprofits, entrepreneurs, and cooperatives.6

While important players wherever they are present, post-secondary institutions are
disproportionately important in smaller centres. In many parts of Canada, these “second-tier”
cities or regional centres face significant challenges as their populations’ age faster than the
national average, traditional manufacturing industries are disrupted, and climate change
threatens rural industries like agriculture and forestry. In the face of these challenges, the fact
that many of Canada’s second-tier cities already possess a post-secondary institution – and
frequently more than one – make strategies centred on leveraging post-secondary anchor
institutions especially promising and relevant.

Ameliorating the demographic challenge
One way to think about the role of anchor institutions in driving economic growth is to see
them as powerful economic units capable of targeting specific challenges faced by a
community and purposefully organizing their activities in ways designed to respond to these
challenges. As mentioned earlier, a key factor limiting economic growth in Canada is
demographics. Canada’s population is aging and the country’s dependency ratio – the ratio of
the combined senior population (aged 65 years or older) and the youth population (aged 0 to
19 years) vis-à-vis the population of working age adults (aged 20 to 64 years) – is rising.7 If this
growth in the relative number of dependents continues without other additional economic or
social changes, it could result in stagnating, or even falling, economic growth and lower
standards of living for Canadians.
Canada’s smaller centres are already experiencing some of these negative impacts as their
populations’ age faster than the national average. In communities in Ontario with populations
over 500,000, for instance, there are still more young adults preparing to enter the labour force
than older ones looking to retire (108 for every 100). Conversely, in mid-sized cities, there are
only 89 young adults entering the workforce for every 100 older adults leaving it. In smaller
cities and towns, the ratio falls to even lower levels at 72 and 68 young people per 100 retiring
people respectively.8
Post-secondary institutions are uniquely well-positioned to help smaller centres confront this
challenge. Not only can post-secondary institutions drive economic development through their
role as significant local economic actors, they can also do so by attracting students – who are
6

Dragicevic (2015, 7).
Statistics Canada. 8 September, 2016. Dependency ratio. Government of Canada.
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/82-229-x/2009001/demo/dep-eng.htm
8
Parkin, A. October, 2018. “Population: Where and with whom do Ontarians live”. A Different Ontario.
The Mowat Centre. https://mowatcentre.ca/wp-content/uploads/publications/172_ADO_population.pdf
7
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overwhelmingly young and poised to enter the workforce. In the short-term, this injects
spending and vitality into the community. In the long-term, it creates opportunities to integrate
these students into the local labour market and community at a demographically optimal
moment.9
While enticing students to remain in a community after graduation is something that
communities can attempt with any student, retention of international students is especially
valuable as doing so represents a net gain for both the community and the entire country.
Given this opportunity, the fact that many post-secondary institutions in smaller centres have,
in recent decades, invested heavily in recruiting international students is a positive
development. Initially, the need to increase revenues was the primary motivation for these
institutions to focus on recruiting international students.10 But, as increasing numbers of
students see a Canadian education as a stepping stone to immigration, success in helping
students position themselves for a successful transition to permanent residency can help to
make these institutions more attractive in the eyes of these students.

(Re)Training the workers of tomorrow
Finally, post-secondary institutions, much more so than other anchor institutions like hospitals
and municipal governments, also have a unique opportunity to contribute economically by
playing a major role in the training – and re-training – of the future workforce.
Post-secondary institutions with anchor missions are well-placed to tailor the format and
content of their instruction to local economic realities and to integrate their program offerings
into local industries and networks. This can result in a significant boost for local industry and
business. On the one hand, it offers a pipeline of future workers already familiar with how local
industries and businesses operate while also providing support for focused research and
innovation in specific areas of practical need. While doing so is clearly beneficial to the
community, it can also make an institution more attractive to international students by offering
them a more effective pathway towards employment in their chosen field and, ultimately,
permanent residency.
Incidentally, post-secondary institutions that adopt such a local focus should also be wellpositioned to develop educational pathways that are uniquely well-suited to identifying new
employment opportunities for workers from declining local industries and tailoring re-skilling
programs to their specific circumstances. There may even be significant overlap that could be
achieved between the training of students to meet local labour market needs and developing
the retraining programs needed by existing workers for similar purposes. Indeed, by
developing different methods for guiding students in need of training and workers in need of
re-training to the same educational endpoint – namely work in the region’s emerging or
prospering industries – such a synergistic approach may even help provide some important
lessons on how best to shift our educational paradigm more generally towards one more
focused on enabling lifelong learning.

9

Pendakur, R. and Young, N. 2013. “Putting on the moves: Individual, household, and community-level
determinants of residential mobility in Canada”. Demographic Research 29(28). 767-796. pg 772.
10
Usher, A. 29 August, 2018. “Canada’s growing reliance on international students”. Policy Options.
https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/august-2018/canadas-growing-reliance-on-internationalstudents/
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In fact, one potentially positive outcome of a well-designed integration and alignment of postsecondary programming with local industry might be the development of a more iterative longterm relationship between the institution, the industry, and workers. Instead of obtaining a
qualification and then parting ways with the institution forever, a deeper relationship between
the institution and industry could see workers periodically cycling between their employer and
the institution so as to be continually upgrading their skills and providing practical support and
front-line experience to industry-relevant research. Not only does a more comprehensive
relationship of this type offer significant benefits in the form of greater productivity and
innovation, this ongoing relationship would also likely provide a powerful retention tool for
international students seeking a quality education and good economic opportunities in a
socially cohesive and integrated community.

Summary
•
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

Canada’s post-secondary educational institutions added $55 billion to Canada’s
economy directly in 2014 with indirect impacts likely exceeding $20 billion.
Anchor institutions are large public or nonprofit organizations like post-secondary
institutions that are inherently rooted in a community.
Anchor institutions can have especially strong impacts on their communities when
their leaders adopt an “anchor mission” and strategically deploy the place-based
economic power of their institutions over the long-term in ways that strengthen their
communities.
Anchor institutions can drive economic growth by targeting specific challenges
faced by a community and organizing their activities in ways designed to respond to
these challenges.
Post-secondary institutions can also drive economic development by attracting
students to study in a community and then enter the workforce in that same
community.
Because international students increasingly see a Canadian education as a path to
immigration, the ability to help students transition to permanent residency can make
institutions more attractive.
Institutions that integrate their program offerings with local industries make
themselves more attractive to international students because they provide an easier
pathway to the work experience necessary for transitioning to permanent residency.
Integrative approaches may also be the best approaches to retraining workers in
declining industries and for developing more effective forms of lifelong learning more
generally.
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International Students in Canada: What we already know
In a recent study, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
ranked Canada as the eighth most attractive destination for international university students in
the world.11 This high ranking indicates that Canada has a lot going for it in the global
competition for international students. Indeed, international students choose to study in
Canada for a variety of reasons including competitive tuition costs – though there is significant
variation between institutions across the country12 – perceptions of high educational quality,
Canada’s reputation as a safe and accepting country, and the presence of diverse cultural
communities.13 The perception that Canada offers comparatively greater economic
opportunities than many students’ home countries, combined with the fact that it is relatively
easy in Canada to transition from an international student permit to some other form of
temporary work permit – or even permanent residency – make Canada an attractive economic
destination.14

International students: by the numbers
The number of international students studying in Canada has increased enormously in the past
few decades. From 1990 to 1994, for example, only 31,000 international students were
admitted to Canada each year – a number which includes primary and secondary students. By
2010, this number had more than tripled to 96,000, with post-secondary students accounting
for an increased proportion of the total.15 In 2017, the total number of international students
studying in Canada reached 492,085.16 These students come from all over the world, with 186
11

OECD. 29 May, 2019. Migration policy affects attractiveness of OECD countries to international talent.
OECD. https://www.oecd.org/migration/migration-policy-affects-attractiveness-of-oecd-countries-tointernational-talent.htm
12
McKenzie-Sutter, H. 18 December, 2018. Breath of fresh air: East Coast looks to international students
to revive region. CityNews. https://toronto.citynews.ca/2018/12/18/breath-of-fresh-air-east-coast-looksto-international-students-to-revive-region/ and Toughill, K. March 2018. The People Imperative: Come
From Away and Stay: Strategies to Grow Population and Prosperity in Atlantic Canada, Part 1: The
Research Story. Public Policy Forum. https://ppforum.ca/publications/the-people-imperative-strategiesto-grow-population-and-prosperity-in-atlantic-canada/ pg 14. While Canada’s average tuition costs are
competitive, and some of its smaller institutions have explicitly sought to establish recruitment
advantages by keeping international tuition costs comparatively low, Canada’s attractiveness to
international students, compared to some other jurisdictions such as Switzerland, Norway and Germany,
is harmed by its relatively high average tuition levels. OECD. May 2019. Migration Policy Debates, N°19.
OECD/Bertelsmann Stiftung. http://www.oecd.org/els/mig/migration-policy-debates-19.pdf pg 1.
13
Macdonald, M. 6 May, 2019. “International student enrolment continues to soar in Canada”. University
Affairs. https://www.universityaffairs.ca/news/news-article/international-student-enrolment-continues-tosoar-in-canada/ and Walton-Roberts, M. 2011. “Immigration, the University and the Welcoming Second
Tier City”. International Migration & Integration 12. 453–473. pg 470.
14
Redden, E. 24 August, 2018. “For International Students, Shifting Choices of Where to Study”. Inside
Higher Ed. https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/08/24/international-enrollments-slowing-ordeclining-some-top-destination-countries-look
15
Lu, Y. and Hou, F. 10 December, 2015. “International students who become permanent residents in
Canada”. Insights on Canadian Society. Statistics Canada. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75006-x/2015001/article/14299-eng.pdf pg 1.
16
This number also includes some students studying at levels other than the post-secondary level, but
the majority (370,710) were post-secondary students. Canadian Bureau for International Education.
August, 2018. “International Students in Canada”. CBIE Research in Brief (10). https://cbie.ca/wpcontent/uploads/2018/09/International-Students-in-Canada-ENG.pdf pg 6.
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countries of origin represented.17 But despite this high nominal level of diversity, and as shown
in Figure 1, about 65 per cent of all international students in Canada in 2017 originated from
just five top countries: China, India, South Korea, France and Vietnam.18
Figure 1: International Students in Canada, top 15 countries of citizenship (2016, 2017)

