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This year, Canada will welcome almost 300,000 immigrants. 
Some of these immigrants are internationally educated 
professionals (IEPs) with the skills and knowledge to 
contribute to the country’s bio-economy. However, they 
are often met by roadblocks to employment like lack 
of access to jobs in their field of expertise and lack of 
Canadian work experience.

With biotechnology companies in need of skilled talent 
to pursue innovation and achieve their business goals, 
what can be done to create a more direct pathway for IEPs 
into the Canadian bio-economy? This report explores that 
question, gathering the experience and perspective of 
IEPs, immigrant serving agencies (ISAs) and bio-economy 
employers that have participated in BioTalent Canada’s 
BioSkills Recognition Program, while also assessing how 
initiatives like this can help by confirming IEPs’ readiness  
to work in the sector.

 “There is a big gap between 
skilled newcomers and the 
job market in Canada, where 
the skills learned abroad 
are not acknowledged by 
employers.”  

– IEP 

IEPs come to Canada 
highly educated

67.6% of survey 
respondents reported 
having a minimum  
of a master’s degree.
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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE
The bio-economy is an industry where products and devices 
produced are highly regulated but professions are not.  

BioTalent Canada created a system for job seekers to match 
their skills against one of several industry-developed biotech 
skill profiles. This BioSkills Recognition Program is an industry 
verification of that match by a biotech professional. The 
BioReadyTM designation is bestowed on job seekers whose 
skills match the profile. It is an ideal bridge for thousands of 
educated immigrants seeking a job in Canada’s bio-economy.

Canada welcomes almost 300,000 immigrants a year, and 
many of them are highly skilled. Pursuit of educated career 
paths is crucial to the economy and was a recommendation 
in the 2015 Government of Canada report Survival to Success: 
Transforming Immigrant Outcomes, in which BioTalent Canada 
participated.

Over the past three years, thanks in part to federal funding, 
BioTalent Canada has verified the skills of internationally 
educated professionals (IEPs) and introduced the BioReady 
label to employers across Canada. This report contains data 
on the experiences and backgrounds of those BioReady 
job-seeking IEPs, immigrant serving agencies (ISAs) and bio-

economy employers. It could set the standard for companies 
to focus on stable and strategically valuable labour markets 
like IEPs.

Our conclusion: more must be done. Biotech companies 
must update their HR practices to diversify their work forces. 
Recruiters must seek out IEPs as untapped opportunities for 
innovation and access to international markets. Canada must 
seek out new and innovative means to fast-track IEPs into 
skilled jobs.

We hope this report assists IEPs in their job search and 
biotech employers to seek the best and the brightest. After 
all, without people, there can be no science.

Rob Henderson,  
President and CEO, BioTalent Canada
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GLOSSARY
IEP Internationally educated professional

ISA Immigrant serving agency

LMI Labour market information

Bio-economy Bio-economy refers to the biotechnology industry. See Figure 1 for a breakdown of the subsectors forming 
Canada’s bio-economy. Bio-economy and biotechnology are used interchangeably in this report.

Essential skills The combination of interpersonal and social skills, attitude, common sense and adaptability.
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FIGURE 1: SECTORS OF THE BIO-ECONOMY AND EXAMPLE PRODUCTS, 
BIOTALENT CANADA, 2017
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report examines the needs and opportunities around the employment  
of IEPs in Canada’s bio-economy.

IEPs arrive in Canada with the knowledge to work in the bio-economy

• The top two fields of work experience among IEPs prior to immigrating  
to Canada are bio-health and biotechnology research and development 
(R&D) services.

• The most common skills IEPs possess are research and development 
(57.7%) and quality control/assurance (24.0%), which rank among the most 
prominent skills deficits in Canada’s bio-economy as published in BioTalent 
Canada’s 2013 labour market report: Sequencing the Data.1

Real and perceived obstacles hinder IEPs’ path to enter Canada’s 
biotechnology sector

• 69.2% of IEPs surveyed do not currently work in the bio-economy, and  
only 27.2% of IEPs feel their current job utilizes their technical job-skills. 

