Ship with

Signal49 Tl T

RESEARCH

| N ¢ y
\ - ’ ' y’ . J “ i:—
| | : . "—V -
v 8 _ g L Sade?s

-

From Newcomers to Game Changers

Immigrant Skill Utilization in the Construction Sector

ISSUE BRIEFING | April 29, 2026

Formerly operating as The Conference Board of Canada



Il Future Centre des
[ Skills Compétences
[ | Centre futures

The Future Skills Centre (FSC) is a forward-thinking centre for research and collaboration dedicated to driving
innovation in skills development so that everyone in Canada can be prepared for the future of work. We
partner with policymakers, researchers, practitioners, employers and labour, and post-secondary institutions
to solve pressing labour market challenges and ensure that everyone can benefit from relevant lifelong learning
opportunities. We are founded by a consortium whose members are Toronto Metropolitan University, Blueprint,
and Signal49 Research, and are funded by the Government of Canada’s Future Skills Program.

In partnership Toronto _| . Funded by the Ul
with: Unvaraty " Signal49 Blueprint e | Canada

RESEARCH


https://fsc-ccf.ca/
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/future-skills.html

Contents
4 13

Key findings Actionable insights
S 14
Immigrant skills—not just numbers—key Appendix A: Methodology

to closing gaps
18

Appendix B: Bibliography

Skill utilization trends in Canada’s
construction sector

10

Barriers to immigrant skill utilization

Signal49 Research



From Newcomers to Game Changers

Key findings

« Skill underutilization—being overeducated for one’s job,
working in temporary or involuntary part-time roles, or being
unemployed—affects immigrants and Canadian-born citizens
in construction differently. Involuntary part-time work is the
most pronounced form of underutilization for both groups, but
immigrants experience this at 1.8 times the rate of Canadian-
born citizens.

Overeducation—having more education than needed
for a job—is the second most pronounced type of skill
underutilization in construction. However, immigrants
experience this challenge at 2.6 times the rate seen for
Canadian-born citizens.

Immigrants working in construction are more likely to hold
term and contract positions than Canadian-born citizens.
Project-based employment limits workers’ ability to
secure permanent employment and fully integrate into the
construction sector.

Trade certification processes (e.g., Red Seal) and Canadian
experience requirements take time and prevent skilled
immigrants from accessing construction jobs that match
their qualifications.

Language and communication skills are a common employment
barrier for immigrant construction workers. Some employers
are using language-matching strategies—pairing workers with
shared language backgrounds and building crews from the
same language communities—to hire immigrant workers while
managing construction site safety risks.

Signal49 Research




From Newcomers to Game Changers

Immigrant skills—not just numbers—key to
closing gaps

Statistics Canada reports that since 2016, the Canadian construction sector’s ability to fill
vacant positions has deteriorated faster than that of other sectors.' In 2025, more construction
businesses also cited labour shortages as their primary barrier to growth than businesses in
any other sector.?2 Without action, Canada will be short 85,500 construction workers by 2033,
forecasts from BuildForce Canada show.3

These shortages carry real consequences for Canada’s economy, The federal government has responded by prioritizing skilled trades
as construction accounts for nearly one-tenth of our GDP.# Labour workers through economic immigration and pathways to permanent
shortages in construction alone cost the economy $2.4 billion residency.” But without effective skill utilization, attraction and

in 2022 and 2023.° The impact is visible across the country, retention efforts will continue to fall short.

with widespread project delays, higher construction costs, and

increased housing prices.® Drawing on Labour Force Survey data from 2022 to 2024, we

examined how well immigrants’ skills are utilized in Canada’s
construction sector. We also spoke with five construction
employers and 20 employment and settlement service providers
to learn about the workforce integration barriers that immigrants
face and how to address them.

Statistics Canada, Labour shortage trends in Canada.

Statistics Canada, “Table 33-10-0995-01 Primary factor limiting business’ or organization’s growth, second quarter of 2025.”

BuildForce Canada, Construction and maintenance industry.

BuildForce Canada, Immigration Report Update.

Conference Board of Canada, The, Skills and Productivity.

Hudes, “Construction workers shortage stands in the way of housing boost”; Paglinawan, “Labour shortages leading to cancelled projects in ‘superheated’ construction sector”;
Gismondi, “Lost opportunities”; Saba, “Canada’s economy lost nearly $13B due to labour shortage, new report shows”; King, “More construction delays for north-end Halifax
school, parents disappointed.”

7 Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, “2025-2027 Immigration Levels Plan”; Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, “Speaking notes for the Honourable
Marc Miller, Minister of Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship.”
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From Newcomers to Game Changers

Part of a series

This issue briefing is one of three examining immigrant sKill
utilization in healthcare, construction, and hospitality.

For a cross-sector view of immigrant skill utilization, see our
online experience: From Newcomers to Game Changers: A
Scorecard for Immigrant Skill Utilization. Read our healthcare

and hospitality issue briefings to learn about other sector-specific

barriers and recommendations.

How we measured skill underutilization
Skill underutilization takes two forms: mismatch and wastage.

People experience skill mismatch when they’re employed below

their education level, such as a civil engineer working as a painter.
We measured this as the share of workers who were overeducated

for their jobs.

