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O ver the last few decades the substantial decline in
labour market outcomes among new immigrants
to Canada has become an increasingly pressing

issue. Not only have new immigrants’ earnings fallen rela-
tive to those of both the Canadian-born and earlier cohorts
of immigrants, but poverty rates have increased appreciably. 

A number of policy levers have been pulled by Canadian
governments in response to this dramatic decline. One of the
most recent and potentially major innovations is the introduc-
tion by the federal government of a new stream of applicants,
the Canadian Experience Class (CEC), within the Economic
Class. Although it is broadly similar to decade-old programs in
other immigrant-receiving developed countries, especially
Australia and New Zealand, it represents a significant departure
from Canadian policy and practice since the 1960s. 

Introduced only in 2008, this new immigration stream is
still minor in importance. Citizenship and Immigration
Canada’s preliminary figures (see table 1) indicate that the first
1,774 CEC principal applicants arrived in 2009, together with

770 spouses and dependants, but clearly this number will
grow. By comparison, in 2009, 40,729 skilled worker principal
applicants were granted permanent residency, together with
55,205 spouses and dependants, a small decline relative to
recent years, while the size of the Provincial Nominee Program
increased to 30,369 people, from 22,418 in 2008 and 8,047 in
2005. Overall, year-to-year fluctuations were quite modest; the
Economic Class in 2009 was a little larger than in the previous
three years but slightly smaller than in 2005. There was a sim-
ilar pattern in total permanent immigration numbers.

The federal government does not appear to intend to
increase the size of the Economic Class as the CEC expands,
so other elements of that class, in particular the Skilled
Worker Program, which is built around the points system
and is currently the mainstay of economic immigration, will
decrease. Comparing CEC to the Skilled Worker Program is
therefore particularly relevant, since these two programs
will trade off against each other in achieving immigration
policy’s economic goals. 
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Under the new Canadian Experience Class, created in 2008, people who were
temporary foreign workers and international students with Canadian work
experience can apply to become permanent residents. Although the Canadian
Experience Class is broadly similar to decade-old programs in other immigrant-
receiving developed countries, it represents a significant departure from Canadian
policy and practice since the 1960s. Arthur Sweetman and Casey Warman explore
the pros and cons of this approach. In particular, they examine recent research that
suggests that those entering under this class should have very good labour market
outcomes. However, the successful administration of Labour Market Opinions,
designed to verify that a  Canadian resident cannot be found to fill each position at
the going wage, will be crucial in this respect, they say.

Selon la nouvelle catégorie de l’expérience canadienne créée en 2008, les travailleurs
étrangers temporaires ou les étudiants étrangers possédant une expérience de travail au
Canada peuvent maintenant présenter une demande de résidence permanente.
Similaire aux programmes d’autres pays développés en vigueur depuis une bonne
décennie, cette mesure constitue un changement significatif par rapport aux politiques
canadiennes établies dans les années 1960. Arthur Sweetman et Casey Warman en
examinent ici les avantages et les inconvénients, notamment à la lumière d’études
récentes indiquant que les candidats de cette catégorie devraient jouir d’une excellente
situation sur le marché du travail. À cet égard, l’administration judicieuse des Avis
relatifs au marché du travail, qui ont pour but de vérifier qu’un résident canadien ne
peut combler le poste au salaire en vigueur, jouera un rôle déterminant.  
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I n brief, the CEC is relevant to those
who desire to become permanent

residents of Canada (and intend to live
outside of Quebec, which has its own
selection system) and are currently, or
were previously, temporary residents.
In addition to other criteria, during
their temporary stay they must have
successfully obtained either of two
types of Canadian experience. The sec-
ond applicant pool is foreign graduates
from Canadian post-secondary institu-
tions who have been enrolled for at least
two years full time, and have had at
least one year of full-time (or equiva-
lent) skilled work experience in Canada
after graduation. In both cases, manage-
rial and professional occupations, as
well as technical occupations and skilled
trades — as defined by the Canadian
National Occupational Classification —
all qualify. Individuals must have been
authorized to work in Canada and,
although in some situations no visa is
required, it is likely that most workers
applying in the first category of the CEC
would have had a work visa under the
high-skilled temporary foreign worker
(TFW) program (which is distinct from
less-skilled TFW programs).