• The top challenges facing IEPs entering Canada’s biotech workforce  
include finding jobs in their own field2 (51.9%) and lack of Canadian 
experience (46.5%).

ISAs serve as a crucial bridge to employment, but are underutilized by IEPs

• Among the ISAs surveyed, job search services (90.9%) and employment 
preparation assistance (81.8%) are the employment services most often 
provided by ISAs to IEPs.

• Only 40.5% of IEPs surveyed indicated working with an ISA. Of the IEPs 
working with ISAs, 42.7% consider employment services the most important 
service provided by the ISAs.

IEPs need new ways to demonstrate their readiness to work in the  
bio-economy

• 66.7% of the ISAs surveyed identified foreign credential recognition as  
a ‘major’ issue for immigrants entering Canada’s bio-economy.

• 90.9% of ISAs surveyed agreed education and experience validation would 
help IEPs obtain employment in Canada’s bio-economy. 

Pre-screening could be a path for skilled IEPs to connect to employers

• Over half of the IEPs surveyed (56.8%) indicated having worked in 
biotechnology prior to immigrating to Canada.

• All the biotechnology employers surveyed supported the concept  
of having access to pre-screened candidates.

1   “Sequencing the Data: People – Driving Canada’s Bio-economy Labour Market Report 2013”, 
BioTalent Canada. www.biotalent.ca/sequencing

2    ‘Own field’ or ‘similar job’ is defined as a job that is utilizing an individual’s education and/or skillset. 
A similar job would be a former “Quality Control Analyst” pre-immigration, working as a “Quality 
Assurance Technician” in Canada.

http://www.biotalent.ca/sequencing
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
The data presented in this report reveals a gap 
between skilled IEPs seeking bio-economy 
work and employers in the sector with defined 
and pressing hiring needs. BioTalent Canada 
proposes three practical recommendations to 
close that gap and boost Canada’s utilization of 
IEPs’ biotechnology skills.

1.  IEPs must be recognized as 
skilled and experienced talent
Two-thirds (66.7%) of IEPs surveyed possessed 
at least a master’s degree, with over half (56.8%) 
reporting having worked in biotechnology prior to 
immigrating to Canada. The most common skills of 
IEPs surveyed represent the most prominent skills 
deficits in Canada’s bio-economy. However, 69.2% of 
IEPs surveyed were not currently working in the bio-
economy. There is a great need to create awareness 
and alter perceptions among bio-economy 
employers about the skills IEPs possess. In the past, 
solutions like federal wage subsidy incentives have 
been effective methods in enhancing employment 
from underutilized talent pools. The addition of 
a wage subsidy component to a candidate pre-
screening system could be an effective solution to 
alleviate the top two challenges IEPs face in securing 
employment in biotechnology: finding work in their 
own field and lack of Canadian work experience.

2.  The bio-economy needs access 
to a standardized candidate pre-
screening methodology
About two-thirds (66.7%) of ISAs surveyed said 
foreign credential recognition was a problem 
affecting IEPs’ ability to obtain work. Most of the ISAs 
(90.9%) also agreed that education and experience 
validation would help, and all the employers 

surveyed supported having access to pre-screened 
candidates. The BioSkills Recognition Program is one 
such pre-screening system. As such, it represents 
a solution that could lead to future development 
of national occupational standards and even an 
industry-standard recognition or certification 
process, all of which represent valuable solutions  
for newcomers.

3.  ISAs should function as a referral 
channel for standardized industry 
pre-screening
According to IEPs, job search services (90.9%) and 
employment preparation assistance (81.8%) are 
the employment services most often provided by 
ISAs. While only 40.5% of IEPs indicated actively 
working with an ISA, 42.7% of the IEPs working 
with ISAs consider employment services the most 
important service they provide. ISAs already have 
the mechanisms in place to assist IEPs with their job 
search. More marketing and outreach is needed to 
increase awareness and utilization of ISA services 
among IEPs. ISAs would be the ideal marketing and 
referral channel for a standardized pre-screening 
methodology for IEPs.