People experience skill wastage when they can’t find employment,

when they’re in precarious jobs, or when they work fewer hours

than they want to. We measured this as the share of working-age

people who were unemployed, in temporary jobs, or worked part
time involuntarily.

Signal49 Research

Measuring immigrant overeducation and
unemployment in construction

Our construction data only includes people who worked in the
construction sector at some point while in Canada. This creates
gaps when measuring overeducation and unemployment
among immigrants.

Consider two examples: An internationally trained civil engineer
who has only worked as a bartender in Canada would be counted
in our hospitality data as overeducated, but they wouldn’t appear
in our construction data because they never worked in the
sector. An internationally trained civil engineer who has been
unemployed since arriving in Canada wouldn’t appear in any of
our sector-specific data because they never worked in Canada.

Both individuals, however, would be captured in our industry-wide
skill utilization results, which track employment outcomes across
the full labour market rather than linking them to a specific sector.

This data limitation means we likely underestimate the number of
internationally trained construction professionals who are either
unemployed or overeducated for their job.


https://www.signal49.ca/product/a-scorecard-for-immigrant-skill-utilization_apr2026/
https://www.signal49.ca/product/a-scorecard-for-immigrant-skill-utilization_apr2026/
https://www.signal49.ca/product/immigrant-skill-utilization-in-the-healthcare-sector_apr2026/
https://www.signal49.ca/product/immigrant-skill-utilization-in-the-hospitality-sector_apr2026/
https://www.signal49.ca/product/a-scorecard-for-immigrant-skill-utilization_apr2026/

From Newcomers to Game Changers

Skill utilization trends in Canada’s

construction sector

In2024, the primary ways immigrants’ skills were underutilized
in construction were through involuntary part-time employment
(a form of skill wastage) and overeducation (also called skill
mismatch). (See Chart 1.)

Canadian-born workers also faced these challenges, but to a
lesser degree. Comparing the rates in Chart 1, immigrants were
2.6 times more likely to be overeducated for their construction
jobs and 1.8 times more likely to work part-time involuntarily than
Canadian-born workers.®

In 2024, involuntary part-time employment among immigrants was
more pronounced in construction (46 per cent) than in the other
sectors we examined, occurring at roughly double the rate found in
healthcare (21 per cent) and hospitality (26 per cent). The disparity
between immigrants and Canadian-born workers was also wider in
construction—immigrants were 1.4 to 1.6 times more likely to face
involuntary part-time employment in healthcare and hospitality
compared to their Canadian-born counterparts.

8 These differences between immigrants and Canadian-born citizens were statistically significant
but varied in size. There was a medium difference in overeducation (h = 0.61), a small difference in
involuntary part-time employment (h = 0.45), and trivial differences in unemployment and temporary
employment (h = 0.01). See Appendix A for our methodology.

Signal49 Research

Despite this trend, involuntary part-time work didn’t emerge

as a barrier to immigrant skill utilization in our interviews with
construction employers and employment and settlement service
providers. Instead, these individuals highlighted overeducation
and temporary employment as key challenges. We break these
indicators down further in the next section.

Chart 1

In 2024, involuntary part-time work and overeducation were the biggest skill
utilization challenges for immigrants in construction

(percentage underutilized)

I Canadian-born citizens

B Immigrants

Unemployed Temporary Involuntary part-time Overeducated for
(wastage) employment employment job (mismatch)
(wastage) (wastage)

Note: Cohen’s h is an effect size metric that measures the magnitude of the difference between

two proportions. Values below 0.20 represent trivial differences. Values between 0.20 and 0.49 represent
small differences. Values between 0.50 and 0.79 represent medium differences. All differences were
statistially significant (*). See our methodology for more details.

Sources: Statistics Canada; Signal49 Research .
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Skill mismatch

Overeducation is highest among immigrants with
bachelor’s degrees

In 2024, overeducation was a primary way immigrants’ skills
were underutilized in the construction sector. (See Chart 1.)
When we broke this down by educational attainment, we found
that immigrants with bachelor’s degrees had the highest
overeducation rates in the sector. (See Chart 2.)

There were no statistically significant differences between
immigrants and Canadian-born workers in any of the education
groups. The largest difference appeared among those with
some post-secondary education—16 per cent of Canadian-born
citizens were overeducated for their job, but there were so few
immigrants in this group that Statistics Canada suppressed the
number. (See Chart 2.) We were therefore unable to perform any
statistical analyses for this comparison. At the bachelor’s level,
immigrants were 1.2 times more likely to be overeducated for their
job than their Canadian-born counterparts. This small difference
may have reached statistical significance with a larger sample
size (see our methodology in Appendix A for more details).

Signal49 Research

Chart 2
In 2024, overeducation in construction was highest among immigrants with

a bachelor’s degree
(percentage overeducated)

B Immigrants B Canadian-born citizens

20 - h=003 e NENA
h=014

High school Some Post-secondary Bachelor’s University
post-secondary education below degree education above
education the bachelor’s bachelor’s level
level

Note: Cohen’s h is an effect size metric that measures the magnitude of the difference between
two proportions. Values below 0.20 represent trivial differences. Values between 0.20 and
0.49 represent small differences. None of these differences were statistically significant.

See our methodology for more details.