Source: Canadian Bureau for International Education. August, 2018. “International Students in
Canada”. CBIE Research in Brief (10). https://cbie.ca/wpcontent/uploads/2018/09/International-Students-in-Canada-ENG.pdf pg 4.
Just as the distribution of where international students come from is not even, neither is the
distribution of where they study in Canada. In 2016, fully 44.5 per cent of international students
were studying in Ontario. British Columbia was the second most popular province, accounting
for 27.8 per cent of international students, while Quebec – at 12.9 per cent – was the only other
province to account for more than a 10 per cent share.19
While interesting, provincial level statistics do not actually provide a very granular view of
where international students currently study. Examining this distribution by city, as is illustrated
in Figure 2, shows that a critical part of the popularity of Ontario, British Columbia, and Quebec
with international students derives from the popularity of Toronto, Vancouver and Montreal,
Canada’s three “gateway cities” which, together, hosted 55 per cent of all international
students in Canada in 2017.20
17

Canadian Bureau for International Education (August, 2018, 3).
Canadian Bureau for International Education (August, 2018, 3).
19
Government of Canada. 7 February, 2018. Economic impact of international education in Canada –
2017 update. Government of Canada. https://www.international.gc.ca/education/report-rapport/impact2017/table1-tableau1.aspx?lang=eng
20
This pattern is similar, though perhaps slightly less pronounced than the concentration of immigrants.
In Ontario, for instance, the Greater Toronto Area accounts for 44 per cent of the province’s total
18
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Figure 2: Top 15 host census metropolitan areas of international students in Canada
(2016, 2017)

Source: Canadian Bureau for International Education. August, 2018. “International Students in
Canada”. CBIE Research in Brief (10). https://cbie.ca/wpcontent/uploads/2018/09/International-Students-in-Canada-ENG.pdf pg 5.
There are a variety of reasons for this. For one, these cities boast large numbers of postsecondary institutions, including many of the country’s largest, most prestigious, and
internationally-recognized ones. Students wishing to stay in Canada after graduation are also
likely attracted to these cities for their studies for the same reasons that other types of
immigrants are, namely the presence of communities and networks from their home cultures
and perceptions that it is in these cities that the greatest economic opportunities exist.21 It may
even be because students from other countries prefer to study in the only places in Canada
they have ever heard of: Canada’s big cities.22
Increasingly, however, institutions in smaller centres are also attracting increasing numbers of
international students, albeit from a small base. As is shown in Figure 3, universities in Atlantic
Canada, for instance, have seen significant growth in their numbers of international students.
One of the reasons for this is the low international tuition fees charged by institutions in Atlantic
Canada relative to some other Canadian institutions.23

population, but also boasts 70 per cent of its immigrant population. Conversely, Ontario cities and towns
with populations between 25,000 and 499,999 together hold 27 per cent of the province’s population but
are home to only 13 per cent of Ontario’s immigrants. See Parkin, A. January, 2019. “Immigration:
Ontario’s Uneven Success”. A Different Ontario. The Mowat Centre. https://mowatcentre.ca/wpcontent/uploads/publications/182_ADO_immigration.pdf pg 4.
21
Toughill (March 2018, 32); Pendakur and Young (2013, 787-789).
22
Toughill (March 2018, 9).
23
Toughill (March 2018, 14).
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Figure 3: Change in Full-time Visa Students, By Institution, Atlantic Canada 2017-2018

Source: Usher, A. 22 October, 2018. “GOOD LORD CAPE BRETON”. Higher Education
Strategy Associates Blog. http://higheredstrategy.com/good-lord-cape-breton/
Finally, it is also worth noting that there is some significant variation in students’ countries of
origin depending on whether they are studying at a university or college level. For example, in
2017, there were 74,260 students from China studying in Canadian university programs
compared to 25,575 students from India. But, when it comes to college enrollments, in the
same year, the pattern was reversed, with 86,900 Indian students studying in Canada
compared to only 16,895 Chinese students.

14
Figure 4: Top countries of citizenship for international students in Canadian university
and college programs (2017)

Source: Canadian Bureau for International Education. August, 2018. “International Students in
Canada”. CBIE Research in Brief (10). https://cbie.ca/wpcontent/uploads/2018/09/International-Students-in-Canada-ENG.pdf pg 6.

Summary
•

•
•

•
•

Canada’s success in attracting international students relies greatly on perceptions
that Canada offers greater economic opportunities than many students’ home
countries and that transitioning from an international student permit to a temporary
work permit or permanent residency is easier in Canada than in many other
countries.
The number of international students studying in Canada has increased enormously
in the past few decades reaching 492,085 in 2017.
In 2017, international students came from 186 different countries of origin, though
65 per cent originated from five top countries: China, India, South Korea, France and
Vietnam
Canada’s three “gateway cities” – Toronto, Vancouver, and Montreal – together
hosted 55 per cent of all international students in Canada in 2017.
In 2017, Chinese students represented the largest foreign contingent of university
students while Indian students represented the largest foreign contingent of college
students.
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What do we already know about retention of international students?
This Canadian boom in international education has also coincided with a significant change in
government policy. Canadian governments’ that previously saw “international students as
merely potential over-stayers… now view them as valuable resources open to capture.”24 This
view of international students as ideal “designer immigrants”25 is due to the fact that they tend
to be young and poised to enter the workforce and possess Canadian educational credentials,
generally good official language proficiency, and Canadian social networks and work
experience – all of which should enable them to integrate into the labour market and society
comparatively quickly and easily.26
In line with this changed perspective, in 2011 and 2014 the provincial and territorial
governments and the Government of Canada, respectively, adopted international education
strategies that identified retention of international students in Canada post-graduation as a
mechanism for addressing demographic challenges and skilled labour shortages, though not
specifically in smaller centres.27 These strategies are now part of a growing constellation of
policies, programs, strategies, and other initiatives at the federal and provincial levels aimed at
easing international students’ transition to permanent residency and into the workforce.

International student retention
Before examining these initiatives, however, it is worth first examining some general trends in
retention of international students. These are important because, while international students
may represent ideal immigrants, historically, as is shown in Figure 5, only a small percentage of
them have tended to remain in Canada and successfully transition to permanent residency
after completing their studies.

24

Walton-Roberts (2011, 456).
Hawthorne, L. 2012. “Designer Immigrants? International Students and Two-Step Migration.” in
Deardorff, D. de wit, H. Heyl, J. Adams, T. (eds) The Sage Handbook of International Higher Education
Edition: 1, Los Angeles: Sage. pp.417-435
26
Lu and Hou (2015, 2)
27
Provincial and Territorial Ministers of Education and of Immigration. June 2011. Bringing Education in
Canada to the World, Bringing the World to Canada: An International Education Marketing Action Plan
for Provinces and Territories. The Council of the Federation.
https://www.cmec.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/Attachments/264/COF_Bringing_Ed_to_Canada_E
ng_final.pdf ; Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development Canada. Canada’s International Education
Strategy. Harnessing our knowledge advantage to drive innovation and prosperity. The Government of
Canada. https://international.gc.ca/global-markets-marches-mondiaux/assets/pdfs/overview-apercueng.pdf
25
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Figure 5: Cumulative rates of transition to permanent residence among international
students

Source: Lu, Y. and Hou, F. 10 December, 2015. “International students who become
permanent residents in Canada”. Insights on Canadian Society. Statistics Canada.
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2015001/article/14299-eng.pdf pg 4.
Overall, analysis by Statistics Canada finds that of the international students who obtained a
study permit between 1990 and 2014, just over 270,000, or 19 per cent, had transitioned to
permanent residency by 2014.28
Given the time lag between acquisition of a study permit and the gradual levelling off of
transitions to permanent residency after about a decade (illustrated by the gradual reduction in
slope of the various curves in Figure 5), it is difficult to make any definitive statements about
more recent trends in international education, or changes in government policies in Canada,
and their impact on retention.
It is possible, however, to make some more recent observations using a slightly less onerous
definition of retention, namely retention defined by the filing of taxes after graduation,
indicating either permanent residency or, at least, some level of earnings derived from
28
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participation in the Canadian workforce, something that often serves as a step on the pathway
to permanent residency. Using this definition, and focusing on only the more recent data
(2004-2015), one arrives at a national initial retention rate of 33.3 per cent.29
Before digging deeper into these findings, it is worth considering them in an international
context. Unfortunately, retention of international students is a poorly defined concept and there
does not appear to be a universally accepted measure for it.30 Nonetheless, one measure that
is used with some frequency is the “stay rate” which is defined as the proportion of student
permit holders who remain in a country over a set period of time but who change their status to
something other than “student”. Using this measure of retention, which is even less onerous
than the tax filing one, the OECD found that for the years 2008-2009, Canada was the most
successful country in the world with a stay rate of 33 per cent, though some other countries
like France and the Czech Republic were close behind.31

