
The history of Canada is, in 
large part, a history of im-
migration. Over the next 

two decades, that will become 
truer than ever before.    

Through the �ve Metropolis 
Centres of Excellence across 
Canada, researchers provide the 
data and analysis required to 
ensure that Canada’s immigra-
tion system is suf�cient to the 
demands upon it. Their �ndings 
indicate that, while Canada is 
known worldwide as a multicul-
tural success story, there is much 
to do in preparation for the 
competition for skilled immi-
grants that will de�ne the next 
two decades. 

Since the 1950s, the matura-
tion of our uniquely large baby 
boom has served Canada well: 
our economy has expanded 
along with our labour force. 
Sometime in the near future, 
those trends will reverse. “At 
the top of the aging spectrum, 
we have longer life expectancy 
and more dependency due to 
frailty,” says Roderic Beaujot, 
a professor in the Department 
of Sociology of University of 
Western Ontario who was com-
missioned by Metropolis to pro-
vide a review of demographic 
thinking on immigration. “At the 
bottom, we have fewer births. 
In the middle, we have a lower 
population in the labour force.”

 An aging population has 
implications for innovation 
and entrepreneurialism as well 
as labour force demographics: 
arguably, Bill Gates, the found-
ers of Facebook and Google, 
the Beatles and Bob Dylan all 
completed their most innovative 
work by the age of 30. 

At the same time, global com-
petition increasingly demands 
internationals skills, knowledge 

and networks. “If you look at the 
staff of most high-tech, research 
or ideas-based organizations, 
you’ll �nd a high proportion of 
immigrants,” says economist 
Yuen Pau Woo, president and 
CEO of the Asia Paci�c Founda-
tion of Canada.

Canada welcomes at least 
250,000 immigrants of all ages 
each year, with a focus on 
economic integration. “Through 
our point system, we try to bring 
in people who best �t into the 
economy in general. That is 
very dif�cult to tailor to occupa-
tions,” says Professor Beaujot. 

The result, at least for �rst-
generation immigrants, is 
somewhat sobering. “Labour 
market outcomes have declined 
appreciably over the past few 
decades, while poverty rates 
among �rst-generation immi-
grants have increased,” says 
Arthur Sweetman, a professor of 
economics at McMaster Univer-
sity and Metropolis researcher. 
“Some sensible policy changes 
have been made over the years, 
but it takes a long time for the 
effects to be seen.” 

Clues to possible solutions 
may be found in the favour-
able outcomes of individual 
immigrants and groups such 
as the ‘Principal Applicants’ 
admitted through the Skilled 
Worker program. “Those faring 
the worst are adults, especially 
older adults who are not �uent 
in English or French. How-
ever, immigrants who arrive as 
children around 12 or under 
have great outcomes, as do the 
second generation. Educational 
outcomes are excellent, not 
only because children of highly 
educated parents achieve well, 
but also because many of the 
children of those without high 

levels of education also do very 
well,” he says.

The policy response is encour-
aging, but, so far, has not been 
up to the size of the problem, 
says Jeffrey Reitz, co-director 
of The Ontario Metropolis 
Centre. “The problems involve 
educational institutions, pri-
vate companies, labour unions, 
professional associations and 
legislation passed by provincial 
governments for fair access to 
regulated occupations. There is 
no silver bullet.”

The challenges of immigrant 
employment cannot be ad-
dressed with a few changes in 
rules and regulations, or changes 
in the selection of immigrants, he 
says. “If we want the bene�ts of 
skilled immigration in Canada, 
we must accept that integrat-
ing those immigrants to society 
comes at a certain cost.”

While he welcomes new im-
migration policies introduced in 
2010, including formal language 
testing and the Canadian Experi-
ence Class, which recognizes 
prior work and study experience 
in Canada, Professor Sweet-
man says it will be some time 
before we see the effects. In the 
meantime, he encourages further 
investment in language training 
and greater provision of employ-
ment information to potential 
immigrants. “If they know what 
to expect before they arrive, they 
can hit the ground running.”

Ultimately, immigration is 
about nation-building. “Diversi-
ty – bringing a richness of expe-
riences and contacts with other 
parts of the world – bene�ts our 
economy and innovativeness,” 
says Professor Beaujot. “But the 
more important questions are 
social and political – what kind 
of country do we want to be?” 