Sources: Statistics Canada; Signal49 Research.
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Skill wastage

Groups diverged in term and contract jobs and seasonal jobs Chart 3
We saw earlier that immigrants and Canadian-born citizens Immigrants in temporary employment were most likely to hold term or contract
jobs in 2024

experienced similar rates of temporary employment in the
construction sector in 2024. (See Chart 1.)

(percentage in temporary employment)

M Immigrants Il Canadian-born citizens

There were no statistically significant differences between
immigrants and Canadian-born workers in any of the temporary
employment groups. The two groups diverged in term and contract
jobs and seasonal jobs. (See Chart 3.) Immigrants were 1.3 times
more likely to hold term and contract positions, whereas Canadian-
born citizens were 1.6 times more likely to work in seasonal jobs.
Immigrants’ overrepresentation in term and contract jobs shows that
they face barriers to stable employment. These small differences
may have reached statistical significance with a larger sample size
(see our methodology in Appendix A for more details).

The lower rate of seasonal employment among immigrants might
suggest that they face less-precarious work than Canadian-born
citizens. Unlike seasonal roles, term and contract jobs sometimes
offer a clearer pathway to permanent employment. However,

an alternate explanation for the lower rate may be appropriate.

Our analysis excludes temporary residents. who comprise a Term or contract job Casual job Seasonal job Other temporary jobs
large portion of Canada’s seasonal workforce. For exam ple, Note: Cohen’s h is an effect size metric that measures the magnitude of the difference between
. two proportions. Values below 0.20 represent trivial differences. Values between 0.20 and
between 2018 and 2023’ the ConStrUCtlon SeCtor had the 0.49 represent small differences. None of these differences were statistically significant.
third-highest increase in temporary foreign worker approvals.® See our methodology for more details.

Sources: Statistics Canada; Signal49 Research.

9 Duhatschek, “From fast food to construction, employers turn more and more to temporary foreign workers.”

Signal49 Research
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Barriers to immigrant skill utilization

Interviews with employers and employment and settlement service
providers revealed four key barriers to immigrant skill utilization:

« Immigrant construction workers experience delays entering
the industry and career setbacks due to Red Seal and other
trade certification processes, often restarting at the entry level
or as apprentices.

« Workforce integration is slowed by seasonal projects and
short-term contracts, limiting immigrant journeypersons’ job
security and immigration pathways.

- Language and communication barriers affect newcomers’ ability
to get hired and integrate into construction workplaces—though
employers are developing strategies, such as pairing workers by
shared language, to hire and onboard workers whose language
skills are still developing.

- Canadian experience expectations prevent many immigrants with
only foreign construction experience from finding commensurate
work in the sector.

Trade certification processes create
integration challenges

Paths to construction certification vary widely in Canada. Some
trades require apprenticeships or qualifying exams—regulated
by provinces and territories—while others fall under the national
Red Seal Program.’® We heard from participants that these
certification processes can create barriers for immigrants in the
construction sector.

10 Banerjee and others, The Apprenticeship Pathway.
11 Banerjee and others.

Signal49 Research

For example, an employment services manager in Yukon explained
that “someone who has years, and years, and years of experience
outside of Canada cannot really access any trade at all because of
the Red Seal process ... the cost of [living] means that they cannot
accept entry-level jobs and start the apprenticeship program all
over again, simply because they wouldn’t be able to afford rent.”

According to an employment services manager in Newfoundland
and Labrador, some immigrants find it “easier or more realistic to
really forget about their credentials and start over [rather] than
going through the process because of the time and the cost.” A
career services director in British Columbia said this helps them
place engineers:

“[Construction workers] are the hardest clients to get credential
recognition and to really find employment for. We have a lot of
engineers that come through our programs. If they’re willing to start
again at labour positions, that type of thing, it’s a little bit easier.”

Career services director, British Columbia

Trade qualifying examinations, while faster than re-credentialing,
typically require work experience." This means that accepting
apprenticeships or lower-level positions might be the only way for
immigrant construction workers to accumulate qualifying hours.

10
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Short-term contracts and precarious work
hinder workforce integration

The construction sector’s project-based work model creates
barriers for immigrants trying to establish themselves in Canada.”?
Workers get hired for specific projects, then face layoffs when
those projects end, creating what a Manitoba employer called “a
very transient type of workforce.” While this is a sector-wide issue,
we found that immigrants were somewhat more likely to hold term
and contract jobs than Canadian-born citizens. (See Chart 3.)

Another issue is the alignment between immigrant selection criteria
and industry labour needs. The prioritization of higher education in
the immigration system limits access for skilled trades workers."®

“[The] government needs to do a better job of working with employers
to better understand where skill gaps are in order to impact our
immigration targets.”

Engineering employer, Ontario

Language skills are key for construction
sector integration

Employers and service providers mentioned language as a key
challenge across industries. In construction, English or French
language proficiency is often a prerequisite for being hired at all,
sometimes eclipsing technical skills. Safety communication is
central to this concern: As one construction employment specialist
in Manitoba explained, it's important that “when a supervisor or

a colleague yells, ‘Get out of the way, [the employees] know the
signs and signals that they have to get out of the way and not be a
deer in headlights.”