Clearing the way to jobs in the bio-economy for IEPs,  
and for employers to access their much-needed skills, 
requires the cooperation of all stakeholders: industry, 
immigrant serving agencies, research institutions, 
government and facilitative organizations like BioTalent 
Canada. The findings and recommendations of this 
survey can clarify opportunities for the evolution 
of Canada’s bio-economy through support for IEP 
development. Tapping into this pipeline of qualified 
workers is crucial for Canada to thrive on the 
biotechnology world-stage. 
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SEEKING EMPLOYMENT IN CANADA’S  
BIO-ECONOMY
The IEPs surveyed came to Canada for two main reasons: 
job opportunities and educational prospects. With 
more than half of Canadian bio-economy companies 
experiencing skills shortages3, an influx of experienced, 
job-ready talent should be broadly beneficial to the 
country’s bio-economy. Nonetheless, the unemployment 
rate among IEPs in Canada’s bio-economy remains high: 
47.8% of those surveyed by BioTalent Canada for this 
report said they were unemployed. 

To better understand the reasons for this—and what 
can be done about it—BioTalent Canada surveyed 
IEPs, the majority of which had medical, health and 
science backgrounds, as well as ISAs and biotechnology 
employers across Canada. This report presents the 
findings of that study, along with perspective on how ISAs 
connect IEPs to jobs and employer hiring preferences. 

Who are IEPs?
Internationally educated professionals arrive in Canada 
with diverse backgrounds and a variety of skills. They 
are motivated, educated and experienced, presenting 
employers with an abundance of competencies from 
which to choose.

Of the 185 IEPs surveyed by BioTalent Canada for this 
report, more than half came from Asia (52.4%), with 
Africa (16.8%) and the Middle East (13.5%) the next most 
common regions of origin. India was the most common 
country of origin (26.5%), followed by China and Nigeria 
(both with 7.6%). Countries with fewer than five total 
responses were grouped together under Other, making 
up the bulk of the responses (30.8%).

FIGURE 2: REASON FOR MOVING TO CANADA

Rating Reason

1 Job Opportunities

2 Educational Prospects

3 Reuniting With Family or Friends Who Are Already 
in Canada

4 Peaceful, Tolerant Country Without Internal Wars

5 High Standard of Living

6 Universal Health Care

7 Democracy Where Individual Rights and 
Freedoms Are Protected By Law.

8 Home to Many Different Cultural, Ethnic  
and Religious Communities

9 Natural Environment

10 Access to Social Assistance Programs

11 Abundance of Natural Resources and Minerals, 
Including Water and Oil

12 Resilient Economy

13 Choice in Immigration and Visa Programs

14 Support Offered By the Canadian and Provincial 
Governments to Help Immigrants Adapt to Life  
in Canada

15 Ease in Qualifying for Admission

16 Canadian Passport Allowing Visa Free Travel  
for Almost All Major Countries in the World

“The immigrants and refugees we work with 
[…] are serious about working and applying 
their training and experience in the workforce.”  

– Edmonton Mennonite Centre for Newcomers

3  “Sequencing the Data: People – Driving Canada’s Bio-economy Labour Market Report 2013”, BioTalent Canada. www.biotalent.ca/sequencing

http://www.biotalent.ca/sequencing
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FIGURE 3: PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS BY COUNTRY 
OF ORIGIN

26.5%
India

30.8%
Other*

7.6%
China

3.8%
Bangladesh

7.0%
Iran

7.6%
Nigeria

* Other indicates countries of origin that had less than 
five total responses.

3.8%
Egypt

3.8%
Philippines

3.2%
Pakistan 2.7%

Iraq

2.7%
Canada 0.5%

Did not indicate

FIGURE 4: PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS BY REGION 
OF ORIGIN

52.4%
Asia

16.8%
Africa

13.5%
Middle East

7.6%
North America

5.4%
Europe

0.5%
Australia 
and Oceania*

0.5%
Did not Indicate

3.2%
South 
America

*Oceania is the region that makes up the islands in the Central 
and South Pacific Ocean, including the continent Australia.