Where do they stay?
Returning to the retention rate based on tax filings, when these numbers are disaggregated at
the provincial level it becomes clear that there is significant variation in retention rates between
provinces. As is shown in Figure 6, some provinces – Quebec and Alberta in particular – have
retention rates that are significantly above the national average. The Atlantic Provinces, on the
other hand, uniformly have rates below the national average.32
Figure 6: International Student Retention by Province, 2004-2015
Province of
Left Canada
Remained in Canada after completion of studies
Study (POS)
after studies
Indicated
Indicated intention to settle in POS
at start of studies
intention to
settle outside
Moved to another Remained in
POS at start of
province after
POS
studies and did
completing
studies
British Columbia 73.4%
4.6%
0.7%
21.3%
Alberta
60.4%
4.5%
1.3%
33.9%
Saskatchewan
63.1%
8.2%
3.0%
25.6%
Manitoba
63.3%
5.4%
1.9%
29.4%
Ontario
68.0%
4.4%
0.7%
26.8%
Quebec
57.0%
3.0%
1.7%
38.3%
New Brunswick
60.7%
17.7%
3.2%
18.4%
Prince Edward
69.1%
10.1%
5.4%
15.4%
Island
29

Haan, M. Eichelmann-Lombardo, F. Esses, V. Amoyaw, J. 20 April, 2018. International Student
Recruitment and Retention in Canada. Presentation to the Pathways Prosperity Workshop on
International Students as Future Permanent Residents. Victoria, British Columbia.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qel_iT_LiN0
30
Morris-Lange, S and Brands, F. 2015. Train and Retain: Career Support for International Students in
Canada, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden. The Expect Council of German Foundations on
Integration and Migration; Research Unit. https://www.svr-migration.de/wpcontent/uploads/2015/08/Study_Train-and-Retain_SVR-research-unit_WEB.pdf pg 16.
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32
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Nova Scotia
Newfoundland
and Labrador
Yukon
Territories
Northwest
Territories
Canada

70.3%
68.2%

12.6%
10.3%

2.2%
4.4%

14.9%
17.0%

50.0%

16.7%

8.3%

25.0%

25.0%

12.5%

12.5%

50.0%

66.7%

4.8%

1.1%

27.4%

Source: Adapted from Haan, M. Eichelmann-Lombardo, F. Esses, V. Amoyaw, J. 20 April,
2018. International Student Recruitment and Retention in Canada. Presentation to the
Pathways Prosperity Workshop on International Students as Future Permanent Residents.
Victoria, British Columbia. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qel_iT_LiN0
Interestingly, these retention rates, while not the same, are not out of line with the overall
direction and proportion of the more general provincial immigrant retention rates. As is shown
in Figure 6, the Atlantic Provinces find themselves in the bottom half of the table in terms of
retention success in this regard as well. This correlation suggests that the factors influencing
international students’ decision-making are potentially similar to the factors which influence
immigrants in general, a hypothesis which we will see further supported shortly.
Figure 7: Five Year Total Retention Rates by Province, 2011-2015
Province BC
AB
SK
MB
ON
QC
NB
91
82
80
91
82
52
Rate (%) 88

NS
72

PEI
18

NL
56

Source: Toughill, K. March 2018. The People Imperative: Come From Away and Stay:
Strategies to Grow Population and Prosperity in Atlantic Canada, Part 1: The Research Story.
Public Policy Forum. https://ppforum.ca/publications/the-people-imperative-strategies-togrow-population-and-prosperity-in-atlantic-canada/ pg 24.
Interestingly, more recent analysis has shown that, after concerted effort, retention rates – at
least short-term initial retention rates based on the tax filing measure – have recently risen in
the Atlantic Provinces, as is shown in Figure 8. This change may be the result of steps taken by
the governments of these provinces, and the post-secondary institutions themselves, including
the provision of greater information to potential students, facilitation of transition to permanent
residency, and more active policies – some of which will be examined in greater depth below. It
also seems likely that changes introduced by the federal government that allowed students to
work more during their studies – a key factor in encouraging retention explored further below –
also helped to increase rates.33
Figure 8: One-year retention rates in the Atlantic Provinces (2013 and 2015)
Province
2004-2013
2004-2015
11 per cent
17 per cent
NL
11 per cent
15 per cent
PEI
12 per cent
18 per cent
NB
33

Toughill, K. 11 June, 2018. “Success! International students more likely to stay in Atlantic Canada.”
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11 per cent
15 per cent
NS
Source: Toughill, K. 11 June, 2018. “Success! International students more likely to stay in
Atlantic Canada.” Polestar News. https://studentimmigration.ca/atlantic-canada-retains-moreinternational-students/

Impact of country of origin
Finally, retention also varies on the basis of international students’ countries of origin. As is
illustrated in Figure 9, analysis conducted by Statistics Canada finds that international students
who come from countries with lower GDP per capita tend to transition to permanent residency
at a higher rate than those who come from countries with higher levels of GDP per capita.34
This finding supports earlier qualitative research which has identified a similar pattern. 35
Figure 9: Transition rates to permanent residence in the 10 years following the receipt of
the first study permit, and source country’s log of GDP per capita

Source: Lu, Y. and Hou, F. 10 December, 2015. “International students who become
permanent residents in Canada”. Insights on Canadian Society. Statistics Canada.
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2015001/article/14299-eng.pdf pg 4.
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Summary
•
•

•

•
•

•

•

Canadian governments that previously perceived international students as potential
immigration problems now see them as valuable human resources worth recruiting.
Analysis shows that just over 270,000 (19 per cent) of international students who
studied in Canada between 1990 and 2014 had transitioned to permanent residency
by 2014.
33.3 per cent of international students who studied in Canada between 2004 and
2015 subsequently filed taxes, indicating either permanent residency or some level
of earnings gained through participation in the Canadian workforce.
For the years 2008-2009, Canada was, by one measure, the most successful
country in terms of international student retention.
Some provinces, such as Quebec and Alberta, have retention rates that are
significantly above the national average. The Atlantic Provinces have rates below the
national average.
Short-term initial retention rates have recently risen in the Atlantic Provinces, likely
due to provincial and institution-level initiatives and changes, such as allowing
students to work more during their studies, in federal regulations.
International students who come from countries with lower GDP per capita tend to
transition to permanent residency at a higher rate than those who come from
countries with higher levels of GDP per capita.
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What do we know about the factors that impact retention of international
students?
Many factors influence international students’ decisions regarding whether to remain in Canada
after their studies and, if they do decide to stay, where they will settle. As already discussed,
economic opportunities – especially compared to the perceived opportunities available at
home36 – and the strong possibility of transitioning to permanent residency, play critical roles in
attracting international students to Canada in the first place. Indeed, in a survey of international
students already studying in Canada conducted by the Canadian Bureau of International
Education, 61 per cent of those surveyed planned to work in Canada after they graduated and
50.6 per cent had plans to apply for permanent residency.37
This focus on economic opportunities is in line with the motivations of immigrants more
generally, and helps to explain both why international students tend to prefer studying in large
metropolitan centres and why many of those who study in smaller centres move to these large
centres after they have graduated.38 Other important factors include the presence of
communities with similar culture to their home country, perceptions of safety and political
stability, racial tolerance, and the perceived inclusivity of the community.39 There is also a
significant “snowball effect” as immigrants that are established in one destination
communicate with family and friends in their home country looking to immigrate. Those that do
come to Canada tend to follow those who have gone before them and join them in the same
communities.40 Nonetheless, while it is unclear if international students move to metropolises
after graduation at a disproportionate rate, it should also be noted that some research has
found that immigrant-led households as a more general group do not appear to move to these
cities at a rate that is any different from households led by Canadian-born individuals.41

The impact of policy frameworks
In terms of easing the pathway to permanent residency, governments have taken some
significant steps in recent years. For its part, the federal government has made changes to
Canada’s immigration rules designed to encourage international students to transition from
temporary foreign residents to permanent ones. These efforts have included a number of
changes, such as the introduction of the Post-Graduation Work Permit Program (PGWPP) after
2006, which almost automatically qualifies international students for a three year work permit
upon graduation, and an increase in the number of hours of paid work that international
students can undertake while studying.42 The government has also made changes to the
36

Haan et al. (2018).
Esses, V. Sutter, A. Ortiz, A. Luo, N. Cui, J. Deacon L. June 2018. “Retaining International Students in
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Express Entry program that benefit international students, for example, through the addition of
points for applicants who studied in Canada.43 All told, these and other changes mean that the
pathway from international student to permanent residency in Canada is now one of the
easiest in the world.44
Nonetheless, the federal government still erects some important barriers to retention of
international students. Poor communication of the rules governing study permits and the
pathways for transitioning to permanent residency, up to and including incorrect or confusing
guidance, create significant anxiety among international students. In fact, in a survey
conducted in 2017, only 36 per cent of international graduates were aware of all the pathways
to permanent residency that were available to them.45 This poor information environment
results in some international students becoming sufficiently discouraged to abandon their
hopes of immigrating entirely. Additionally, overly stringent rules, such as those requiring
continuity of studies, result in some students losing eligibility for post-graduation work permits
for reasons such as giving birth or suspending their studies due to illness.46
At the provincial level, a number of governments have also started implementing strategies
aimed at improving international student retention. For example, Ontario no longer requires
masters and doctoral graduates to have job offers to be eligible for its Provincial Nominee
Program.47 All four Atlantic Provinces have integrated immigration pathways focused on
international graduates into their Provincial Nominee programs. These governments, which are
facing Canada’s starkest demographic challenges and thus have the greatest motivation to
retain international students, have also introduced some other innovative programs.
For example, recognizing the negative impacts of the poor information environment described
earlier, the Government of New Brunswick works closely with its post-secondary institutions to
ensure that prospective international students know how to immigrate even before they begin
their studies.48 Other initiatives, such as EduNova, a “co-operative industry association of
education and training providers” mandated to “raise the profile of Nova Scotia’s education
and training expertise” globally49 and the Atlantic “Study and Stay” initiative, which includes a
managed professional mentorship program,50 are also designed to address some of the key
obstacles that keep international students from remaining in Atlantic Canada.
One of the advantages of Atlantic Canada when it comes to attracting international students –
both globally and relative to other Canadian institutions – is the relatively low tuition costs
offered by many of the region’s post-secondary institutions. But this reliance on low tuition to
attract students highlights an important tension between institutions’ objectives and provincial
43
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objectives elsewhere in the country where tuition costs are much higher. For institutions,
increasing international student enrollment is viewed first and foremost as a means of
increasing revenues.51 While institutions in Atlantic Canada have calculated that they need to
offer relatively low tuition costs in order to attract international students, other Canadian
institutions charge much higher tuition costs as part of their strategy for maximizing revenues.52
But given the sensitivity of international students to prices, it may be the case that the higher
prices being charged by some institutions is reducing the overall enrollment of international
students in their provinces, thereby limiting the overall pool from which some students can be
retained. To the extent that the need to charge such prices is a result of underfunding of postsecondary institutions on the part of provincial governments – governments which would like to
maximize the number of international students they are able to retain in their provinces – this
tension may be worthy of some further consideration.
More speculatively, the high prices charged by some institutions may also be having another,
more roundabout impact. Given that the international students most likely to remain in Canada
after graduation are those that see Canada as offering greater economic opportunities than
their home countries, high prices at some Canadian institutions could in fact be reducing the
overall propensity to remain in Canada of international students as a whole. This is because
high prices may be producing contingents of international students that are on average
wealthier and from backgrounds that already provide these students with significant economic
opportunities at home. These wealthier students, who possess greater economic opportunities
at home, are less likely to remain in Canada. Simultaneously, high prices may be screening out
students from less wealthy backgrounds. This is problematic from a retention perspective
because it is these less wealthy students who likely see Canada as offering better economic
opportunities than their home countries and who are thus the most likely to remain in Canada
after graduation.

