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Context:
Canada’s critical need for immigration
Without immigration, Canada’s next few decades will be less prosperous than the past due to an aging
population and lackluster productivity growth. If current trends continue, 50% of Canada’s population
will be economically dependent by 2050 (Exhibit 1). Increased dependency will be compounded by
the country’s tepid labour productivity growth, which is expected to stabilize at 1% in future years. The
combined effects of aging and low productivity growth will mean that GDP per capita could fall by 20%
by 2030 (Exhibit 2).

Exhibit 1: Demographic trends, 1975-2050
Distribution of working-age population
Percent

Old age dependecy1
Population ratio

1 Dependency ratio calculated by dividing population 65 and over by population aged 15 to 54

3

Immigration can ease the burden of an aging population by raising the number of younger, productive
adults who are contributing members of Canadian society. High-skilled immigration, in particular, can ease
the challenges of limited productivity growth, by attracting talent that is more educated, fuels innovation,
and drives growth in advanced, high-wage industries, therby raising national productivity levels. If done
right, economic immigration could recreate the productivity growth of the 1980s and 1990s and offset a
portion of the productivity headwinds (Exhibit 2).

Exhibit 2: Three scenarios for 2030
Dependency ratio
Percent

2 Assumes productivity growth of the 1980s and 1990s can be attained, in part through economic immigration
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Output per capita
CDN

Successes of Canada’s
immigration system
Acknowledging these demographic and productivity trends, the Canadian government has placed a
strong emphasis on economic immigration—immigration whose primary purpose is economic or jobrelated in nature—over the past three decades. The proportion of immigration that is primarily economic
has grown from 35% in 1980 to 56% in 2017, and the absolute number of economic immigrants has
grown by over 218%, compared to 97% for all immigrant groups (Exhibit 3).
Economic immigration has an outsized impact on growth. While economic immigrants comprised 56%
of all immigrants in 2017, they accounted for 75% of all immigrants’ cumulative contribution to economic
growth that year1.

Exhibit 3: Immigration arrivals by category, 1980-2017
Permanent resident arrivals by immigrant category, 1980-2017
Thousands

SOURCE: Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship Canada, Canadian Museum of Immigration at Pier 21; Ferrer et al. (2015);
Conference Board of Canada

1 “Canada 2040: No immigration versus more immigration,” Conference Board of Canada, May 2018.

5

Together with Canada’s points system, the large proportion of economic immigrants has meant that
immigrants to Canada are among the most highly educated among rich-world peer countries (Exhibit 4).
The occupational mix of Canada’s immigrants are also favourable in the sense that they match shortterm labour market needs (Exhibit 4). Of immigrants intending to work, the majority are employed in
professional, and skilled and technical roles that often require tertiary education, which also make
up two of the three areas of greatest labour market demand, as expressed in projected job openings.
Recent immigrant cohorts slightly over-index on skilled and technical occupations, and under-index on
managerial roles.

Exhibit 4: Skill level and occupational mix of recent immigrants
Skill level of immigrants to select
OECD countries, 2016
Percent
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SOURCE: OED, Statistics Canada

Occupations of immigrants to Canada in 2016 and
projected job openings for 2017
Percent of immigrants intending to work, percent
of all job openings

Shortcomings of Canada’s
immigration system
Despite success in attracting highly-skilled immigrants, Canada trails OECD countries in realizing their
full potential. 40% of highly educated employed immigrants in Canada are employed in roles for which
they are over-qualified. The immigrant over-qualification rate is 5 percentage points higher than for the
native-born population.
While anecdotes abound about qualified immigrants taking jobs in entirely different and lower-skill
occupations upon arrival, Canadian immigrants are not employed in significantly different occupations
from the native-born population, compared to peer countries2. Some portion of the skills mismatch may
therefore be occurring within (as opposed to between) occupations (e.g., immigrants may be landing
with lower-skill roles than their skills warrant even within the same occupation).
Canada also falters when it comes to retaining the most productive immigrants. Data on the migration
patterns of patent-filing inventors is instructive. Inventors are an important subset of immigrants as
they contribute among the most to a host country’s innovation and growth potential. Although Canada
welcomed 7,300 immigrant inventors during the 2001-2010 period, more than 21,300 inventors emigrated
from Canada during the same period, resulting in a net loss of 14,000 inventors (Exhibit 5). Canada loses
most of its inventors to the United States: during the 2001-2010 period, Canada lost 18,700 inventors to
its southern neighbor.