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN VERSUS COUNTRY OF 
EMIGRATION

An IEP’s country of origin (birth) does not necessarily 
correspond to the country from which they emigrate. 
For example, 7.0% of respondents indicated Iran as 
their country of origin, but only 4.9% listed it as their 
country of emigration, suggesting the use of other 
countries as gateways to Canada. That said, the most 
common countries of origin—India and China—were 
similarly ranked as countries of emigration, with India 
at 23.2% and China at 7.0%. 

Slightly more than half (57.3%) of all IEPs responding to  
the survey were women. Most respondents were aged 
between 25 and 44, with very few younger than 24 or older 
than 55. In other words, the majority of those who responded 
to the survey (79.5%) are in the most productive time of  
their careers. 

Language
The most-spoken language other than English or French was 
Hindi (36.7%), followed by Arabic (11.6%). Less-represented 
languages bundled together in the Other category counted 
for 16.3% of responses (25.9% of IEPs did not answer this 
question). Only 34.1% classified themselves as Anglophone 
and 2.7% as Francophone.

Most respondents (64.9%) said they have had their English 
skills evaluated; 8.1% have had their French skills evaluated. 
Because the survey group was drawn from participants in 
the BioSkills Recognition Program, the online component 
of which is currently provided in English only, these French 
results may not be broadly representative.

FIGURE 5: LANGUAGE PROFICIENCIES OTHER THAN 
ENGLISH AND FRENCH

Language Speak Fluently %

Hindi 36.7%

Arabic 11.6%

Spanish 8.8%

Urdu 8.8%

Gujarati 8.2%

Persian (Farsi) 8.2%

Panjabi (Punjabi) 7.5%

Mandarin 6.8%

Bengali 5.4%

Chinese, n.o.s. 5.4%

Russian 5.4%

Tagalog (Pilipino, Filipino) 4.8%

Tamil 4.8%

German 3.4%

Cantonese 2.7%

Portuguese 2.7%

Italian 2.0%

Malayam 3.4%

Yoruba 2.0%

Marathi 2.0%

Hebrew 2.0%

Other* 16.3%

*Other indicates languages that made up less than two percent of 
survey responses.
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FIGURE 7: PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS BY LOCATION 
IN CANADA

54.6%
Ontario

15.7%
West (AB, BC)

13.5%
Prairies 
(MB, SK)

7.6%
East (NL, NS,
PE, NB)

7.0%
Quebec

1.6%
Other*

*Other indicates survey responses where a location outside 
of Canada was given.

FIGURE 8: DISCIPLINE OF STUDY PRIOR TO COMING TO 
CANADA

42.9%
Other*

13.0%
Biotechnology

11.9%
Biology

8.5%
Biochemistry

8.5%
Medicine

5.1%
Microbiology

3.4%
Engineering - Chemical

3.4%
Molecular biology

3.4%
Pharmacy

*Other indicates all disciplines of study that made up less than 3.4% of total 
responses. For a full list of responses, refer to Appendix 1.

FIGURE 9: HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION

44.3%
Master's Degree

23.8%
Bachelor's Degree

18.9%
Doctoral Degree

4.9%
Post-Doctoral

2.2%
Medical Degree

2.2%
High School

2.2%
Below 
High School 1.6%

College Diploma

FIGURE 6: RESPONDENTS’ REASONS FOR CHOOSING 
CURRENT LOCATION

Rating Reason

1 Spouse, Partner, Family Member Already Living There

2 Prospect of a Job

3 Friends Already Living There

4 Education Prospects

5 Lifestyle Opportunities

6 Housing Concerns (Affordability, Etc.)

7 Language

8 Climate in Region Preferred Over Other Canadian 
Locations

9 Many People From the Same Ethnic Group Already 
Living There

Where IEPs choose to live
When asked to rank their reasons for choosing to put down 
roots in specific communities, the 185 IEPs surveyed put 
reuniting with family, followed by job opportunities and 
educational prospects. Choosing a centre occupied by 
others from the same ethnic group was the least important 
consideration.

At the time of the survey, more than half (54.6%) of all 
respondents lived in Ontario, with British Columbia and 
Alberta next at 15.7% combined.4 There were no survey 
participants from the Northern territories. The vast majority 
(85.6%) said they would be at least moderately willing to 
relocate to another part of the country for employment.