However, labour shortages in construction are encouraging some
employers to find strategies to hire immigrants whose language
skills are still developing. A construction employer in the Northwest
Territories explained their approach: “When we’ve been able to hire
somebody who'’s a majority French speaker, we ensure that they're
paired up to make sure that they understand the safety process and
how we run safety on sites.”

Once a crew includes workers with shared language skills,
employers can build on this to hire additional workers from that
community. A construction employer in Manitoba explained that
companies will “[hire] somebody with a good mix of English and
Ukrainian [language] skills and then [bring] other workers in to work
under that person to have a Ukrainian training crew, for example, to
use those skills.”

Beyond safety concerns, language gaps affect how immigrant
workers are perceived in the hiring process and on the job. |
Industry-specific vocabulary can mark workers as outsiders
even when their technical skills are strong.

“[Immigrants] still lack a lot of that local market understanding and the
lingo of our industry. So, they’ll still be talking in square meters from
the country that [they] come from, instead of converting it to feet,
which is a funny thing in construction, where we do both. But it just
makes them stand out as ‘other’ from a hiring manager standpoint.
Those are the cues that we pick up on that say, ‘Oh, maybe they
don’t really understand what we do here quite as well.’ So, it’s a hard
[challenge] to overcome.”

Construction employer, Manitoba

12 Statistics Canada, “The construction sector is not operating at full capacity—here are some data that could explain why.”

13 Banerjee and others, The Apprenticeship Pathway.

Signal49 Research
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From Newcomers to Game Changers

Language gaps further impact the ability of immigrant workers

to advance in their construction careers. As a construction
employment specialist in Manitoba explained, “English is one of the
big factors that’s required to run [project management] positions
and roles.” They shared that they typically advise newcomer
clients to enhance their communication skills and gain more

local experience to work their way back up into positions that are
equivalent to their previous experience outside of Canada.

14 Bernhard, “Doing Migration in Adulthood.”
15 Bill 149, Working for Workers Four Act, 2024; Jung and Howard, “Looking for new employees?”

Signal49 Research

Canadian experience requirements facilitate
skill mismatch

A well-documented challenge for immigrants is that employers
regularly require Canadian experience —shorthand for local work
experience and near-natural knowledge of Canadian cultural
contexts.” For the construction employers we interviewed,
Canadian experience primarily means knowledge of cold weather
construction techniques and local building practices.

While there have been some recent policy interventions to prohibit
employers from requiring Canadian work experience—such as

Bill 149 in Ontario, which came into effect in January 2026 —
employers nonetheless regard such knowledge as a legitimate
occupational requirement. An employment specialist in Nova Scotia
shared how they work with employers to identify the construction
experience they look for.

“We have clients who have some construction experience, but they
don’t have the Canadian construction experience. So, we work
with employers, and we ask them ... ‘What kind of skills do you look
for?’ And they tell us ... concrete formworks or dry wall finishing, et
cetera.... So, [our clients] get the training required by the employers
through the [local] community college.... By the time they graduated,
they knew all the terminology, all the safety rules, et cetera. And
employers came to the campus, and they interviewed people and
recruited them from there.”

Employment specialist, Nova Scotia

Partnerships between settlement services, employers, and
training institutions, such as the one described above, can prepare
immigrants for Canadian construction roles, creating a larger pool
of workforce-ready talent.

12
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Actionable insights

Employers, service providers, training institutions, and policy-makers seeking to leverage
immigrant skills in the construction sector can consider the following recommendations.

Sector associations and regulatory bodies

Expand certification programs focused on local and regional
high-demand construction skills.

Offering fast, flexible, and low-cost training options helps immigrant
construction workers without Red Seal or other trade certifications
gain new in-demand competencies. This will ease their entry into
construction occupations while they are waiting to be licensed.
This also benefits employers who may not have the resources to
train new hires in-house. Sector associations and regulatory bodies
can coordinate with employers to ensure these certifications align
with local and regional skill gaps (e.g., climate-specific construction
techniques or materials, equipment handling).

Construction employers, service providers, training institutions,
and government

Form strategic partnerships to train immigrant construction
talent so they can hone their transferrable skills.

Cross-sectoral collaboration can help address challenges related
to a lack of Canadian experience. Developing training-to-job
pipelines for immigrants can ease their entry into the construction
sector and give employers more assurance that a new hire will

be able to work in a Canadian context with regional or local
construction techniques and building materials.

16 Manitoba Construction Sector Council, “English for Construction Purposes.”

Signal49 Research

Training institutions can work with employers to identify in-demand
skills and training gaps. The government and service providers can
play a role in funding and facilitating such initiatives and in aligning
them with immigration and settlement programs.

Develop sector-specific language and communication training.
Stakeholders across sectors can also work together to create
language learning modules that are relevant to skill demand in
construction, allowing immigrant construction workers to gain
language competencies and industry knowledge simultaneously.

To increase employer confidence in hiring skilled newcomers,

these initiatives can go beyond general English or French language
courses and focus on technical vocabulary in construction, Canadian
workplace communication, and construction site safety procedures.
The Manitoba Construction Sector Council’s course on English for
Construction Purposes’® is an example of such training. On the job
pairing of workers with shared language backgrounds can facilitate
communication and knowledge transfer during onboarding periods
and accelerate hiring through employee referrals.