The concept of “skilled worker”
that is employed by the CEC differs in
important dimensions from that
employed by the Skilled Worker
Program. For the CEC, a skilled worker
is one who has actually obtained a
skilled occupation in Canada and held
it for a certain period of time. In con-
trast, principal applicants in the Skilled
Worker Program are defined under the
points system according to certain cri-
teria: education, language ability, age
and so on. With respect to the
Canadian labour market, therefore, the
CEC defines “skilled” retrospectively
based on what is effectively a trial run,
whereas the Skilled Worker Program
defines it prospectively. One important
difference is that because technical
occupations and skilled trades are
accepted in the CEC, workers who
would not have obtained sufficient
points in the Skilled Worker Program
will be admitted through this new
stream. Of course, both programs are

interested in selecting immigrants who
will have future labour market success.

Importantly, this new class sub-
stantially enlarges the roles and
responsibilities of employers in immi-
grant selection and integration, and it
introduces post-secondary institutions
as new players. Some observers may
think that this transfer of responsibili-
ty will reduce federal administrative
costs in selection, but realistically the
CEC will increase the relevance of the
federal role in verification and enforce-
ment. It remains unclear how well the

federal machinery will adapt to this
enhanced role.  As Australia and New
Zealand have done, government must
actively monitor for fraud and adjust
in response to employers and post-sec-
ondary institutions, who “game the
system” while operating just inside the
rules. 

Like other Canadian immigration
programs, the CEC handles family immi-
gration by allowing each family to desig-
nate a principal applicant who is
assessed. If that person is admitted, then
his/her spouse or dependants are also

A new source of immigration: The Canadian Experience Class

% of all % of
N immigrants class

Family Class

Spouses and partners 43,887 17.4 67.3
Sons and daughters 3,025 1.2 4.6
Parents and grandparents 17,175 6.8 26.3
Others 1,100 0.4 1.7
Total 65,187 25.9 100.0

Economic Class

Canadian Experience Class
Principal applicants 1,774 0.7 1.2
Spouses and dependants 770 0.3 0.5

Skilled workers
Principal applicants 40,729 16.2 26.5
Spouses and dependants 55,205 21.9 36.0

Provincial/territorial nominees
Principal applicants 11,799 4.7 7.7
Spouses and dependants 18,570 7.4 12.1

Investors
Principal applicants 2,872 1.1 1.9
Spouses and dependants 7,437 2.9 4.8

Live-in caregivers
Principal applicants 6,272 2.5 4.1
Spouses and dependants 6,178 2.5 4.0

Entrepreneurs
Principal applicants 372 0.1 0.2
Spouses and dependants 943 0.4 0.6

Self-employed
Principal applicants 179 0.1 0.1
Spouses and dependants 358 0.1 0.2

Total 153,458 60.9 100.0

Refugees

Government-assisted refugees 7,425 2.9 32.5
Privately sponsored refugees 5,036 2.0 22.0
Refugees landed in Canada 7,202 2.9 31.5
Refugee dependants 3,181 1.3 13.9
Total 22,844 9.1 100.0

Other immigrants (primarily nonrefugee 
humanitarian and compassionate cases) 10,635 4.2 –

Grand total 252,124 100.0 –

TABLE 1. IMMIGRATION TO CANADA, BY CLASS, 2009

Source: Citizenship and Immigration Canada, “Facts and Figures 2009,” preliminary tables, permanent
residents, by category.
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admitted. Applicants under the CEC pro-
gram must also meet the standard health
and security checks, and the principal
applicant must meet minimum English
or French language requirements

The linguistic capacities of CEC and
skilled worker applicants are evaluated
quite differently. For the latter, language
is evaluated by a points system and can
represent up to a maximum of 24 points

out of a possible 100 (with 67 points
being the pass mark). Each applicant
designates a first and second official lan-
guage — the first is eligible for a greater
number of points — and obtains points
for speaking, listening, reading and writ-
ing each language. Although the per-
centage of all possible points allocated
to language is quite high, it is still possi-
ble to meet the 67-point cut-off without
high marks in either English or French.