The skills IEPs bring
When asked about their previous studies, 177 of the 185 
IEPs surveyed indicated the academic discipline they had 
pursued before coming to Canada. Of those, 13.0% cited 
biotechnology, 11.9% biology and 8.5% medicine and 
biochemistry respectively. Disciplines with fewer than five 
responses were classified as Other and made up most of 
the responses (42.9%). (For the full list of disciplines, see 
Appendix 1.) With most respondents receiving their highest 
level of education in Asia (42.3%), Europe (20.9%) or North 
America (11.5%), it seems some IEPs have been willing to 
leave their countries of origin to complete their education.

4   Though information about the BioSkills Recognition Program is available in both official languages, the online tool enabling IEPs to participate in the program 
is available in English only, which may have affected participation of French-speaking professionals.
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Given IEPs’ disciplines of study and the fact that 67.6% of 
those surveyed said they held a master’s degree or higher, 
it would seem many have the educational backgrounds to 
successfully enter Canada’s bio-economy. More than half 
(52.43%) said they had applied to have their credentials 
formally recognized in Canada. Of those, 77.0% were  
fully accepted.

Even so, 36.2% said they have pursued additional Canadian 
post-secondary education to make themselves more 
eligible for hire in the Canadian job market—enrolling most 
commonly in biotechnology (17.9%), pharmaceutical science 
(7.5%), medical laboratory assistant, clinical research and 
biomedical engineering (6.0% each) programs. Disciplines of 
study with less than four responses were classified as Other, 
making up the majority of responses with 56.7%. (For the 
full list of study disciplines, see Appendix 2.) More than 80% 
of respondents who had pursued further education had 
graduated at the time of the survey.

Previous experience in the  
bio-economy
More than half (56.8%) of respondents said they had worked 
in the bio-economy before coming to Canada, largely 
in research and development (57.7%) or quality control/
assurance (24.0%) roles, and mainly in the fields of bio-health 
(60.2%) and biotechnology R&D services (54.1%)—which, 
given that the latter two total more than 100%, suggests 
some overlap between the two sub-sectors. 

The sub-sector in which respondents had the least past-
experience was bio-energy (5.1%).

Interestingly, the most common skills IEPs have coincide with 
the most prominent skills deficits in Canada’s bio-economy 
as published in BioTalent Canada’s labour market report (LMI) 
Sequencing the Data5. Specifically, research and development 
was the field with the highest percentage of unfilled 
positions at all employment levels (non-supervisory level, 
supervisory and senior management).

FIGURE 10: SKILLS OF THOSE WITH PREVIOUS  
BIO-ECONOMY EXPERIENCE

Skill Type % of Respondents

Research and Development 57.7%

Quality Control/Assurance 24.0%

Clinical Research 23.1%

General Management, Operations 
and Administration

17.3%

Preclinical Research 16.3%

Communications 9.6%

Manufacturing 9.6%

Sales 9.6%

Customer Service 8.7%

Marketing 7.7%

Regulatory Affairs 7.7%

Miscellaneous Medical 7.7%

Senior Management 6.7%

Miscellaneous Lab 4.8%

Academia 4.8%

Purchasing 2.9%

Human Resources 1.9%

Project Management 1.9%

Not Applicable 1.0%

Distribution, Logistics and Supply 
Chain

1.0%

Finance and Accounting 1.0%

Information Technology 1.0%

Legal/Intellectual Property 1.0%

Other 2.9%

5  “Sequencing the Data: People – Driving Canada’s Bio-economy Labour Market Report 2013”, BioTalent Canada. www.biotalent.ca/sequencing

http://www.biotalent.ca/sequencing
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OBSTACLES TO EMPLOYMENT
Despite their credentials, their pursuit of additional 
education and their decisions to locate in regions of 
expected job opportunity, 69.2% of survey respondents 
said they do not currently work in the bio-economy. 
Most cited lack of access to employment in their ‘own 
field’ (51.9%) and lack of Canadian job experience (46.5%) 
as the main factors preventing them from landing 
biotechnology jobs. Language barriers and essential skills 
ranked least challenging at 2.7% and 1.6% respectively.