13



Appendix A

Methodology

About the research

We conducted this research to better understand the extent of immigrant skill utilization
in three in-demand sectors: healthcare, hospitality, and construction. We used a mix

of quantitative and qualitative methods to explore three research questions in each of
these sectors:

1. At what rates do immigrants versus Canadian-born citizens experience
skill underutilization?
2. What barriers prevent employers from utilizing immigrants’ skills?

3. How can municipalities, employers, and settlement service providers improve
the utilization of immigrants’ skills?

Literature review

The first phase of this research involved a literature review to inform the quantitative study
design and qualitative interview questions. To be included in our review, publications had
to be from 2015 onwards and be related to immigrant employment and immigrant skill
utilization in the Canadian labour market.

We identified and reviewed 14 publications, produced by academic journals, research
institutes, and Statistics Canada, that provided broad insights on the definitions and

implications of immigrant skill utilization, employment and settlement supports that enhance
immigrant skill utilization, and barriers to the labour market integration of immigrant workers.

We also consulted sector-specific sources to understand industry challenges and

the extent of labour shortages. We found four publications on labour shortages in the
construction sector produced by Signal49 Research, news agencies, and an industry
association. For the healthcare sector, we consulted a news release by Employment and
Social Development Canada that provided an estimate of labour shortages. At the time of
the literature review, we identified no sector-specific studies on the hospitality sector that
projected labour shortages in accommodation and food services.

We identified and consulted additional sources over the course of the project, as the initial
literature review was not meant to be an exhaustive list.

1 Statistics Canada, “Guide to the Labour Force Survey.”
2 Statistics Canada, “Dictionary, Census of Population, 2021 - Census Subdivision (CSD).”

Signal49 Research

Quantitative data analysis

Data

We used custom tabulations of Statistics Canada’s Labour Force Survey for the quantitative
component of this study.' Our analysis spanned 2022 to 2024 survey years and covered

the 38 census subdivisions with relevant data. Census subdivision is the general term for
municipalities or areas treated as municipal equivalents for statistical purposes.?

The following five tables were requested from Statistics Canada:

1. Labour force characteristics by immigrant status, educational attainment, selected
industries, and North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) 2022, Canada,
provinces, territories and selected census subdivisions, annual average (persons x 1,000)

2. Employed employees by job permanence, immigrant status, selected industries,

NAICS 2022, and type of work, Canada, provinces, territories and selected census
subdivisions, annual average (persons x 1,000)

3. Persons employed part time by main reason for part-time employment at their main job,
immigrant status, selected industries, and NAICS 2022, Canada, provinces, territories
and selected census subdivisions, annual average (persons x 1,000)

4. Persons not in the labour force by reason for not looking for work, immigrant status,
selected industries, and NAICS 2022, Canada, provinces, territories and selected
census subdivisions, annual average (persons x 1,000)

5. Employed population by TEER category, National Occupational Classification
(NOC) 2021, educational attainment, immigrant status, selected industries, and
NAICS 2022, Canada, provinces, territories and selected census subdivisions, annual
average (persons x 1,000)

14



Our analysis focused on working-age individuals (15-64 years) who were Canadian-born
citizens, permanent residents, or naturalized citizens. We excluded temporary residents
because the Labour Force Survey does not disaggregate temporary foreign workers

and international students. These groups are too distinct from each other to make valid
inferences when treated as a single category. In addition, not all underutilization indicators
we used capture temporary foreign workers’ labour market experience. Many of these
individuals can only enter Canada with a full-time job offer, which is likely to be time-limited
given the nature of work permits.

SKkill utilization indicators
We measured two dimensions of skill utilization separately for immigrants and Canadian-
born citizens: skill mismatch (one indicator) and skill wastage (three indicators).

We used all available skill underutilization indicators from the Labour Force Survey except
worker discouragement—another form of skill wastage. This captures people who want to
work but who don’t seek employment because they’re discouraged by the reality or their
perception of the labour market.® We excluded this indicator because Statistics Canada had
flagged much of it as unreliable.

Skill mismatch: overeducation

Overeducation represents the share of workers whose primary job requires less education
than they hold.

We measured overeducation by comparing an individual’s highest education level (foreign or
Canadian) to the Training, Education, Experience and Responsibilities (TEER) classification
of their job.* For instance, a bachelor’s degree holder working in a position requiring only a
high school diploma would be considered overeducated for their job.

The overeducation rate represents the number of overeducated workers as a percentage
of all individuals employed in the sector.

Banerjee and others, “Use it or lose it.”

Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, “Find your National Occupational Classification (NOC).”
Statistics Canada, “Guide to the Labour Force Survey.”

Statistics Canada.

Statistics Canada.

~No o~
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Skill wastage: unemployment

People were considered unemployed if, during the reference week of the Labour Force
Survey, they were without work, had actively looked for work in the past four weeks, and
were available for work.® This included individuals on temporary layoff and those set to start
a new job within four weeks.

The unemployment rate was only measured for people who worked in the sector at some
point while in Canada, either as a temporary or permanent resident. It represents the
number of unemployed individuals who used to work in the sector as a percentage of the
sector’s labour force (employed plus unemployed individuals).