In contrast, the CEC allows appli-
cants to present evidence for only one of
Canada’s official languages, and those
with work experience in occupations
classified as high skilled must meet a
higher standard than those whose
Canadian employment was in technical
and trades sectors. Unlike the Skilled
Worker Program, the CEC recognizes a
relationship between language require-
ments and the nature of the employ-
ment that workers are expected to
undertake. This is an extremely impor-
tant and positive evolution that reflects a
large body of evidence pointing to the
importance of English and/or French
language skills for labour market success.
However, immigrants’ average labour
market success would improve if the lan-
guage requirements were strengthened
for both immigration classes.

T he most prevalent concerns regard-
ing the CEC involve wage or

employment competition with the
existing Canadian population, which
includes both the Canadian-born and
previous cohorts of immigrants. Indeed,
it is plausible that the CEC will generate
larger short-run displacement effects,
such as bidding down domestic wages,
than does the Skilled Worker Program. 

Although most economists believe
that the long-run net effect of immigra-

tion on the domestic economy is positive
but close to zero, it is nevertheless possi-
ble that some subgroups might be strong-
ly positively or negatively affected. At
issue is not whether immigration increas-
es an economic measure such as national
GDP (surely it does), but rather whether
it increases GDP per capita (a more debat-
able issue). In the short run, highly
skilled immigrants may decrease the rate
of return to that portion of the domestic
population most similar to the new
immigrants, notably recent immigrants.
Research provides some (limited) evi-
dence that highly educated Canadians
also experience more wage pressure from
immigrant skilled workers than do
Canadians more generally. 

To avoid these negative impacts
and ensure per capita economic
growth, new immigrants must be com-
plements to, not substitutes for, the
existing labour force. We focus on
TFWs within the CEC in discussing
this, although broadly similar issues
also occur for the foreign students. The
federal government addresses some of
these issues for the TFWs in the CEC in
the operation of the high-skilled TFW
program from which the CEC draws. In
particular, firms are supposed to seek a
TFW only if a Canadian resident can-
not be found at the going wage.
Human Resources and Skills
Development Canada (HRSDC) pro-

vides a Labour Market Opinion for
each position, which is designed to ver-
ify this claim and ensure that wages for
the TFWs are not below Canadian
norms. (Australia had to implement a
minimum wage threshold for its CEC
equivalent; categorizing occupations
correctly is difficult.) This protects the
domestic workforce and improves the
likelihood that new immigrants are

complements in produc-
tion, thereby generating
positive benefits for society.
Of course, some argue that
it also interferes with nor-
mal labour market signals
whereby occupational wage
increases signal excess
demand and stimulate sup-
ply. For Canadian workers

this is relevant because, as Statistics
Canada reported in 2008, after adjust-
ing for inflation the median wages for
full-time workers have not changed
appreciably in the last quarter century.
The result is the median worker is fac-
ing stagnant wages, although house-
holds may be feeling slightly wealthier
because of the increased number of
workers in each. 

The federal government has revealed
by its actions that it does not believe
these concerns to be particularly serious,
or at least it believes that the benefits to
those who gain exceed the costs to those
who lose. Recent administrative changes
to the TFW program, such as extending
visa durations from a maximum of 12 to
24 months, streamlining processing and
developing a list of occupations with
reduced access barriers, have weakened
protection for domestic workers and
reduced employer recruitment costs. 

Although there has been much
research internationally, virtually no
evaluation has been conducted about
the net impact of immigration to
Canada since the 1991 Economic
Council of Canada report, which was
before NAFTA. While the absence of
evidence implies neither success nor
failure, the rest of this article will ignore
the “fears” presented here, since there is
so little evidence. Instead, we will focus
on the “hope” side of the story. 

Arthur Sweetman and Casey Warman 

Importantly, this new class substantially enlarges the roles and
responsibilities of employers in immigrant selection and
integration, and it introduces post-secondary institutions as
new players. Some observers may think that this transfer of
responsibility will reduce federal administrative costs in
selection, but realistically the CEC will increase the relevance
of the federal role in verification and enforcement.
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T he Canadian Experience Class pro-
gram was designed to address

many issues associated with the decline
in new immigrants’ labour market out-
comes (especially earnings) observed
over the last decade, including:
l lack of recognition of pre-immi-

gration human capital (such as
education and general labour mar-
ket experience);

l lack of relevance of pre-immigra-
tion human capital in the Canadi-
an context; 

l language or literacy gaps that reduce
the productivity or transferability of
pre-Canadian human capital; and 

l lack of complementary knowledge
or networks to make immigrant
human capital more productive.
TFWs and foreign students accepted

through CEC are anticipated to have
fewer difficulties with such issues as lan-
guage, credentials and networks, and
they are therefore expected to make the
transition into the Canadian labour mar-
ket more smoothly or quickly than other
immigrants. 