Of the 78 IEPs who reported working outside of Canada’s 
bio-economy, half had worked in biotechnology jobs 
before immigrating to Canada and, in 61.1% of cases, said 
their current position does involve a skillset similar to that 
required for their previous bio-economy position. 

Fewer than half (40.8%) of the IEPs surveyed have some 
form of employment, whether full-time (24.5%) or part-
time (16.3%). Only 27.2% said their Canadian employment 
uses all the skills they have obtained through their 
previous training and work: IEPs commonly feel their 
skills and experience are underutilized in the Canadian 
workforce. Most indicated they would consider changing 
occupations to find work (55.2%).

Use of immigrant serving agencies
While many IEPs experience challenges finding work, only 
40.5% of respondents said they had worked with an ISA 
since arriving in Canada. This may suggest low awareness 
of the support available to them when transitioning to 
their new lives and careers. It may also explain some of 
the difficulties they indicated in entering the Canadian 
workforce. For those IEPs who have worked with ISAs, 
42.7% said employment services were the most helpful 
service provided.

Raising awareness of ISA services may be key to 
facilitating IEPs’ entry into the bio-economy workforce. 
According to BioTalent Canada’s research, bio-economy 
career support is most crucial in an IEP’s first five 
years in Canada. Beyond five years, many newcomers 
obtain employment in other sectors and leave the 
biotechnology sector, taking their valuable skills with 
them. Of note, nearly three quarters (73.4%) of those 
surveyed for this report have lived in Canada for under 
five years, meaning they represent a segment of IEPs  
that could benefit from ISA support.

FIGURE 11: CHALLENGES ENTERING THE CANADIAN WORKFORCE

51.9%
46.5%

38.9%
38.9%

25.4%
20.5%

12.4%
11.9%
11.9%
11.4%

10.3%
5.9%

3.2%
2.7%
2.7%

1.6%Lack of essential skills
Language problems

Not applicable
Difficulties with workplace culture

Did not respond
Having to relocate in order to take courses/further education

Compensation was too low
Difficulties transferring foreign qualifications

Qualifications from outside Canada were not accepted
Availability of courses/further education needed to qualify for job

Having to relocate in order to find a job
Cost of courses/further education needed to qualify for job

Lack of social networks in the job market
Difficulties in finding full-time work

Lack of Canadian job experience
Difficulties in finding job in own field
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* The data within this graph reflects the number of times a respondent indicated a factor entering the Canadian workforce 
as "Extremely Challenging".
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FIGURE 12: CURRENT POSITION IN THE BIO-ECONOMY

Job Title % of Respondents

Clinical Research Associate 4.9%

Scientist 2.2%

Clinical Research Manager 1.6%

Clinical Research Scientist 1.6%

Pre-clinical Scientist 1.6%

Administrative Assistant 1.1%

Process Development Scientist 1.1%

Research Associate 1.1%

Clinical Research-Medical Writer 0.5%

Communications Manager 0.5%

Customer Service Manager 0.5%

Investor Relations Director 0.5%

Information Technology/Information Systems Manager 0.5%

Production Supervisor 0.5%

Marketing Coordinator 0.5%

Quality Control Analyst 0.5%

Organic Chemist 0.5%

Molecular Biologist 0.5%

Immunologist 0.5%

Sales Manager 0.5%

FIGURE 13: IEPS’ EMPLOYMENT RATES BY AGE

Age Range Full-time Part-time Student Homemaker Not Currently 
Employed

Other

18 to 24 1.1% 1.1% 0.5% 0.0% 1.1% 0.0%

25 to 34 12.5% 4.9% 4.9% 1.1% 20.7% 0.0%

35 to 44 9.2% 4.9% 2.2% 0.5% 18.5% 0.5%

45 to 54 1.1% 4.9% 0.0% 0.0% 6.0% 1.1%

55 to 64 0.5% 0.5% 0.5% 0.0% 1.1% 0.0%

65 or older 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.5% 0.0%

TOTAL 24 .5% 16 .3% 8 .2% 1 .6% 47 .8% 1 .6%

FIGURE 14: PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS BY TIME LIVED IN CANADA

25.9%

25.9%

21.6%

11.9%

5.9%

4.9%

3.8%Not applicable
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Less than 1 year
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IMPACT OF A SKILLS RECOGNITION 
PROGRAM
To fully utilize their skills and training, and access the 
fullest possible range of employment opportunities, 
IEPs need some way of highlighting their professional 
achievements to potential employers and demonstrating 
their ability to work within the Canadian bio-economy.