International student retention in smaller centres
Given that international student retention in smaller centres is the primary focus of this paper, it
is also important to understand the factors that impact students’ decisions at a more granular
level and especially the factors that impact their decisions about where within Canada to settle
once they have completed their studies. As was illustrated in Figure 6, significant proportions
of those international students that remain in Canada move away from their province of study
after graduation. Again, economic opportunity is an important driving factor, though recent
research suggests that perceptions of where economic opportunity exists may be more
important than actual economic opportunity. For example, a recent study that was focused on
immigrants to the four Atlantic Provinces found that “recent cohorts of economic principal
applicants, who file taxes, in Atlantic Canada outperform the national average in terms of rates
of employment and earnings.”53
As was noted earlier, international students’ success in gaining Canadian work experience is
correlated with staying in Canada – the more opportunity to gain work experience while a
51
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student or on their post-graduation work permit the more likely an individual is to transition to
permanent residency.54 Interestingly, however, greater work experience also seems to make
international students more mobile within Canada.55 This is not surprising as greater Canadian
work experience likely makes individuals more attractive candidates for jobs, thereby opening
up a greater variety of opportunities for them.
A similar pattern prevails, likely for similar reasons, when it comes to students’ levels of
education. Individuals with higher levels of education tend to be more mobile within Canada.56
There is an important difference between the impacts of education and work experience,
however. While increased work experience seems to have a beneficial economic impact for
international students immediately, in order for international students to begin benefiting from
their education, they first need to gain work experience. In other words, the economic
premiums which flow from education for Canadian students do not emerge for international
students until they have also added Canadian work experience to their resume.57
Greater attractiveness as employees is an important factor to take into consideration because
of how, when given the choice, many international students will opt for larger metropolises over
smaller centres. This preference for larger centres is often the result of many of the factors
already discussed, such as perceived economic opportunities, and access to familiar cultural
communities. But there are also factors which can increase international students’ likelihood of
remaining in a smaller centre where they have studied.
The most obvious of these factors are the social connections that international students form
with their community while studying.58 Post-secondary institutions can play an important role in
fostering these sorts of connections.59 For communities or governments hoping to encourage
retention in smaller centres, collaboration with universities and support for initiatives which
encourage the formation of these connections can help to encourage students to remain within
these communities after graduation.
One of the reasons that larger metropolises are viewed as more attractive is the perception
held by some that due to their multicultural character, they are likely to be more accepting of
newcomers. While smaller centres may have difficulty shifting perceptions in general, postsecondary institutions, because they have the ability to “introduce diversity into a community
and actively counter discriminatory practices”, can help to change the actual character of a
community and create “safe spaces” for immigrants.60 Some institutions are already engaging
in these sorts of activities. For example, at Cape Breton University, one hospitality program
instructor has their students organize cultural events, which local community members can
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attend, as a part of the practical experience requirement that the students must fulfill.61
Encouragingly, the presence of racial and ethnic diversity is a highly attractive feature for
immigrants, even in smaller centres.62
Length of time spent in a community is also correlated with a decision to remain in that
community.63 While this is likely connected to a few different factors, one reason for this
correlation is likely that increased time spent in a community helps international students to
become more familiar with the local labour market.64 One potential, and seemingly
contradictory, challenge is that while increasing length of stay in one place is positively
associated with retention, higher levels of education, which typically require longer periods of
study, are associated with greater mobility for students. It is not clear how this seeming
contradiction can be best resolved so as to maximize retention by smaller centres.
Finally, there also seems to be a relationship between the type of credential that a student
acquires from their institution of study and their likelihood of remaining in that community.
Individuals that graduate with vocational or trade skills seem to be more likely to remain in their
place of study, at least initially.65 This may be connected to the tendency of students with
“less” education being more likely to remain in place (with “less” referring to length of study,
with college students tending to spend less time in higher education than university students).
It may also be due to the fact that the more practical vocational education that colleges
provide is inherently more directly connected to the local labour market. Indeed, some have
suggested that higher retention due to trade skills may be linked to the fact that these
programs tend to be better integrated into local economic systems and industries.66
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Summary
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•
•
•

Many factors influence international students’ decisions regarding whether to remain
in Canada after their studies and where they settle if they do remain.
Important factors influencing where students choose to study include the presence
of communities with similar culture to their home country, perceptions of safety and
political stability, racial tolerance and the perceived inclusivity of the community, as
well as personal connections or networks that link them to an institution or place.
Recently, the federal government has made some changes to Canada’s immigration
rules designed to encourage more international students to transition to permanent
residency.
At the provincial level, a number of governments have implemented strategies aimed
at improving international student retention. The increased number of pathways
included in provincial nominee programs that are open to international students is
one example.
Work experience while a student or on a post-graduation work permit increases an
individual’s likelihood of transitioning to permanent residency. Simultaneously,
greater work experience also seems to makes individuals more mobile within
Canada. Higher levels of education also make individuals more mobile within
Canada.
Collaboration between governments, universities, and civil society on initiatives
which encourage the formation of personal connections between students and
communities can increase the likelihood that students will remain within these
communities after graduation.
Larger metropolises are viewed as more attractive to international students partially
because they are perceived as more multicultural and thus more accepting of
newcomers.
Post-secondary institutions can help introduce diversity into smaller communities
and counter discrimination, thereby helping to create “safe spaces” for immigrants.
Increasing the length of time a student spends in a community is correlated with an
increased likelihood that they will remain in that community after graduation.
Individuals that graduate with vocational or trade skills seem to be more likely to
remain in their place of study, at least initially.
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Themes from the Expert Roundtable
As mentioned in the Introduction, the first four sections of this paper were originally designed
to serve as a foundation for an expert roundtable discussion. The aim of this roundtable was to
link three often separate discussions – one focused on international education and
internationalization of campuses, another on the changing demographics of Canada and
immigrants, and a final discussion focused on skills-gaps in Canada and labour market
shortages – and identify solutions that might drive synergistic progress in all three of these
areas.
This Century Initiative roundtable discussion was held in June 2019 in Toronto and included 24
participants from across the country representing a wide diversity of stakeholders. This
discussion was structured as a response to a set of discussion questions (Appendix B) as well
as questions and prompts from the facilitator. It identified a number of important obstacles and
challenges currently impeding retention of international students and further developed a
number of ideas suggested in the first four sections of this report as potential spurs to
progress. The discussion also unearthed some additional information and research which has
been added to this report. Finally, participants spent the majority of the session highlighting a
variety of innovative solutions and examples of success that they believe could, if implemented
more widely, result in significant improvements in Canada’s ability to leverage international
education for the benefit of its economy and society, and in the experience of international
students who come to Canada to study.
We have organized the output of this discussion into the nine themes which are presented
below. Given the often-interconnected nature of these problems, and the difficulties in
distinguishing where one problem begins and another ends, these themes are presented in
narrative order, meaning that their ordering does not reflect any difference in suggested
importance. We have also provided key recommendations based on the roundtable discussion
at the end of each theme.

A.

Potential policy improvements

One of the most obvious themes to emerge from the roundtable discussion was the view that a
number of the policies that currently define Canada’s international education system are not
well-designed for facilitating the conversion of international students into permanent residents.
Misaligned policies appear throughout the current system including at its very beginning.
Suggesting it was emblematic of the wider problem, one discussion participant pointed to the
fact that international students who apply to study in Canada – students that Canadian
governments are increasingly seeking to recruit to stay in Canada – are required to affirm at the
start of their application process that they will return home after they have completed their
studies and will not remain in Canada.
While striking, this initial contradiction was by no means seen as the most problematic policy in
need of change. A large number of roundtable participants agreed that the removal of the
prohibition on international students participating in co-ops and summer work programs would
be a much more important step forward. As was discussed earlier, Canadian work experience
is a critical factor in successful transitions from international student to permanent resident for
a variety of reasons. These include the way that it enables international students to increase
their knowledge of the local labour market, provides the Canadian work experience required to
qualify for certain immigration pathways like Express Entry, and helps international students to
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make critical personal connections that can help motivate them to stay in Canada. By denying
international students access to these opportunities, the current system is actively supressing
the operation of a number of the key mechanisms which drive retention.
In this context, the creation of the Post-Graduation Work Permit Program was seen as a
positive development, but one participant noted that this permit’s three-year timeline was not
fit for purpose. This participant noted that it was unrealistic to expect international students to
achieve the levels of work experience required to qualify for programs like Express Entry in this
three-year time period. It would be better, they argued, to lengthen the period of time provided
by the program to achieve work experience. In this vein, it is unclear why the decision to limit
the length of the existing permit to three years was made and whether it was based on any
sense of the length of time usually required for an international student to gain the type of work
experience required to qualify for the various immigration pathways open to them. This only
highlights the importance of evidence-based policy design based on data collected from the
real-world experiences of those who will be impacted by the policy, a theme explored further
below.
It was also suggested that rules related to the accumulation of work experience and employer
sponsorship do not fit the case of more entrepreneurial international students who have or
would like to start their own businesses, and are self-employed.

