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• Overview of immigration in the Canadian context 
 

• Description of Canadian demographic and labour market 
challenges 

 

• Illustration of how Canada uses labour migration to address 
demographic and labour market challenges 
 

Purpose 
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• Immigration has been a critically important feature of Canadian nation-building 
throughout history with over 15 million immigrants welcomed since 1867 
 

• Canadian society is deeply multicultural and very heterogeneous: 
– Over one-fifth of Canadian citizens are foreign-born (highest proportion among the G8) 
– More than 200 different ethnic origins are represented in Canada, 13 of which have 1M or more 

citizens 
– By 2031, over one-quarter of population is projected to be foreign born, and up to one-third 

belonging to a visible minority group 
 

• Immigration enjoys strong public support in Canada, with about 80% believing 
immigration has a positive effect on Canada’s economy (Environics Institute, 2011) 

– Public policies have reflected this sentiment, with governments supporting continued 
immigration 
 

• With few exceptions, immigrants integrate well, naturalize at a high rate (86%), 
and contribute economically, demographically, culturally and politically 
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Immigration in the Canadian Context 



• Canada faces an older 
population, lower fertility rates 
and longer life expectancy than 
ever before 
 

• By 2030, Canada will have the 
14th highest proportion of 
citizens aged 65 and over of the 
34 OECD countries 
 

• By 2036 nearly 1 in 4 Canadians 
will be above 65 years of age 
 

• This aging trend will occur in all 
sub-populations but at a slower 
pace for immigrants, visible 
minorities and Aboriginals 

 

• It is impossible for immigration 
to noticeably mitigate 
population aging absent a 
massive, sustained and 
unrealistic increase in annual 
levels (at least 2.5x current level 
in short-term) 
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Demographic picture is changing 

Canadian Population Pyramid, 2009, 2036 and 2061 

Source: Population Projections for Canada, Provinces and Territories 2009 to 2036, 
Statistics Canada, 2010. 



• Immigration will continue to make a key contribution towards population growth 
− For year ending June 30, 2012, net migration represented two-thirds of Canada's population growth 

 

• As the growth rate  of the domestic labour force slows, immigrants represent a rapidly 
increasing contribution to net labour force growth: 
− Within five years, virtually all of Canada’s net labour force growth will come from immigration 
− At the same time, Canadian “school leavers” will account for about 80% of new labour market 

entrants for the foreseeable future 

 

Immigration and Canada’s future:  population and labour force growth 
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Net Increase in Canada’s Labour Force 1996-2020  
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31% 

31% 

25% 

9% 

4% 

• The Government plans and manages annual permanent resident admissions to achieve immigration 
objectives  this is the annual levels plan 

• Annual admissions of permanent residents have been relatively stable at about 250,000 over the past 
decade, but temporary foreign worker admissions have risen sharply (from 122K in 2005 to 214K in 2012) 

 

Immigration levels by class since 2005  
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Total econ: 60% Total econ.: 
60% 

Total 
econ. 
62% 

2008* 
Admissions: 247,242 

2005* 
Admissions: 262,241 

2012* 
Admissions: 257,515 

*May not sum to 100% due to rounding.  



• Canada’s permanent economic stream was traditionally structured to select 
highly-skilled workers who generate the largest returns over the long-run 

– Research shows a strong positive correlation between human capital characteristics (e.g. 
education, language ability, credentials, etc.) and economic outcomes over the long-term 

– This approach is embodied in the Federal Skilled Worker Program – Canada’s largest permanent 
economic stream program 

 

• More immediate labour market needs were addressed through temporary 
labour migration (traditionally high-skilled, but, since 2002 including low-skilled) 
 

• A decline in the entry-level earnings of new immigrants arriving in Canada 
beginning in the 1990s and the labour shortage/skills mismatch narratives 
fueled calls for greater responsiveness to short-term demand 
 

• Most significant contemporary policy issue is how to improve the economic 
returns to labour migration 
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Immigration and labour market needs 



• To increase responsiveness to short-term needs, Canada made several changes 
to its immigration programming: 

– Increased role for Provinces/Territories  greater proportion of selection decisions 
made by sub-national governments through an expanded Provincial Nominee 
Program 

– Expansion of Canadian Experience Class  open to high-skilled temporary labour 
migrants with strong language skills working in Canada 

– Creation of Federal Skilled Trades Program  in response to shortage of skilled 
tradespersons 
 

• System has become considerably more responsive to short-term needs, but 
more remains to be done to effectively link skilled workers with employer needs 
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Changes to Canada’s labour migration programs 



• Economic Action Plan 2013 announced Canada’s intention to create an 
“Expression of Interest” (EOI) system similar to those in place in NZ and Australia 
 

• EOI is a two-stage process that will select immigrants based on skills and 
attributes that are linked to economic success in Canada 

– 1st stage: candidates provide information related to proficiency in English/French, education, 
Canadian work experience and other relevant criteria, and are scored and ranked 

– 2nd stage: on the basis of clear, transparent rules, the highest-ranked candidates are invited to 
submit an application for an immigrant visa – along with supporting documentation 

 

• EOI is an innovation that will: 
– Make it possible to select the candidates most likely to succeed economically in Canada, not just 

those who are first in line; 
– Be faster, allowing skilled newcomers to arrive in months rather than years; 
– Be more responsive to the changing labour market needs of employers, facilitating more valid job 

offers; and, 
– Prevent application backlogs by requiring candidates to first receive an invitation to apply before 

submitting a formal immigration application 
 

• Ultimately, we expect this innovation will result in better economic outcomes 
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Intersection of human capital and employer demand 



• A fully functional EOI system that more effectively responds to labour 
market needs raises new issues: 

– Who is best placed to select immigrants who integrate and succeed economically 
over both the short- AND long-term?   

– Is there scope to move away from the status quo (programs based in regulatory 
schemes) towards appropriate minimum entry criteria for all economic immigrants? 

– Is there a need to maintain a rigid annual target of new immigrants, or is there scope 
to move to a pro-cyclical system that is more responsive to economic conditions? 
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Future Issues 



• Immigration continues to play an important role in Canadian public policy 
 

• Demographic considerations are largely secondary in levels planning: 
– No policies related to population growth, save for support for Official Language Minority 

Communities 
– Immigration has virtually no ability to alter population aging 

 

• Labour migration is an important source of labour market entrants, but is not a 
panacea for labour market challenges  domestic sources of new workers will 
continue to be the most significant factor in supporting labour force growth 
 

• Canada will continue to target highly-skilled workers, but EOI will facilitate 
hybrid human-capital/demand-driven approach to boost economic outcomes 
while balancing short and longer-term economic needs 
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Summary comments 



• Pre-2008: extremely tight labour market, with growing skill and labour shortages 
in certain occupations and regions of the country, fueling shortage narrative 

 

• Post-recession: strong initial recovery, with recent softness in job creation, 
leading to “skills mismatch” narrative 
 

• Little evidence of widespread shortages within Canada – some evidence of 
periodic shortages in specific occupations or regions 
 

• Labour Market Information (LMI) and reality of time lags limit Canada’s ability to 
target specific shortages 

– Greater investment in LMI may provide may provide greater flexibility in the future 
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Annex A – Canada’s labour market 
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