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This report was prepared by Kimberley Tobin, Project Coordinator for the SPRINT project at IEC-BC. For further information 

please email the us at sprint@iecbc.ca. 

This report is based solely on opinions expressed at the SPRINT Employer Focus Group: Recruiting Global Talent in a Skills-

Based Economy and not on external research or insight. This report is intended only as a summary of the focus group for 

knowledge mobilization related to the SPRINT project.
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Overview

Skills Passport for Newcomers in Tech (SPRINT) is a pilot 

project designed to improve labour market integration 

outcomes of internationally trained individuals in 

Information Communications Technology (ICT) and 

Biotechnology & Life Sciences (Biotech). The goal of the 

SPRINT pilot is to test whether the combination of a 

credential evaluation, a competency assessment, and 

an industry designation improves the recognition of 

international education and experience by Canadian 

employers, and ultimately, the employability of 

internationally trained individuals in the ICT and biotech 

sectors. 

SPRINT builds on the idea of a ‘skills passport’, or a portfolio 

of credential, professional competencies, and industry 

validation. Globally, many regions have already moved to 

the idea of a skills portfolio, such as Europass Skills that 

emphasize the transferability of skills and competencies 

to allow job seekers to move more easily across countries 

and sectors for employment. SPRINT aims to implement 

a similar methodology and evaluate if the combination 

of tools and resources can help improve and accelerate 

employment outcomes for skilled immigrants. 

A key component to the success of SPRINT is the 

engagement of employers and assessing their 

understanding of skills validation tools to inform skills-

based hiring. To achieve this, the IEC-BC team, along with 

our project partners, WES, BioTalent Canada and ICTC, 

coordinated to engage a group of employers in discussion 

related to the following key themes:

Employer insights for how these tools could be adapted to better serve 

recruitment needs. 

Employer understanding of skills validation tools, including credential 

evaluations, skills and competency assessments, and industry-

recognized designations, and the impact these tools have on employer 

hiring decisions; and 

Employer challenges in sourcing and recruiting immigrant talent;1

2

3

https://europa.eu/europass/en/what-my-skills
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Audience

The event aimed to attract individuals in organizations 

that are responsible for recruitment and hiring practices, 

including HR representatives, hiring managers and team 

leads. A key consideration in selecting participants was 

the industry they represent with an emphasis placed on 

organizations that work within the ICT and/or biotech 

sectors. This included organizations that hire tech and 

tech-enabled roles.

A total of 15 talent acquisition experts, company 

representatives and hiring managers from key sector 

employers attended, including Amazon, Hootsuite, 

Neon and a group of tech and biotechnology industry 

associations from across Canada.

1
How are you hiring 

internationally 

trained talent?

Discussion Questions

In breakout rooms, facilitators leveraged four guiding questions to help encourage conversation and contribute to the three 

key themes of the event. The guiding questions were:

Facilitators were encouraged to let the discussion flourish unfettered and relied on the direction set by the participants.

2
What are the 

barriers in hiring 

internationally 

trained talent? 

3
What tools or 

processes are helpful 

in identifying and 

hiring internationally 

trained talent? 

4
How can existing tools 

be adapted to better 

serve recruitment 

needs?



  Page  7

June 2022RECRUITING GLOBAL TALENT IN A SKILLS-BASED ECONOMY

Key Findings

Current Hiring Practices

How employers are finding internationally 

trained talent remains the same

A large majority of employers expressed how they 

continually stick to the tried-and-true methods of finding 

internationally trained talent. These included using head-

hunters, immigration agencies, government networks and 

company branch offices in other countries. While there has 

been little change into how employers seek internationally 

trained talent, it was noted by several employers that 

there have been new initiatives put in place by their HR 

departments to benefit those internationally trained 

candidates seeking to apply to their company. These newer 

diversity initiatives have been put in place to help discourage 

the practice of screening possible candidates based on their 

international training or education. 