However, no CEC-stream
immigrants have been in the
Canadian labour market long
enough to enable an evalua-
tion of whether these expec-
tations are realistic. Still, we
are able to get some hint of
their future labour market
success either by looking at current
TFWs’ outcomes or by examining CEC-
like immigrants’ outcomes (those with
pre-immigration temporary foreign work
experience or Canadian education). 

In his contribution to Canadian
Immigration: Economic Evidence for a
Dynamic Policy Environment, Casey
Warman compared the earnings-based
economic rate of return to pre-immigra-
tion human capital of recent immigrants
and current temporary foreign workers.
As expected, recent immigrants had a
small negative (close to zero) rate of
return to their pre-immigration labour
market experience, whereas temporary
foreign workers had a positive and sizable
rate of return to their work experience.
He further observed that both received a
positive rate of return to education, but

the rate of return for recent immigrants
was substantially smaller. Therefore
TFWs are better able to obtain recogni-
tion for their foreign-acquired human
capital. However, it’s not clear who
among the existing TFWs would qualify
to, or have any interest in, immigrating
for, Canada, so while the results are inter-
esting, it is not clear how they would
translate for permanent migration.

In a paper for the Canadian Labour
Market and Skills Research Network, we
used Statistics Canada’s Longitudinal
Survey of Immigrants to Canada to cre-
ate two CEC-like groups of immigrants,
former TFWs and former foreign stu-
dents in Canada, and we examined
their weekly earnings four years after
landing.  We did not differentiate
between principal applicants and
spouses or dependants, since the sys-
tem selects entire families; if, by luck or
design, one stream attracts highly suc-
cessful spouses or dependants, that is
credited as a benefit to that stream.
While it is clear that these immigrants

who landed under the pre-CEC system
are not perfect proxies for the immi-
grants who are anticipated under the
new program, they give us an indica-
tion of what we might expect. 

Using a sample that includes all
immigrants regardless of their current
labour market status, ignoring individ-
ual characteristics (since they have
already been taken into account by the
immigration selection process) and dif-
ferentiating only by immigration cate-
gory, we observed that four years after
landing, pre-immigration TFWs and
foreign students have, on average,
appreciably and statistically significant-
ly higher earnings than do those in the
skilled worker category. The magnitude
of the effect is more than 50 percent.
Additionally, skilled workers have the

highest earnings of all economic and
noneconomic class immigrants, with
the exception of provincial nominees,
who are statistically indistinguishable. 

We also explored employment rates,
undertook comparisons with skilled
worker principal applicants and other
subsamples, looked for differences
between males and females, and statisti-
cally controlled for alternative sets of
observable characteristics. In no case did
we observe either of the CEC-like cate-
gories having poor average outcomes. We
also found that the relative advantage of
individuals with Canadian experience is
larger for those immigrating from non-
Western countries. In short, pre-immigra-
tion TFWs and foreign students appear to
have higher labour market earnings than
those selected into even the highest-
earning immigration class.

Although it is not entirely clear how
generalizable these results are for the new
CEC, the success of these CEC-like immi-
grants in Canada’s labour market bodes
well for the success of CEC immigrants. It

seems entirely plausible that the labour
market outcomes of CEC immigrants will
be at least as good as those of the skilled
worker category, and they might be
appreciably better. The TFW portion of
the selection strategy also increases the
probability that migrants will be comple-
ments to the local workforce, as opposed
to substitutes, in production. But this
new class might also result in some nega-
tive effects for the Canadian population,
and the successful administration of
Labour Market Opinions by HRSDC will
be crucial in this respect. 

Arthur Sweetman is a professor of eco-
nomics at McMaster University. Casey
Warman is an adjunct assistant profes-
sor, department of economics at Queen’s
University.
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The most prevalent concerns regarding the CEC involve wage or
employment competition with the existing Canadian population,
which includes both the Canadian-born and previous cohorts of
immigrants. Indeed, it is plausible that the CEC will generate
larger short-run displacement effects, such as bidding down
domestic wages, than does the Skilled Worker Program. 