Skill wastage: temporary employment

A temporary job has a predetermined end date or will end once a specified project is
completed.® This includes seasonal jobs, term or contract jobs (including those done
through temporary help agencies), casual jobs, and other temporary work arrangements.

Seasonal jobs have specified hours and a predetermined end date but recur on an annual
basis. Term and contract jobs have specified hours and a predetermined end date. Casual
jobs have no specified hours or set work periods. Other temporary work arrangements
include jobs outside these categories but of a similar nature.

The temporary employment rate represents the number of temporary sector workers as a
percentage of all individuals employed in the sector.

Skill wastage: involuntary part-time employment

Involuntary part-time workers are those who work fewer than 30 hours per week due to
poor business conditions or because they couldn’t find full-time work (this includes those
who actively searched for full-time work in the past four weeks and those who did not).” In
contrast, voluntary part-time workers cite other reasons for their reduced hours, though
these may include situational constraints that aren’t truly voluntary, such as caring for
children, attending school, or managing a personal iliness.

The involuntary part-time employment rate was only measured for people whose part-time
job was their main job in the sector. It represents the number of involuntary part-time sector
workers as a percentage of all part-time sector workers.

15



Data analysis

Skill utilization in immigrants vs. Canadian-born citizens

To determine whether immigrants experienced significantly worse skill underutilization than
Canadian-born citizens, we used two-proportion z-tests. Statistically significant differences
are marked with an asterisk (*). This indicates there is less than a 5 per cent probability that
the group difference occurred by chance.

The number of people in an analysis can impact statistical significance.® If the sample is
too small, meaningful differences can be missed. If the sample is sufficiently large, trivial
differences can be statistically significant.

While the Labour Force Survey estimates are representative at granular geographic scales,
this is not the case within each analytic cell. When we narrow analyses to specific sectors
and further split by immigration status, cell sizes (sample size used in the z-tests) can
become small. Constructing skill-utilization indicators within each sector can further reduce
the number of available cases and increase the sampling variability.

We therefore present Cohen’s h alongside our significance tests. Cohen’s h is an effect size
metric that measures the magnitude of the difference between two proportions.® Values of
0.20, 0.50, and 0.80 represent small, medium, and large differences, respectively. Values
below 0.20 represent trivial differences.

Qualitative data analysis
We interviewed 36 individuals for the qualitative component of this study. This included:

* 20 employment and settlement service providers
* 16 employers (five in hospitality, five in construction, six in healthcare)

8 Sullivan and Feinn, Using Effect Size—or Why the P Value Is Not Enough.
9 Lee, “Alternatives to P value.”

Signal49 Research

Interviews

All participants were granted confidentiality. We developed an interview guide based on the
reviewed literature and in conjunction with the Research Advisory Board (members listed

in Acknowledgments). To answer the research questions, the interview guide focused on
understanding the following:

¢ Challenges in hiring immigrants to fill specific skill gaps or roles

* Barriers to effective immigrant skill utilization (with further prompts aimed at identifying
barriers in each sector)

* Motivations for improving immigrant skill utilization (e.g., economic contribution of
immigrants, workforce diversity, talent retention)

* Implemented programs and practices to improve immigrant skill utilization
* Success stories for effective utilization of immigrants’ skills

¢ Collaboration with stakeholders to improve immigrant skill utilization (e.g., governments,
employers, sector associations, community organizations)

¢ Opportunities to improve immigrant skill utilization broadly and in the three study sectors

To qualify as an employment or settlement service provider, participants had to be an
employee of an immigrant-serving organization that runs employment programs and
counselling or offers settlement services with an employment component. Employers had
to be professionals in a human resources, hiring management, or training or development
capacity at an organization under one of the three sectors.

We recruited participants both indirectly and directly. Indirect recruitment involved asking
the relevant parties to disseminate our research invitation letter. These parties included
members of our research centres, councils, and Research Advisory Board members,

as well as sector associations and immigrant employment councils. Direct recruitment
involved identifying potential participants and emailing them. This strategy was reserved for
employers because we exceeded our participant targets for employment and settlement
service providers, using the indirect approach.

We conducted our interviews via Microsoft Teams from July 7 to November 20, 2025.
Participants lived and worked in all provinces and territories except Quebec and Nunavut.

Interviews were transcribed by ScribeWire, a third-party transcription service. Interviews
ranged from 28 to 66 minutes long, for a total of 26.3 hours. This resulted in 430 pages of
transcripts that totaled 224,843 words.
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We analyzed the interview transcripts using NVivo. Following the grounded theory
approach, we let codes emerge from the data through an exploratory analysis of the
interviews instead of using a pre-developed codebook.® We conducted inter-coder
reliability on randomly selected interviews from each participant group to ensure coding
was consistent across researchers. Across participant groups, we achieved 96.3 per cent
agreement in our codes.

Codes were compared and grouped into themes. Themes were examined based on how
frequently they were noted as well as the intensity of the observation.

Limitations

Quantitative data limitations

We could not measure all types of skill underutilization. For instance, we could not account
for immigrants who changed sectors involuntarily, those who were discouraged from
seeking employment," or those who worked below their non-educational qualifications.

Our analysis only captures immigrants who worked in the sector at some point in Canada,
either as a temporary or permanent resident. This underestimates the unemployment rate.