Employers value candidates who can be easily 

trained and will ‘fit’ with the company

Many employers emphasized that while higher education 

and years of work experience is valued, most employers are 

seeking candidates who they can train for the roles and will 

‘fit’ within the company. This has been reflected in other 

Canadian studies where researchers found that one of the 

top concerns for employers when hiring international talents 

remains the ability to culturally adapt to the Canadian 

workplace. There is a perception that internationally trained 

talent with higher levels of education and experience would 

ask for a higher starting salary and would be less likely to 

adjust easily to differences in work culture. Also, employers 

noted that many companies prefer to hire internationally 

trained talent who have done either internships or contract 

work with their company first as these individuals have 

proven that they can be trained and understand the 

company culture and dynamic. Participants stressed their 

belief that the amount of contract work for internationally 

trained talent will steadily increase in the next few years due 

to its popularity amongst larger organizations, as well as 

its function to ‘try-out’ workers before committing them to 

permanent contracts.

Employers were asked to independently consider how they recruit, screen and hire internationally trained talent for their 

organizations. Participants explained the various elements they might consider when hiring internationally trained talent 

which included technical versus soft skills, education or language abilities, and other variables. Employers provided a wealth 

of insight into the different hiring practices currently being used in Canada’s growing tech sector, which provides employment 

to more than 1.5 million Canadian professional, highlighting what Human Resource (HR) and talent acquisition agencies 

are looking for in potential workers.  Despite industry differences, three dominant themes emerged from the analysis of the 

responses. The following summarizes the three themes that emerged:

https://www.mun.ca/harriscentre/ACOA_Immigration_Fang.pdf
https://www.mun.ca/harriscentre/ACOA_Immigration_Fang.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/724687/canada-ict-sector-jobs-for-immigrants/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/724687/canada-ict-sector-jobs-for-immigrants/
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Candidates with strong, verifiable references will 

be considered first

All of the employers in the focus group agreed that one 

of the most important elements of any application, be 

it from internationally or Canadian trained talent, is to 

have verifiable references. One employer mentioned that 

if their organization cannot easily find a candidate’s past 

employers through a quick internet search, then that 

candidate will not be considered. The need for credible past 

work experience has become one, if not the most important 

element within current Canadian hiring practices. It was 

suggested during the discussion that candidates who have 

strong, credible references from past employers and/or 

colleagues that attest to both personal character and work 

ethic, are more likely to be considered over those candidates 

that might have a higher education level, more secure visa 

status, or overall work experience.   
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Barriers in Hiring

The emphasis on soft skills, primarily language 

ability and Canadian workplace understanding, 

continues to be one of the largest barriers

Employers recognized that candidates who did not 

possess strong soft skills were at a severe disadvantage 

to candidates who did. The soft skills discussed included 

language ability and fluency, public speaking abilities, 

and Canadian workplace understanding. This aligns with 

current research, including one study that demonstrated 

in Ontario 30% of employers were found to require some 

form of Canadian work experience without explanation. 

Though the common theme of employers seeking candidates 

who have ‘Canadian workplace experience’ was noted in 

the discussions as well, employers emphasized that while 

having experience is valuable, what they are primarily 

looking for are internationally trained candidates who can 

easily assimilate to the workplace culture, expectations, 

and standards with little or no additional soft skills 

training required. For example, it was raised that some 

internationally trained candidates are not familiar or 

comfortable with more client-facing roles which are very 

common in Canada. As a result, employers are reluctant 

to hire internationally trained talent unless they can 

demonstrate they have the necessary soft skills to perform 

the role and meet the required standards. 

Employers may prefer candidates who they can 

train for lower salaries than those with higher 

levels of education and experience

Participants raised that they often do not have the 

positions at the level that aligns with internationally 

trained candidates who apply with high levels of education 

and experience, as well as world-recognized designations. 