Recommendations:
1. The federal government should lift the prohibitions on participation in co-op and
summer work programs that currently limit the ability of international students to
access these work opportunities.
2. The federal government should undertake a study of how long it normally takes to
satisfy the work requirements associated with the various immigration pathways it
has designed for international student to use. Based on the results of this study, the
federal government should re-set the length of the post-Graduation Work Permit
accordingly.

B.

Strategic support

The idea that communities and employers play critical, but often under-appreciated and underexplored roles in the retention of international students, was a point that was made at various
times by a number of different participants in the roundtable discussion. In fact, it became
clear that many of the participants shared the view that employers in particular lack the kinds
of strategic support needed for them to realize their potential to play a more positive role in
retaining international students. This point was made in a number of different ways.
For example, as was just discussed, international students are not currently able to participate
in co-ops unless they are deemed to be required by their academic program. Lifting this
restriction, it is suggested, would be highly beneficial for retention purposes because it would
provide opportunities for international students to gain valuable Canadian work experience,
gain knowledge of local labour markets, make connections with employers, and spend more
time in communities. But the roundtable discussion revealed that this may not in fact be the
case, at least not in all instances.
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The reason for this, suggested a number of participants, was because many employers,
especially small and medium-sized enterprises, as well as employers in northern and rural
areas, are simply not interested in hiring international students as summer workers or co-op
workers. This is because employers, especially in the context of co-op programs, tend to use
these programs primarily as a way of screening and recruiting potential future employees.
Since many of these employers believe – rightly or wrongly – that international students will
likely return to their home country after graduation and will thus not be available to transition to
full time employment, these employers prefer to hire domestic students because they see
domestic students as more likely to be available for fulltime employment in the future.
Regardless of whether this perception is true or not, the fact that it is held by these employers
means that even if the prohibition on co-op employment for international students was lifted,
employer reticence in hiring them would likely block at least some of the intended result of this
policy change.67
Similarly, while SMEs generally say that they want to hire immigrants who are in the process of
transitioning to permanent residents, their capacity to do so – for example, their ability to
successfully integrate workers from other cultures and backgrounds into their workforce and to
handle the additional administrative responsibilities associated with employing international
students or temporary workers – is often less developed. Recent negative media stories about
the treatment of temporary workers may have also left many SMEs with the impression that the
whole experience is best avoided if possible.
Identifying potential challenges like these, and then designing and providing strategic support
to employers with the supports they would need to overcome these challenges is critical to
improving Canada’s retention capacity. One discussion participant noted that monetary
supports for employers who were willing to employ international co-op students could be one
potential approach to take. Another participant pointed to the toolkits that the Australian
government has developed to help SMEs seize the opportunities offered by international
students as another possible approach.
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This prediction is supported by the fact that problems finding co-op placements for international students are
already being reported in programs where international students are exempt from the prohibition against
participation in co-op programs because they form a required part of a student’s academic program. These programs
have been forced to create simulated workplace experiences for their international students so that they can meet
their academic requirements.
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Participants also identified the communities that surround post-secondary institutions and
which host international students during their studies as a critical part of the retention
ecosystem that would benefit from increased and more strategic support. Much of this support
could come in the form of increased coordination, which is discussed in greater depth in the

Recommendation:
3. The federal and provincial governments should engage business associations and
post-secondary institutions in discussions aimed at identifying the key obstacles
that currently block employers from hiring more international students. Once these
obstacles are identified, the federal and provincial governments should begin
dismantling them.
4. Post-secondary institutions should play a proactive role within their communities
and work to convene and bring together municipal governments, employers,
immigrant community service providers, and other civil society groups to ensure that
integration efforts are being coordinated successfully.
next sub-section below.

C.

Focus on coordination

Another theme that surfaced numerous times throughout the discussion was the need for
much greater coordination between the various actors involved in international students’
journeys from their initial recruitment and application stages all the way through to their
transitions to permanent residency. A number of participants noted, in a variety of contexts,
the need for all interested actors to do a better job of coming together so that policy and
programming can be better aligned and so that best practices and information can be shared
more effectively.
One participant described the need for better coordination by highlighting the critical role
played by employers in the process through which international students transition from
students to permanent residents. This participant noted that without the jobs that employers
provide students, the work experience they need to make the transition to permanent
residency will not be forthcoming. But while it may be in employers’ best interest in abstract to
facilitate retention of international students in their communities, their immediate and primary
concern is to run their businesses profitably in a competitive marketplace. Employers cannot
be expected to have endless time and motivation to navigate labyrinthine application
processes or confusing rules about who they are allowed to hire and when. Nor can their
concerns about whether international students will remain over the long term be dismissed,
even if some of them might be based on misperceptions. Employers and their representative
associations need to be involved in developing and executing policies and programs.
Moreover, other actors, like post-secondary institutions and governments, need to realize that
effective coordination with employers also depends on their ability to streamline and internally
coordinate their own efforts so that employers are not confused by a cacophony of voices.
Coordination is also needed if educational institutions are to manage their recruitment of
international students more strategically and proactively in order to help meet community and
employer needs. Some roundtable participations emphasized that, left to their own devises,
institutions will naturally follow the short-term financial incentives relating to the enrolment of
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international students. If they are to be motivated by other incentives – such as the need to
respond to local labour shortages – then the frame of institutional decision-making needs to be
expanded to include more voices and information.
Similarly, communities’ ability to contribute to retaining international students could also
benefit from increased coordination. One roundtable participant highlighted the example of
cohousing arrangements which place international students in the homes of seniors in small
communities. Both sides benefit: seniors are able to access additional revenue while students
have a reasonably priced place to live and a living connection to the community, something
that can help students forge the social bonds and gain the types of local knowledge which can
help to improve the likelihood that they will remain in the community after graduation. Another
participant noted that Israel has seen significant success in student retention in place, albeit of
domestic students, through a similar approach in the city of Beersheba. This success was
achieved by working to distribute student housing throughout the city and avoiding having it
concentrated in a single area. This distribution promoted interactions between students and
local residents and integration into the community, which in turn encouraged students to forge
the sorts of personal bonds associated with encouraging retention in place after the
completion of their studies.
Critically, however, for these programs to reach their full potential, effective coordination is
essential. This is the case at the local level where international students’ post-secondary
institutions unavoidably need to play a role connecting students with these programs and
where the local knowledge and networks of community organizations will be needed to help
identify placements and to support host families. But it is also the case at the municipal,
regional, provincial, and even national levels. For example, in communities where there are
multiple post-secondary institutions, cooperation between institutions and a single set of
coordinated community groups will likely produce better results than uncoordinated
competition between institutions. Similarly, evaluations of program effectiveness may benefit
from the greater scale offered by coordination at the regional level. Government support for
such programs may be best organized at the provincial level, while national level coordination
may be the most rational level for the sharing of best practices.
Another participant highlighted an example that showcased the importance of cooperative
coordination of this type at the local level. In this case, Mohawk college in Hamilton had
conducted a survey and found that Hamilton was perceived as a fairly unwelcoming
community for international students. This bad reputation was seen as an impediment to
Mohawk’s drive to bring in more international students, but the college realized that there was
not much it could do on its own to counter this problem. So, Mohawk convened a two-day
conference to find ways to change this perception and secured participation in the conference
from McMaster University, local politicians and government, as well as a host of community
groups. The conference helped to spark and coordinate a number of responses to this problem
that would not have been possible for any one of these organizations to undertake as
successfully on their own.
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Recommendations:
5. The federal government should expand its outreach to and consultation with
stakeholders by creating a Canadian International Education Roundtable designed
to bring together a wider group of institutions and employers on a regular basis and
provide government departments like Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada (IRCC) with the opportunity to hear feedback from those working directly
with international students.
6. Provincial and territorial governments should convene their own provincial level
stakeholder roundtables to enable similar discussions at the provincial level and link
these roundtables to the national one.
7. Post-secondary institutions should play a proactive role within their communities
and work to convene and bring together municipal governments, employers,
immigrant community service provides, and other civil society groups to ensure that
integration efforts are being coordinated successfully.

D.