Economists agree: Canada’s 
future economic success 
depends on our ability 

to attract skilled immigrants. Un-
fortunately, that is also true for 
every other developed country.     

Canada was the �rst country in 
the world to introduce a program 
to attract business immigrants; 
now it is one of more than 30. 
Australia, for example, is a major 
competitor for highly educated 
and skilled immigrants, and 
researchers in that country are 
providing insight into effective 
strategies. 

Among the most sought-after 
immigrants worldwide are high-
achieving university graduates, 
says Lesleyanne Hawthorne, a 
professor who specializes in skilled 
migration at the University of 
Melbourne. Noting that students 
seek certainty of outcome, she 
says, “they’re often thinking about 
migration when they choose to 
study in a country. They’re look-
ing globally to see which country 
will ensure that option.”

In the U.S., she says, it takes 
about 16 years from the time an 
international student arrives until 

he or she gets permanent resident 
status. “In that regard, Canada, 
Australia and New Zealand are 
far more attractive to students 
because it’s clear the pathway is 
laid out for them.” 

For both university graduates 
and more mature skilled workers, 
employment outcomes are also 
critical. In that realm, Canada is 
lagging. “In Australia, about 87 
per cent of economic category 
immigrants are employed within 
18 months of arrival, and another 
seven per cent are self-employed. 
Many experience signi�cant 
professional mobility. It’s an area 
that Canada is giving very careful 
attention to at the moment,” says 
Professor Hawthorne. 

In Australia, programs based 
on a linkage between migrants 
and employers and those that are 
location-focused have been par-
ticularly effective at creating suc-
cessful labour market outcomes, 
says Graeme Hugo, a professor 
of geography at the University of 
Adelaide. “In provinces that have 
lagged economically, the level of 
migration has increased by four 
or �ve times in the last 10 years. It 

has played a clear role in econom-
ic growth in these regions.”

As competition increases, 
however, it will not be suf�cient 
to simply focus on economic 
outcomes, he says. “Family is an 
overwhelming consideration for 
the many skilled migrants we talk 
to. Australia’s family migration 
program has become quite draco-
nian, limiting family immigration 
to partners and children. In the 
future, I believe this will con-
strain our ability to attract highly 
skilled migrants, particularly from 
regions where extended families 
are really important.”

Professor Hugo’s research high-
lights the important links between 
the social and economic aspects of 
immigration, says Daniel Hiebert, 
co-director of Metropolis in Van-
couver, one of �ve Centres of Ex-
cellence across Canada compris-
ing the Metropolis Project. “It is a 
great challenge to calibrate these 
aspects of immigration policy, and 
comprehensive research, such as 
that conducted by Metropolis, 
provides the necessary feedback 
to policy-makers grappling with 
these complex issues.” 
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Of all the industry sectors in which immigration will play 
an important role over the next two decades, health care is 
perhaps the most essential. 

Canada brings in up to 25,000 temporary and perma-
nent health workers each year, including live-in caregiv-
ers, says Lesleyanne Hawthorne, a professor at the Univer-
sity of Melbourne, noting that there are similar patterns in 
countries such as Australia, the U.K. and New Zealand.

Both Canada and Australia have successful area-of-need 
policies, she says. “If there’s a severely undersupplied area, 
whether in northern Manitoba or the hot desert provinces 
in Australia, it’s often foreign medical graduates who de-
liver medicine.”

Metropolis researchers are investigating several aspects  
of the migration of health care workers, work that focus-
es on the ethics of recruitment of these individuals from 
less developed countries, as well as their experiences in 
the Canadian health care system.
 
Lawrence Santiago will speak about these complex issues 
at the Metropolis conference in Vancouver, in a panel titled 
“Immigration, Diversity and Health Care.” 
 
For dates and information, visit: www.metropolis2011.net. 

Comprehensive research helps policy leaders ensure 
Canada is equipped to attract the skilled immigrants on 
which future competitiveness depends. 
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The most highly skilled workers are globally mobile, and  
e�ective immigration policies should recognize and facilitate 
that reality, says economist Yuen Pau Woo, president and 
CEO of the Asia Paci�c Foundation of Canada. “Many recent 
immigrants to Canada live transnational lives, and some 
have returned to their native countries as Canadian citizens. 
There are 2.8 million Canadians living outside Canada –  
it would be a shame not to tap into that talent pool.”
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