Around 14% of immigrants who studied outside of Canada 

found that they were overqualified for most of the positions 

available to them in Canada. Additionally, according 

to Statistics Canada over 80% of immigrants with a 

background in IT and/or biotechnology were found to be 

working in lower-paying, unrelated jobs if they were unable 

to enter their preferred sector right away. Many employers 

noted that they prefer to hire candidates for lower salaries 

and who can be trained compared with individuals with 

higher levels of education who might often expect higher 

salaries. Participants noted that they are now focusing their 

attention on talent who can be trained for the positions they 

have available, instead of focusing on candidates explicitly 

based on degrees or designations. Notably, one employer 

suggested the possibility of ‘designation fatigue’ may be the 

cause of this shift. Certificates or courses are being actively 

ignored by some employers due to the sheer amount of 

‘designations’ now available to individuals online, which 

could lead to the potential devaluation of these designations 

and courses. Some employers no longer view designations 

as being valuable as they are becoming more commonplace 

within the ICT and biotech sectors and can be obtained by 

nearly anyone. 

Questions on barriers in hiring were posed to employers and centered on the current challenges affecting both talent and 

employers today. It was also queried how, due to these barriers, employers are addressing the problems associated with 

them. While most of the discussion points that were brought forward by employers were not entirely unknown to us, it was 

valuable to discover that most employers recognized two barriers as being the largest in today’s labour market:

https://www.mtroyal.ca/ourcommunity/_pdfs/Immigration-PB_EN.pdf
https://www.mtroyal.ca/ourcommunity/_pdfs/Immigration-PB_EN.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2020001/article/00004-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2020001/article/00004-eng.htm
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Tools Being Used by Employers

The length of the Canadian interview process has 

been extended and most companies have created 

their own company‑specific assessments to be 

completed during this process

Interestingly, many employers have not only made the 

interview process longer but have created their own 

assessments that test candidates in a range of variables 

that included technical skills, personality, work style, 

problem-solving and more. In one example, it was noted that 

within a large e-commerce company, the interview process 

can now have between 4-6 steps (depending on the position) 

and can last upwards of 3 months. Within this process, 

it was noted that some of these steps could be technical 

assessments to evaluate a candidate’s abilities while 

others could be more formalized one-on-one interviews. 

Another example provided was a behavioural assessment 

administered during the interview stage to better 

understand the different personalities and types of learners 

applying for the position. Many explained that the extended 

interview process was a better screening tool to prevent 

possible hiring biases and ensure equal consideration; the 

consensus from the group was that longer interviews are 

becoming an increasingly common practice. There was also 

agreement that most internationally trained talent have the 

technical skills, so employers are focusing their attention on 

assessing soft skills, resulting in a longer interview process.  

During the second half of the discussion, employers were urged to share the types of tools they have been utilizing to assess 

potential candidates. This portion delved into a variety of resources and tools such as details of the interview processes 

being used by different employers to the additional assessments or tests required by individual companies to be completed 

by potential candidates. While it was noted that many employers and industries within Canada recognize the labour 

shortage and the need to consider internationally trained talent, very few aspects of the hiring process have been loosened 

to accommodate internationally trained talent, and a larger emphasis has now been placed on company-specific assessment 

tools.
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Possible Changes to Serve Recruitment Needs

Job postings and job requirements need to be 

reassessed to better reflect what employers are 

looking for

Employers often prefer talent that they can train versus 

talent that have a high level of education or experience. 

Despite this acknowledgement though, many job postings 

continually state that these positions require certain levels 

of education and experience which can deter immigrant 

jobseekers from applying or confuse qualified jobseekers 

who are unsuccessful. There was recognition that employers 

need to do more to ensure that their job postings reflect only 

the requirements necessary for the role. A participant from a 

newer organization shared that their company has foregone 

posting position requirements like education and years of 

experience, and instead required applicants to address ‘why 

they would be a good fit for the role’ in their cover letter.