Information provision

The fact that the information that international students receive regarding the immigration
pathways open to them, the requirements which govern their stays in Canada, as well as their
ability to work while they study, is often confusing, contradictory and of poor quality was
identified as a problem in earlier sections of this paper. It was also a theme that garnered
significant attention at the roundtable. Despite some recent efforts by the federal government
to improve this situation, one of the roundtable participants suggested that the quality of
information available to international students throughout their migration journey remains
“abysmal”.
Beyond information provided to students, participants noted that institutions and employers
would also benefit if the often complicated rules governing international students’ residency
and work permits were made clearer and better explained to them.68 This is important because
currently, most institution generate their own guidance for students on how to navigate this
system of rules. Some of this information is accurate, but some of it, especially from
institutions that do not have sufficient staff devoted to maintaining expertise in this area or
experience with the rules governing international students, is confusing, contradictory and even
incorrect.
Some roundtable participants suggested that ideally, institutions themselves would not provide
information to students. Rather, there would be a single portal for information that was
maintained, likely by IRCC, with the objective of providing as detailed and clear information as
possible. This portal would include the rules governing individuals on international student
permits, as well as all the immigration pathways offered to students upon the completion of
their studies, such as those offered by the various provincial nominee programs. The portal
would also provide a comprehensive, authoritative, and clear guide on how all of these various
programs interacted with Canada’s general immigration system.
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Obviously, making these rules less complicated would be better, but if we assume that the rules are
not changing, better information is the next best option.
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In such a scenario, post-secondary institutions would be removed from many of situations in
which they might misinterpret rules and provide bad advice to students. While international
student offices could develop expertise to help students navigate this single comprehensive
portal, responsibility for ensuring the guidance students were receiving was clear and up to
date would rest squarely with IRCC. Meanwhile, IRCC could constantly troubleshoot the
various interactions between rules and programs to help develop guidance for students facing
atypical or complex situations. Ideally, advisory or governance bodies could be set up to
provide student, institutional, and community feedback to IRCC – a potential role for the
roundtables mentioned earlier – so that any problems identified by stakeholders could be
identified and addressed quickly.
It would also be important that this portal include information for critical stakeholders other
than students. Employers in particular are in need of a clear, comprehensive and authoritative
source of information to make them aware of the existing support that exists for hiring
international students. For example, one roundtable participant pointed out that the Northern
Ontario Heritage Fund and the Federal Economic Development Initiative for Northern Ontario
provide support for post-graduate internships and that international students who have work
permits are eligible for these internships. Unfortunately, many employers and international
students do not know about these and other similar supports and opportunities and thus are
unable to take advantage of them.
It is true that simply making this information available in a clearer and more accessible format
will not completely solve this problem – outreach to employers either by government agencies,
community groups, or by post-secondary institutions marketing their international student
graduates to be potential employers will also be essential – but having a single clear,
comprehensive, and authoritative portal where employers can access all the relevant
information they need will provide a strong foundation for improvement on the current
situation.

Recommendation:
8. The federal government should create a single comprehensive and authoritative
portal for international students, employers, and post-secondary institutions that
clearly and concisely details the rules governing international students while in
Canada, such as their ability to work, and provides information on the various
immigration opportunities open to them.

E.

Improved data collection

One of the surprising features of the current state of investigation into the retention of
international students is how it is characterized by a relative lack of data. Moreover, the data
that does exist is often aggregated at the national or provincial level. This is not particularly
helpful when the problems and solutions being investigated are regional or local in character.
For example, one roundtable participant pointed out that the national and even provincial “stay
rate” statistics quoted earlier in this paper are not very helpful for identifying needs, and
designing programs to address these needs, in some of the areas that require assistance most
acutely, namely rural and northern areas. These areas have specific and unique challenges
which, due to their smaller populations, are unlikely to show up in aggregate statistics where
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they will be overshadowed by areas with larger populations. Data at the regional and even
municipal and institutional levels will be key to designing effective programs for these areas.
The need for data also extends to the motivations and experiences of the individuals and
organizations active in the recruitment, education, employment, integration, retention, and
administration of international students and their transitions to permanent residency. It would
also be helpful if it were easier to link data about employment outcomes for international
students to other types of data about them.
Focused specifically on students, one participant made this point in greater detail, suggesting
that much remains unknown about why students come to study in Canada, whether they plan
to stay, why they want to stay, and why those who do not stay opt to leave. This participant
went on to point out that other countries are ahead of Canada in this regard, citing Australia as
a jurisdiction that has done a better job at collecting data and using it to evaluate the
effectiveness of policies and programs. Indeed, this participant pointed to the “toolkits”
developed by the Australian government to help SMEs better seize the opportunities presented
by international students as examples of the sorts of benefits that a closer attention to data
collection could help produce.
Not only is better data collection needed at lower levels of aggregation, but a greater variety in
the forms of data available are also required. Quantitative data is critically important, but as
was mentioned earlier, qualitative data is also needed to better understand the motivations of
international students in coming to Canada, their expectations for their time in Canada, their
experience in Canada, and how all of this impacts their decision or ability to remain in the
country after the completion of their studies.

Recommendations:
9. The federal and provincial governments should collect data on the characteristics of
international students with greater granularity. This includes taking steps, such as
collecting more detailed data from students when they apply for their visas and
linking this data with other datasets of interest, so as to enable researchers to study
international students at the regional, municipal, and even institutional levels.
10. The federal government, perhaps through the Canadian International Education
Roundtable, should consult with scholars and other stakeholders to identify the
critical data shortcomings and obstacles that frustrate our ability to understand and
better leverage international education in Canada. The federal government should
act to ameliorate these problems to as great an extent as is reasonable and
appropriate.
11. The federal and provincial governments should fund new qualitative research into
the motivations, expectations, and experiences of international students in Canada.
Other key stakeholders including post-secondary institutions, employers, and
municipalities and civil society groups should be involved in the design of these
research projects.
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F.

Increased commitment to evaluation

In addition to the missed insights, and the effective policies based on them that never get
implemented, the flip side of a lack of data is that many of the policies that do get implemented
do not have a strong evidence base. One participant in particular drew attention to how a lack
of data, combined with an underdeveloped culture of evaluation, has resulted in a situation
where new policies or programs are debuted in one jurisdiction and then are copied in another
before there is any way of knowing whether the original initiative is actually producing results.
To illustrate this point, this participant providing the following example.
A few years ago, Nova Scotia started the first entrepreneurship program for international
students in Canada. To date, not a single student has managed to transition out of the
program successfully. Despite this, the program has already been copied by Newfoundland,
New Brunswick, and Manitoba. This is not to say that the program will not be successful, but
rather that there has not yet been sufficient evaluation of the program to determine whether it
works and if there are ways of improving it. The fact that other provinces have already copied
the program without these results speaks to a more generalized failure to take evaluation and
evidence-based policymaking seriously in the area of international student retention.
In addition to the fact that the copying of programs without proof that they actually work may
result in a waste of significant resources, this lack of program evaluation also carries other
risks. One of the roundtable participants noted that provinces are incurring significant
reputational risk by making promises to international students, or advertising opportunities, on
which they may be unable to deliver. If students have a bad experience and word gets back to
their home country, not only the program and the province’s reputation could be damaged, but
so too could Canada’s reputation more generally.

Recommendations:
12. Whenever the federal government implements a change in the regulations governing
international students, this policy change should be explicitly justified, an objective
for the regulatory change explicitly stated, and a projected timeline for achieving this
objective provided. Additionally, the federal government should engage in rigorous
evaluation of the change to determine if the change is producing the desired
objective over the projected timeline. The results of this evaluation, and any nonconfidential data generated by the evaluation, should be shared publicly.
13. Whenever a provincial government implements a new program designed to retain
international students, a rigorous evaluation procedure should be put in place at the
same time. The results of this evaluation, and any non-confidential data generated
by the evaluation, should be shared publicly.

G.

Taking targeting seriously

One of the potential benefits of having better data, and being more focused on rigorous
evaluation, is that it will help to enable all stakeholders to better target their efforts at improving
retention. The federal government could better target immigration policy changes, institutions
could better design their program offerings based on local labour market needs, communities
could learn from other jurisdictions how best to provide international students with wraparound supports, and provinces could improve their recruitment success by targeting their
efforts at the countries likely to send students who will remain after they complete their studies.
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Data and evaluation of past successes – and failures – is also critical so that stakeholders have
a better understanding of both the positive, and potentially negative, outcomes of targeting.
While the virtue of targeting is that it can increase the effectiveness and efficiency of
international student recruitment as a means of solving problems like labour market shortages,
it can also create vulnerabilities. For example, targeting a single country for student recruitment
because of an institution’s good reputation in that country or the presence of a pre-existing
immigrant community from that home country in an institution’s host municipality may increase
the ability of the institution to convert international students into permanent residents. But it
also increases the vulnerability of that institution to unexpected shocks, as was highlighted by
the problems caused for numerous Canadian institutions by Canada’s diplomatic
disagreement with Saudi Arabia in 2018.
Another aspect of targeting is the need to target students interested in working in areas where
there are labour market shortages. Discussion participants pointed out that many of these
shortages are in the National Occupation Classification (NOC) “C” category of occupations,
such as care workers, hospitality workers, and long-haul truck drivers. As was discussed
earlier, these are the types of jobs that international students who are coming to Canada to
study, but who see significant economic opportunities at home, are unlikely to take. Thus, if the
aim of having international students study in Canada is so that they will stay in Canada after
their studies and help address these shortages, it does not make very much sense to be
targeting students from countries with significant economic opportunities at home.
Similarly, effective targeting requires a strong alignment of the real-world effect and execution
of policies with their objectives. For example, one routable participant highlighted how NOC
“C” occupations do not qualify for the Express Entry program, yet the introduction of this
program has often been touted as an important step that has been taken to improve
international student retention. Not only does this mean that the policy goal of smoothing the
immigration pathway for international students willing to work in these areas is not helped by
the Express Entry program, it also creates the possibility for reputational risk as international
students seeking to work in these industries may not understand that they do not qualify for
this program when they begin their immigration journey. This could lead to disappointment and
bad feelings which could damage Canada’s reputation in their home countries.

Recommendations:
14. Institutions should avoid concentrating their recruitment of international students
from too few a number of countries and should seek to diversify their international
student bodies.
15. Provincial governments should work with employers to identify labour market
shortages and with institutions to target international student recruitment in ways
that are specifically designed to help address these shortages. The proposed
provincial roundtables could potentially play an important role in these efforts.

H.