2 “International Migration Outlook 2018,” OECD, 2018.
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Exhibit 5: Migration patterns of patent-filing individuals
Inventor immigrants, 2001-2010
In- and out-migration of individuals who have filed
patent applications, thousands

SOURCE: Ernest Miguelez and Carsten Fink, “Measuring the international mobility of inventors: A new database.” World Intellectual Property
Organization, 2013.

Longer term, attracting and retaining the right talent will become even more important as jobs evolve.
The skill mix of new immigrants currently skews toward professional occupations; these roles will remain
in demand over the next decade (Exhibit 6). However, the fastest growing demand will be in areas that
current cohorts of immigrants do not adequately address: care providers, educators, and creatives. Even
compared to Canadian students’ current fields of study, immigration appears to lag behind in anticipating
the shift in skill mix required by the future of work.
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Exhibit 6: Changes in labour demand and skill mix of immigrants
Expected change in global labour demand by 2030 Occupations of immigrants to Canada and share of
% growth
Canadians by field of study, 2016
% of immigrants intending to work, % of students

SOURCE: McKinsey Global Institute, Census Canada (2016)
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Canada’s immigration system
compared to peers’
There are three broad types of economic immigration programs: market demand-driven, governmentfacilitated supply, and hybrid models:

1. Demand-based systems are driven by employer labour needs. Employers select immigrants
directly and petition the government to grant residency status. Immigrant status is often
conditional on employment over a period of time.

2. In supply-driven systems, prospective immigrants are screened against macroeconomic
human capital needs. Immigrants with high-value skills or experience ar eprioritized through a
scoring system (e.g., points). Employers may be consulted, but are often not directly involved in
immigration process.

3. Hybrid models combine aspects of demand- and supply-driven approaches.
Canadian immigration programs are largely supply-driven and underpinned by the points system.
However, the most high-skilled immigrants are not concerned about whether a country’s immigration
system is demand- or supply-driven. These immigrants are able to “choose” where to go, and attracting
this top tier of immigrants will require taking a customer-centric approach that begins with understanding
what factors influence their decision journey. Interviews with prospective immigrants reveal that four
factors are often pivotal: existing (e.g., family) connections, cultural and community fit, employment
prospects, and lifestyle (Exhibit 7).

10

Exhibit 7: Sample quotes from interviews with
highly-skilled prospective immigrants

Several countries that realize the value of top talent-focused immigration have developed programs to
attract immigrants that can “choose” their destination. These programs focus on more than just structural
policy and incentivize or proactively facilitate the immigration of extraordinary talent. Exhibit 8 outlines a
few such programs.
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Exhibit 8: Examples of immigration programs targeting top-tier talent
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Recommendations
We propose a three-pronged approach for attracting and retaining talent:

1. Move toward a demand-based immigration system to
better match immigration programs with market demand.
This will involve setting goals for immigration policy in close coordination with economic growth strategies
at the national and provincial levels. For instance, sector-specific strategies will point to labour market
needs that a refreshed approach to immigration can help address. Canada should also adjust existing
programs (e.g., Express Entry) to render them more focused on long-term rather than short-term labour
market needs. These programs should adopt a 10-20-year time horizon. Finally, policies can be revamped
to make it easy for small companies and start-ups to navigate the foreign hire immigration process. For
instance, re-evaluating labour market impact assessment (LMIA) requirements can reduce cycle times
and lift the burden on firms.

2. Pilot non-structural programs to target specific groups of
immigrants.
This strategy begins with investing in deeply understanding the pivotal touchpoints and factors in target
immigrants’ decision journey. Both the decision to immigrate to a particular country and the choice
to remain post-arrival will be necessary “customer journeys” to understand. A thorough view of target
immigrant needs will help the government design and pilot tailored programs that target niche groups.
These pilots may consist, for example, of concierge-like services for time-starved researchers (much as
Singapore has done to grow a biomedical industry), or information on resources and networks that are
relevant to creatives. Defining and tracking success metrics to measure pilot results will also be critical,
along with plans to scale-up promising programs.
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3. Provide vigorous downstream support to help immigrants
thrive in Canada.
First, Canada can work to address existing job placement and skill matching issues for immigrants
by convening workforce agencies, training providers, and civic and business partners to collaborate
on solutions. A key component may involve ensuring that information about support resources reach
immigrants prior to and upon arrival. Another component of this strategy should involve coordinating
programming (e.g. networking and community-building opportunities) within the start-up ecosystem
to support immigrant inventors and entrepreneurs. Broader efforts extending beyond immigration are
also needed to address gaps in the scaling process for start-ups. Finally, the government can work
with universities and research institutions on tech transfer and commercialization procedures to
ensure immigrant inventors have the incentives they need to stay in Canada.
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