Every month the Labour Force Survey will sample 56,000 households nationally in a
rotating six-month panel—approximately 100,000 persons are sampled across Canada.
The survey uses a probability sample that is based on a geographically stratified multi-stage
design. Although the sample is representative at different geographic scales, the sample of
immigrants and Canadian-born citizens becomes small when we narrow our analysis to the
healthcare, construction, and hospitality sectors. It becomes even smaller when we create
the skill utilization indicators within each of these sectors.

10 Charmaz, Constructing Grounded Theory.
11 Banerjee and others, “Use it or lose it.”

Signal49 Research

Qualitative data limitation

We aimed to interview 10 employers in each of our three study sectors but reduced this to
five due to the low response rate. While this reduces the variety of insights on immigrant
skill underutilization, the overlap in employers’ interviews showed sufficient data saturation.

Due to the small sample size, we cannot generalize the findings of this research.

17



Appendix B
Bibliography

Banerjee, Rupa, Danielle Lamb, and Laura Lam. “Use it or lose it: The problem of labour
underutilization among immigrant workers in Canada.” Industrial Relations Journal 55,
no. 5 (2024): 378-97. https://doi.org/10.1111/irj.12441.

Banerjee, Rupa, Tingting Zhang, and Lorenzo Frangi. The Apprenticeship Pathway:
Skilled Trades and Immigrant Integration in Canada. Toronto: FutureSkills Research Lab,
August 25, 2022. http://hdl.handle.net/1807/124745.

Bernhard, Michael. “Doing Migration in Adulthood: Learning to Engage With the Canadian
Experience Discourse.” The Canadian Journal for the Study of Adult Education 35,
no. 2 (2023): 19-35. https://doi.org/10.56105/cjsae.v35i02.5688.

Bill 149, Working for Workers Four Act, 2024, No. 149. 2024. https://www.ola.org/en/
legislative-business/bills/parliament-43/session-1/bill-149.

BuildForce Canada. Construction and maintenance industry: An assessment of construction
labour markets from 2023 to 2033. 2024. Ottawa: BuildForce Canada, March 2024.
https://www.buildforce.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/2024-Canada-Const-Maint-
Looking-Forward.pdf.

BuildForce Canada. Immigration Report Update. Ottawa: BuildForce Canada, March 2024.
https://www.buildforce.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/BFC-IMM-Report_EN.pdf.

Charmaz, Kathy. Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide Through Qualitative
Analysis. London: Sage Publications, 2006.

Conference Board of Canada, The, Skills and Productivity: Which Skills Shortages Are
Impacting Canadian Productivity? CBoC, August 15, 2024. https://www.signal49.ca/
product/skills-and-productivity aug2024/

Duhatschek, Paula. “From fast food to construction, employers turn more and more to
temporary foreign workers.” CBC News, June 24, 2024. https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/
calgary/temporary-foreign-workers-1.7240374.

Gismondi, Angela. “Lost opportunities: Construction’s $9.6 billion problem.”

Daily Commercial News by ConstructConnect, December 11, 2023. https://canada.
constructconnect.com/dcn/news/economic/2023/12/construction-sector-faced-most-
significant-loss-of-business-opportunities-says-report.

Signal49 Research

Hudes, Sammy. “Construction workers shortage stands in the way of housing boost:
experts.” Global News, April 18, 2024. https://globalnews.ca/news/10431789/construction-
workers-shortage-housing-experts/.

Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada. 2025-2027 Immigration Levels Plan.
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, last modified October 24, 2024.
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2024/10/20252027-
immigration-levels-plan.html.

—. “Find your National Occupational Classification (NOC).” Immigration, Refugees and
Citizenship Canada, last modified June 27, 2025. https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-
refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/find-national-occupation-code.html.

—. “Speaking notes for the Honourable Marc Miller, Minister of Immigration, Refugees
and Citizenship: Canada takes action to support housing with new immigration measures.
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, last modified March 10, 2025.
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2025/03/speaking-
notes-for-the-honourable-marc-miller-minister-of-immigration-refugees-and-citizenship-
canada-takes-action-to-support-housing-with-new-immi.html.

Jung, lan, and J. Geoffrey Howard. “Looking for new employees? Follow these hiring
requirements.” HR Reporter, October 27, 2025. https://www.hrreporter.com/news/hr-news/
looking-for-new-employees-follow-these-hiring-requirements/393658.

King, Megan. “More construction delays for north-end Halifax school, parents
disappointed.” Global News, December 14, 2023. https://globalnews.ca/news/10171081/
more-construction-delays-north-halifax-school/.

Lee, Dong Kyu. “Alternatives to P value: confidence interval and effect size.” Korean Journal
of Anesthesiology 69, no. 6 (2016): 555-62. https://doi.org/10.4097/kjae.2016.69.6.555.

Manitoba Construction Sector Council. “English for Construction Purposes.”
Manitoba Construction Sector Council, n.d. https://mbcsc.com/training/english-for-
construction-purposes/.

Paglinawan, Denise. “Labour shortages leading to cancelled projects in ‘superheated’
construction sector.” Financial Post, July 7, 2022. https://financialpost.com/fp-work/labour-
shortages-leading-to-cancelled-projects-in-superheated-construction-sector.