Taking a wider perspective

While the vast majority of international students studying in Canada are post-secondary
students, it is important to recognize that primary and secondary students make up a
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significant proportion of international students studying in Canada.69 While we are not aware of
any comprehensive data on why these students are studying in Canada (are their parents
temporary residents or have they been sent to study in Canada because of perceptions that
Canadian primary and secondary education are higher quality than their home countries’, for
example), some roundtable participants suggested that a growing proportion of these students
were studying in Canada for the purpose of improving their chances of accessing Western
post-secondary education.
Targeting these students for recruitment to Canadian post-secondary institutions may or may
not be a wise allocation of resources – one would assume that having already spent significant
time in the Canadian education system they would already be well-placed and motivated to
enter Canadian institutions on their own initiative. But the large number of international primary
and secondary students already studying in Canada may be an indication that it is worth
supporting increased intakes at these levels as an indirect means of increasing both the
number of international post-secondary enrollments as well as the ability of these students to
integrate effectively into Canadian society and the Canadian economy.
At the other end of the educational spectrum, a number of roundtable participants noted the
importance of foreign credential recognition to this conversation. On first blush, this may seem
counter-intuitive: if an individual already has a credential, one might think that they will not be
looking to enroll in a Canadian post-secondary institution and thus are probably not of interest
to this discussion. But this perspective misses an important point. Post-secondary institutions
can play an important role in providing the “bridge education” needed by these individuals to
encourage recognition of their credentials by Canadian employers, a seemingly unending
source of frustration with Canada’s current immigration system.
The problem of foreign credential recognition is most often discussed in the context of
regulated professions like doctors and lawyers, but it is also important in the context of skilled
trades and other more vocational occupations like nursing. By providing shorter, more focused
courses specifically designed to enable individuals with some training or experience in indemand occupations to “top-up” their education, post-secondary institutions could not only
develop new sources of revenue by re-leveraging already existing expertise, but also open up a
new immigration pathway capable of more efficiently recruiting foreign workers for priority
areas.
One example of success that was discussed at length at the roundtable was Conestoga
College’s Enhanced Professional Practice program in Gerontology and Chronic Illnesses.
Graduates of this program, who generally already possess a four-year degree in nursing (or
equivalent), receive a Graduate Certificate.70 While one presumes that the additional knowledge
provided by this course is valuable in-and-of-itself, this certificate also adds value by providing
a Canadian credential on top of international students’ foreign credentials. This Canadian
69

In 2017, the number of international primary and secondary students studying in Canada was 121,375,
which represented a quarter of the total of international students that year.
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Additional information on this example, which was generally seen as quite successful, can be found in
Williams, K. Williams, G. Arbuckle, A. Walton-Roberts, M. and Hennebry, J. 2015. International Students
in Ontario’s Postsecondary Education System, 2000-2012: An evaluation of changing policies,
populations and labour market entry processes. Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario.
http://www.heqco.ca/en-ca/Research/ResPub/Pages/International-Students-in-Ontario’sPostsecondary-Education-System-2000-2012.aspx

38
credential helps to revalue their underlying foreign credentials and results in Canadian
employers recognizing these credentials more readily. To drive home this point, one of our
roundtable participants pointed to research that found that education completed outside
Canada is generally discounted by about 30 per cent by Canadian employers. But for
individuals who have completed some form of Canadian “top up” credential, the discount on
these non-Canadian credentials is essentially eliminated.
By becoming more deliberate in offering and marketing these sorts of “bridging” programs,
Canadian institutions could unlock a whole new cohort of potential students/skilled migrants
who are either currently discouraged from coming to Canada by the lack of credential
recognition or do come to Canada but are then pressured to de-skill and change professions
due to a lack of credential recognition. In both of these cases, this represents a significant loss
to both the individual and to Canadian society. Moreover, as another participant pointed out, if
these programs were designed to respond to acute labour market needs, governments may
even be willing to provide significant financial support for bridging programs of this sort as has
been the case with the Ontario government and its support for bridging education for nurses.
Currently, colleges are much more active – and successful – in establishing such programs,
with one roundtable participant identifying graduate certificates as a “college sector
advantage”. Universities may want to consider what sort of “top ups” they might have a
comparative advantage in offering.
Bridging education represents an opportunity that is especially well-suited to encouraging
retention in smaller centres because of the importance of work-integrated-learning to this sort
of education and the correlation between work experience and greater retention in the
community where the experience took place.71 While bridging education may involve some
backfilling of gaps in an international student’s conceptual or theoretical classroom learnings
from their earlier qualification, according to one of the discussion participants, the most
important components that these individuals are usually missing is what they called
“occupational language” and Canadian work experience. Indeed, as was already discussed in
the context of foreign credentials, foreign work experience is discounted at an even higher rate
by employers. But once again, this discount can be eliminated by the addition of a Canadian
educational “top up” like a graduate certificate.
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In the case of the Conestoga program discussed earlier, 93 per cent of those who remained in Canada
after graduation stayed in Ontario. Moreover, just over half of these individuals found work within 50
kilometres of Conestoga College which a further 10.5 per cent finding employment within 100
kilometres. Only 5 per cent moved to the Greater Toronto Area to find work. See Williams et al. (2015,
38).
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Recommendations:
16. Post-secondary institutions should work with provincial governments to identify
potential areas of strong labour market demand and ample international supply
that could be served by the creation of a new bridging course or qualification.
17. If not already enabled by a provincial nominee program, provincial governments
should take the steps necessary to integrate these new bridging courses or
qualifications into their programs to smooth potential students’ immigration
pathways.

I.

Future-proofing

One roundtable participant suggested that too much of the analysis in the first four sections of
this paper and in the roundtable discussion was characterized by what they saw as an
underlying assumption that the type of growth in the numbers of international students coming
to Canada – growth which has reached double digits in many recent years – would continue.
This participant suggested that this type of growth was unsustainable, that Canada had
benefited in recent years from an unusually helpful international geopolitical context, and that
this context would inevitably shift in less advantageous ways. Indeed, they suggested that
other peer countries that receive large numbers of international students are already seeing or
anticipating contractions in the numbers of students they receive.
This participant was clear in stating that they did not believe that such changes would result in
a drastic reduction in the number of international students coming to Canada in the immediate
future. But they suggested that institutions and governments need to consider a future when
growth in numbers was much lower, or even non-existent. In this context, institutions and
communities would not be able to rely on constantly increasing volumes of students to make
up for limited retention rates. Rather, institutions, communities, and governments would need
to focus on identifying and executing policies and programs capable of increasing retention
rates and proactively position Canadian post-secondary institutions to compete effectively in
an increasingly crowded, and competitive, context.
Another participant supported this warning by pointing out that there has been a shift in recent
years in the character of Chinese students who are studying in Canada. Previously a larger
proportion of Chinese students were enrolled in college programs in Canada. This distribution
has shifted such that a much larger proportion of Chinese students are studying at universities.
One participant even suggested that jurisdictions that are looking for students who will study
and stay in a community should cease focusing on recruiting Chinese students altogether
because they are becoming less and less likely to stay.
These warnings again highlight the importance of collecting good data. If it is in fact true that
Chinese students are shifting from colleges to universities and – perhaps because of increasing
family wealth levels and perceptions of greater economic opportunity at home as discussed
earlier in the paper – are less likely to stay in Canada, then it makes sense for stakeholders
interested in retaining students, like governments, to shift their recruitment efforts accordingly.
The larger lessons here is that stakeholders need to be clear about their objectives, collect the
data and engage in the evaluations necessary to determine if their policies and programs are
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advancing these objectives, and constantly be working to identify new opportunities to improve
their retention efforts. Thankfully, as has clearly been demonstrated in the foregoing discussion
of these nine themes, there are many suggestions for how they can do so.
A final but important point that was made about future-proofing Canadian efforts are improving
retention of international students was the need for stakeholders to look in the mirror and ask
themselves whether they are being sufficiently careful in their actions. Specifically, one
discussion participant made the important point that while Canada has, to date, largely been
spared the sorts of rampant anti-immigrant sentiment that has overtaken many other countries
in recent years, we cannot simply assume that Canadian society is congenitally immune from
such sentiments. This participant pointed out that recruiting too many international students,
too quickly and without sufficient supports for them or with unrealistic assumptions about the
local community’s ability to absorb them, can quickly transform a welcoming community into
an exhausted, frustrated, and even hostile one. As in most endeavors, prudence and
responsible planning are critical to success.

Recommendations:
18. Post-secondary institutions should ensure that they are not coming to rely on tuition
from international students to an extent that makes them overly vulnerable to
predictable changes in the flow of international students.
19. Post-secondary institutions should ensure that they have established relationships
with local municipal and civil society organizations that will enable them to identify
local community concerns and frustrations with the international student community
before they become acute.
20. The federal and provincial governments should monitor global trends and events to
ensure that they and post-secondary institutions receive as much warning as
possible ahead of any shocks that might impact international student flows.
21. The federal and provincial governments should constantly and proactively undertake
measures to increase Canada’s relative attractiveness in an increasingly competitive
international education landscape.
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Next Steps
The shift in perceptions of international students from potential “over-stayers” to “designer
immigrants” that has occurred over the past 30 years has occasioned a paradigmatic shift in
immigrant recruitment. One scholar cleverly referred to this as a change from “red tape to red
carpet”.72 Nonetheless, this shift remains incomplete. Many international students who want to
remain in Canada after graduation still face significant difficulties converting their status from
temporary foreign students to permanent residents.
While an unfinished job is not usually a cause for celebration, the fact that there is scope for
current retention rates to improve will cheer many, especially in smaller centres, who see
increasing international student retention rates as one of their best hopes of addressing
looming demographic challenges. The opportunity looks only more promising when one
realizes that international students are already less concentrated in Canada’s large
metropolises than the larger immigrant population.
This paper has sought to summarize some key information about international students in
Canada, such as where they are studying, the extent to which they are already choosing to
remain in Canada, and the factors impacting their conversion to permanent residency, while
also highlighting where additional information is needed to further advance this discussion. It
has done this by collecting some of the best research that has already been conducted on
these questions in the Canadian context and by collating and summarizing the results of an
expert roundtable discussion that built upon and extended this research.
Drawing on all of this, we close this paper by offering a few final thoughts intended to spark
some solutions-oriented discussions as well as a few additional recommendations which were
drawn from research into international practices or which did not fit neatly into the themes
discussed at the roundtable. All our recommendations from all sections are collected together
in Appendix A.