Online portfolios like GitHub should be 

encouraged for those seeking work in tech or IT‑

related roles

Despite the possibility of ‘designation fatigue’ amongst 

employers, research has suggested that annually nearly 

$11 billion in earnings is lost by immigrants in Canada 

due to the inability of employers to recognize credentials. 

Participants stressed the importance of seeing samples of 

candidates’ work, over the names of degrees or designations. 

Online portfolio sharing platforms, like GitHub, allow 

candidates to attach samples of their work to their resumes. 

By having easily accessible proof to their technical skills, 

it would be easier for talent to stand out in long interview 

processes, as well as to assess their international credentials 

in practical terms.

Internationally trained talent needs to come 

prepared with strong references and the 

knowledge of the potentially long interview 

processes

Strong references that attest to both work ethic and 

character were valued much higher than academic 

achievement or work experience by the employers involved 

in the discussion. Additionally, having verifiable references 

were key for all candidates to be openly considered by 

employers, regardless of where the candidate has been 

trained or for how long. Ensuring internationally trained 

talent is aware of the necessity of references from both 

previous employers and past colleagues prior to arriving in 

Canada was recommended. Employers also wanted to make 

it clear to immigrant candidates that the interview process 

in Canada, particularly in sectors like tech, could take several 

weeks or months and to not be discouraged by the long 

process.

To close out the discussion groups, the participants were asked about their perspectives and insights on what could be 

done to ensure that internationally trained talent are better prepared when seeking employment in Canada. In addition, 

participants were encouraged to share ideas that could be implemented by employers to better ensure an equal playing field 

for internationally trained talent and immigrant workers. Though many issues were brought forward as being possible points 

of change, here are three main highlights from the conversation:

https://www.mtroyal.ca/ourcommunity/_pdfs/Immigration-PB_EN.pdf
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Recommendations and Next Steps 

Based on the wealth of insight and feedback from the 

employers during the event, hosting a similar focus group 

on a quarterly basis was recommended. This regular 

engagement with employers would help continue the 

conversation on overcoming challenges to integrating 

immigrant talent in the Canadian labour market. The 

employer group suggested hosting a similar roundtable 

discussion which would include policy makers in the 

conversation, and to create a stronger dialogue between 

employers, settlement and immigrant-serving agencies, and 

government agencies.

To respond to the value of Canadian workplace knowledge 

and soft skills, the SPRINT project will focus on improving 

assessment content to emphasize those components. The 

‘Prepare for Work in Canada’ module that is incorporated 

into the competency assessment component will be 

adapted to highlight to participants the approximate length 

of interviews in Canada, the need for strong professional 

references to enter the Canadian job market, and common 

job posting practices by Canadian organizations. 

Importantly, current work being done by IEC-BC in 

collaboration with immigrant-serving organizations on 

the SPRINT initiative, can support both employers and 

newcomers in getting better connected. One immediate 

action that can be gleaned from the discussion is to help 

immigrant participants boost their essential skills and 

increase their employment readiness by leveraging the 

ASCEND program at IEC-BC, which addresses ‘uneven soft 

skills’ that commonly are cited by hiring managers as 

barriers to hiring and integrating skilled immigrants in 

the workplace. ASCEND provides dynamic and supportive 

content that enhances newcomers’ confidence through 

online or blended learning modules and interactive 

materials.
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Conclusion

Throughout the discussion, it was noted that there 

needs to be more transparency between what employers 

are looking for and what internationally trained talent 

can provide. Through continued engagement and 

collaboration with employers and project partners in the 

industry, our hope is to close the gap in understanding 

and bridge our collective knowledge on how to connect 

immigrants and employers in the Canadian labour 

market. From clear job posting expectations to changes 

in how internationally trained talent are prepared for the 

Canadian job market, the employer focus group gave us 

valuable insight into what we can do to continually update 

our current programs and systems. As we move into the 

second year of the SPRINT project, we aim to continue the 

conversation with employers and immigrants to further 

develop recommendations for future developments. 
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