18



Saba, Rosa. “Canada’s economy lost nearly $13B due to labour shortage, new report
shows.” Global News, October 25, 2022. https://globalnews.ca/news/9224124/canada-
labour-shortage-economy-loss/.

Statistics Canada. “Dictionary, Census of Population, 2021 - Census Subdivision (CSD).”
Statistics Canada, last modified July 7, 2023. https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-
recensement/2021/ref/dict/az/definition-eng.cfm?ID=ge0012.

—. “Guide to the Labour Force Survey.” Statistics Canada, last modified April 4, 2025.
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/71-543-g/71-543-g2025001-eng.htm.

—. Labour shortage trends in Canada. Statistics Canada, last modified July 3, 2025.
https://www.statcan.gc.ca/en/subjects-start/labour /labour-shortage-trends-canada.

—. “Table 33-10-0995-01 Primary factor limiting business’ or organization’s growth, second
quarter of 2025.” Statistics Canada, last modified February 26, 2026. https://www150.
statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3310099501.

—. “The construction sector is not operating at full capacity—here are some data that could
explain why.” Statistics Canada, last modified July 5, 2024. https://www.statcan.gc.ca/o1/
en/plus/6596-construction-sector-not-operating-full-capacity-here-are-some-data-could-
explain-why.

Sullivan, Gail M., and Richard Feinn. Using Effect Size—or Why the P Value Is Not Enough.

Journal of Graduate Medical Education (2012): 279-82. https://doi.org/10.4300/
JGME-D-12-00156.1.

Signal49 Research

19



Acknowledgements

This research was prepared with financial support provided through the Government
of Canada’s Future Skills Program. We are proud to serve as a research partner in
the Future Skills Centre consortium.

It takes a team to deliver great research. We thank our many colleagues whose
expertise and contributions helped to bring this research to life. Lauren Hamman,
Associate Director, MA, provided oversight throughout the research process.

Stein Monteiro, Lead Research Associate, PhD, Federica Guccini, Research Associate,
PhD, and Bronwen Perley-Robertson, Senior Research Associate, PhD, executed the
research. Stefan Fournier, Executive Director, MA, provided feedback on early drafts.

This online experience was designed by the Design Services team at Signal49 Research.

We thank the 20 employment and settlement service providers and 16 employers in
the healthcare, construction, and accommodation and food services sectors who
participated in interviews.

We also wish to thank the members of our Research Advisory Board who supported
this research:

¢ Henry Akanko, Director, Hire Immigrants Ottawa

* Rupa Banerjee, Canada Research Chair, Toronto Metropolitan University

¢ Laurie Beckstead, Director of Programs, Ottawa Community Loan Fund

* Bianca Cooper, General Manager, Impact Drywall Inc.

Joélle Cupidon, Director, People & Culture, Healthcare Excellence Canada
¢ Evan Hazenberg, Research Director, Tourism HR Canada

¢ Jasmine Qi, Director, Workforce Inclusion, Tourism HR Canada

* Donald Guse Salah, Director, Restaurants Canada

¢ Dale Schierbeck, Independent Healthcare Expert

¢ Carol Yuan, Employment Liaison Specialist, BC Construction Association

Signal49 Research

From Newcomers to Game Changers: Immigrant Skill Utilization
in the Construction Sector
Federica Guccini and Bronwen Perley-Robertson

To cite this research: Guccini, Federica and Bronwen Perley-Robertson.
From Newcomers to Game Changers: Immigrant Skill Utilization in the
Construction Sector. Ottawa: Signal49 Research, 2026.

Forecasts and research often involve numerous assumptions and data sources, and are
subject to inherent risks and uncertainties. This information is not intended as specific
investment, accounting, legal, or tax advice. The responsibility for the findings and
conclusions of this research rests entirely with Signal49 Research.

An accessible version of this document for the visually impaired is available upon request.

Accessibility Officer, Signal49 Research
Tel.: 613-526-3280 or 1-866-711-2262 | Email: accessibility@signal49.ca

Published in Canada | All rights reserved | Agreement No. 40063028

AERIC Inc. is an independent Canadian registered charity operating as Signal49 Research.

20


https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/future-skills.html
mailto:accessibility%40signal49.ca?subject=

® O

Where knowledge
INSpires action

Formerly operating as The Conference Board of Canada

Effective January 26, 2026, Signal49 Research discontinued use of ‘The Conference
Board of Canada’ name and trademark, which had been used by Signal49 Research under
license from The Conference Board, Inc. The Conference Board, Inc. and/or its licensees
have the exclusive right to use ‘THE CONFERENCE BOARD’ marks in Canada.

PUBLICATION P-02020-Q1F5K3

Signa|49 PRICE: Complimentary

RESEARCH signal49.ca


https://www.signal49.ca/
http://signal49.ca

	From Newcomers to Game Changers: Immigrant Skill Utilization in the Construction Sector
	Contents
	Key findings 
	Immigrant skills-not just numbers-key to closing gaps
	Skill utilization trends in Canada’s construction sector
	Barriers to immigrant skill utilization 
	Actionable insights 
	Appendix A: Methodology
	Appendix B: Bibliography
	Acknowledgements 
	Publication P-02020-Q1F5K3 
	signal49.ca