International best practices
While Canada is already a leader in both attracting and retaining international students, this
does not mean that there are not lessons that can be learned from other jurisdictions’
innovative approaches or initiatives.
One of the most applicable examples, and one of the few that focuses on both retention and
study in smaller centres, comes from New Zealand where the government incentivizes
international students to study outside the country’s largest city, Auckland, by offering
students post- graduation work permits valid for longer periods of time if they do.73 Another
innovative international example worth examining is Australia’s move to decrease the
complexity of its international education student visa system by reducing the number of
student visa subclasses that it offers from eight to two. Simultaneously, Australia also
simplified several other aspects of their immigration policies. This initiative is especially relevant
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Walton-Roberts (2011, 456).
See https://www.immigration.govt.nz/new-zealand-visas/apply-for-a-visa/about-visa/post-studywork-visa
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given that the complexity of Canada’s immigration rules has been identified as a challenge by
many international students.74

Recommendations:
22. With assistance from the federal government as required, provincial governments
should incentivize international students to study at post-secondary institutions in
smaller centres by offering longer study permits or financial incentives like
scholarships. These incentives could be linked to other benefits if students remain in
the community after graduation, such as retention payments, wage subsidies to
employers who agree to hire these students, or longer temporary work permits.
23. The provincial and federal governments should work to reduce the complexity of the
immigration system and the international student visa system.

Additional ideas
Shifting from international examples to the analysis outlined earlier in this paper, one of the
most promising options for smaller centres to pursue, but which was not discussed at great
length in the roundtable, appears to be enticing international students to spend more time in
their communities during their studies and in the years immediately after graduation. This is
important for a number of reasons. It increases international students’ knowledge of the local
labour market, thereby opening up greater economic opportunities for them in the community.
It allows them to build more of the social connections that encourage retention. Doing so also
makes it more likely students will start a family in their place of study, something which
significantly increases the likelihood of remaining in place.75 Moreover, any initial success
achieved by a community in increasing its racial and ethnic diversity will likely make it easier for
it to attract and retain additional international students in the future.

Recommendation:
24. Post-secondary institutions in smaller centres should make greater use of co-op
terms and internships or help to arrange work experience for students outside of
term time as a means of increasing the amount of time a student spends in a
community.

Final thoughts
The recommendations presented in this paper are by no means a comprehensive list of
everything that could be done to improve retention of international students in smaller centres.
Nonetheless, they represent some of the highlights drawn from the research conducted for this
paper and the expert roundtable discussion for which it was prepared. It is our hope that this
analysis and these suggestions will catalyze the sorts of productive discussions that will be
required if Canada is to take some of the bigger and bolder steps needed to significantly
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Toughill (9 May, 2018).
Pendakur and Young (2013, 788).
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improve its retention of international students. These steps are especially important in smaller
centres, but many are applicable everywhere.
Success in this exercise represents an important milestone in our shared Canadian journey
towards a more promising future shaped by growth and the potential it represents. We hope
that this discussion continues and that you will add your voice to it.
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Appendix I - Recommendations
Potential policy improvements
1. The federal government should lift the prohibitions on participation in co-op and
summer work programs that currently limit the ability of international students to access
these work opportunities.
2. The federal government should undertake a study of how long it normally takes to
satisfy the work requirements associated with the various immigration pathways it has
designed for international student to use. Based on the results of this study, the federal
government should re-set the length of the post-Graduation Work Permit accordingly.
Strategic support
3. The federal and provincial governments should engage business associations and postsecondary institutions in discussions aimed at identifying the key obstacles that
currently block employers from hiring more international students. Once these
obstacles are identified, the federal and provincial governments should begin
dismantling them.
4. Post-secondary institutions should play a proactive role within their communities and
work to convene and bring together municipal governments, employers, immigrant
community service provides, and other civil society groups to ensure that integration
efforts are being coordinated successfully.
Focus on coordination
5. The federal government should expand its outreach to and consultation with
stakeholders by creating a Canadian International Education Roundtable designed to
bring together a wider group of institutions and employers on a regular basis and
provide government departments like Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada
(IRCC) with the opportunity to hear feedback from those working directly with
international students.
6. Provincial and territorial governments should convene their own provincial level
stakeholder roundtables to enable similar discussions at the provincial level and link
these roundtables to the national one.
7. Post-secondary institutions should play a proactive role within their communities and
work to convene and bring together municipal governments, employers, immigrant
community service provides, and other civil society groups to ensure that integration
efforts are being coordinated successfully.
Information provision
8. The federal government should create a single comprehensive and authoritative portal
for international students, employers, and post-secondary institutions that clearly and
concisely details the rules governing international students while in Canada, such as
their ability to work, and provides information on the various immigration opportunities
open to them.
Improved data collection
9. The federal and provincial governments should collect data on the characteristics of
international students with greater granularity. This includes taking steps, such as
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collecting more detailed data from students when they apply for their visas and linking
this data with other datasets of interest, so as to enable researchers to study
international students at the regional, municipal, and even institutional levels.
10. The federal government, perhaps through the Canadian International Education
Roundtable, should consult with scholars and other stakeholders to identify the critical
data shortcomings and obstacles that frustrate our ability to understand and better
leverage international education in Canada. The federal government should act to
ameliorate these problems to as great an extent as is reasonable and appropriate.
11. The federal and provincial governments should fund new qualitative research into the
motivations, expectations, and experiences of international students in Canada. Other
key stakeholders including post-secondary institutions, employers, and municipalities
and civil society groups should be involved in the design of these research projects.
Increased commitment to evaluation
12. Whenever the federal government implements a change in the regulations governing
international students, this policy change should be explicitly justified, an objective for
the regulatory change explicitly stated, and a projected timeline for achieving this
objective provided. Additionally, the federal government should engage in rigorous
evaluation of the change to determine if the change is producing the desired objective
over the projected timeline. The results of this evaluation, and any non-confidential data
generated by the evaluation, should be shared publicly.
13. Whenever a provincial government implements a new program designed to retain
international students, a rigorous evaluation procedure should be put in place at the
same time. The results of this evaluation, and any non-confidential data generated by
the evaluation, should be shared publicly.
Taking targeting seriously
14. Institutions should avoid concentrating their recruitment of international students from
too few a number of countries and should seek to diversify their international student
bodies.
15. Provincial governments should work with employers to identify labour market shortages
and with institutions to target international student recruitment in ways that are
specifically designed to help address these shortages. The proposed provincial
roundtables could potentially play an important role in these efforts.
Taking a wider perspective
16. Post-secondary institutions should work with provincial governments to identify
potential areas of strong labour market demand and ample international supply that
could be served by the creation of a new bridging course or qualification.
17. If not already enabled by a provincial nominee program, provincial governments should
take the steps necessary to integrate these new bridging courses or qualifications into
their programs to smooth potential students’ immigration pathways.
Future-proofing
18. Post-secondary institutions should ensure that they are not coming to rely on tuition
from international students to an extent that makes them overly vulnerable to
predictable changes in the flow of international students.
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19. Post-secondary institutions should ensure that they have established relationships with
local municipal and civil society organizations that will enable them to identify local
community concerns and frustrations with the international student community before
they become acute.
20. The federal and provincial governments should monitor global trends and events to
ensure that they and post-secondary institutions receive as much warning as possible
ahead of any shocks that might impact international student flows.
21. The federal and provincial governments should constantly and proactively undertake
measures to increase Canada’s relative attractiveness in an increasingly competitive
international education landscape.
International best practices
22. With assistance from the federal government as required, provincial governments
should incentivize international students to study at post-secondary institutions in
smaller centres by offering longer study permits or financial incentives like scholarships.
These incentives could be linked to other benefits if students remain in the community
after graduation, such as retention payments, wage subsidies to employers who agree
to hire these students, or longer temporary work permits.
23. The provincial and federal governments should work to reduce the complexity of the
immigration system and the international student visa system.
Additional ideas
24. Post-secondary institutions in smaller centres should make greater use of co-op terms
and internships or help to arrange work experience for students outside of term time as
a means of increasing the amount of time a student spends in a community.
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Appendix II - Discussion questions for the Expert Roundtable
1. Are you aware of specific examples of post-secondary institutions, and the smaller
centres that host them, that have done a good job of attracting, integrating, and
retaining international students? What sets these examples apart and what lessons
can we draw from them?
2. Post-secondary institutions, local governments and employers all have a role to play
in ensuring that post-secondary institutions are playing the economic and workforce
development roles open to them as well as they can. Which of these three groups
needs the most help in improving its contribution?
3. Post-secondary institutions in smaller Canadian centres are competing in a crowded
and highly competitive global education marketplace. Are there proven comparative
advantages that they can hone to increase their visibility and attractiveness?
4. Governments have only recently started to engage meaningfully in efforts to attract,
integrate, and retain international students. What can governments – at all levels –
do more of and better to make a greater and more effective contribution?
5. In addition to attracting potential immigrants who are young, skilled, and poised to
enter the workforce, are there other advantages for post-secondary institutions and
smaller centres to attracting international students? In particular, are there additional
ways in which international students can help post-secondary institutions contribute
to economic development and skills training in smaller centres?
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