Over 90.0% of the ISAs responding to the survey agreed 
that validating the skills, education and experience 
of IEPs would benefit IEPs’ search for bio-economy 
employment—and would benefit biotechnology 
companies and the Canadian economy as well.

The challenge is that formal credential recognition 
can be time-consuming and hard to reconcile, due to 
fundamental differences between educational regimes. 
The premise of ‘skills recognition’—as embodied in 
BioTalent Canada’s BioSkills Recognition Program, for 
example—is that an individual’s readiness to work in 
the Canadian bio-economy can be accurately assessed 
by a system within the biotechnology industry itself, 
potentially accelerating their entry into the sector and 
giving employers faster access to the skills they need.

A closer look at the Bioskills 
Recognition Program
BioTalent Canada launched the BioSkills Recognition 
Program to help individuals have their credentials 
validated to better position them to find work in their 
areas of expertise. IEPs who register are guided through 
the process of creating an online skills portfolio, with the 

ability to translate expertise acquired through previous 
non-biotechnology work (e.g., medicine, pharmacy, 
nursing, etc.) into skills applicable to the Canadian bio-
economy. A BioReady™ Review Board of industry experts 
assesses each portfolio and designates qualified IEPs 
‘BioReady’, verifying them as having all the skills and 
experience to work in Canada’s bio-economy. 

From July 2015 to February 2017, the BioSkills Recognition 
Program designated 256 IEPs as BioReady. Through 
feedback, IEPs have revealed they would like to see more 
companies in other regions seek to employ BioReady 
candidates. 

Generally, the IEPs surveyed expressed a lack of 
confidence in their BioReady designation. Only 6.0% 
believe it helped them gain employment in the bio-
economy. More than half (54.3%) said it had not helped 
them find a biotechnology job, and 39.74% were not sure. 

Anecdotally, respondents felt more employer 
engagement was needed for their BioReady designation 
to turn into actual employment. The most recurring 
feedback was the call for adding a job-matching 
component to the BioSkills Recognition Program, directly 
connecting candidates to employers and recruiters—with 
BioTalent Canada acting as facilitator. 

IEPs said opportunities for paid internships and 
volunteering opportunities would also be helpful. 

“It is important to get in touch with newcomer 
professionals about the BioSkills Recognition 
Program within the first or second year of their 
arrival to Canada.”  

– IEP 

“BioTalent Canada needs to connect with 
more companies and highlight BioReady-
assessed people as competent and able  
to meet the standards of the Canadian  
bio-economy.”  

– IEP 

“It would be beneficial to have a program 
developed to connect or facilitate 
interactions between people recognized as 
BioReady with employers or recruiters.” 

– IEP 
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VIEWPOINT: IMMIGRANT SERVING 
AGENCIES
Settling in a new country with an unfamiliar language, 
culture and social norms can be intimidating. ISAs support 
new immigrants through the transition with services for 
employment, housing, banking, medical and dental care, 
family support and more—helping newcomers make 
their homes and livings in Canada. 

With job opportunities as the number-one reason why 
IEPs immigrate to Canada, it is not surprising job searching 
and employment preparation assistance are the most-
used ISA services.

Positions in and out of reach
The majority of ISA respondents said entry-level roles 
were the most obtainable for IEPs, who previously held 
respected positions before immigrating to Canada. Entry-
level opportunities included positions such as:

• Quality Control Specialists

• Quality Analysts

• Lab Assistants

• Lab Technicians

• Researchers

Research jobs are considered highly obtainable because 
employers can be flexible about applicants’ education 
and experience. However, research positions, specifically 
at universities, often pay less than market value based on 
current funding or research programs.  

Middle to upper management positions such as associate 
professorships and professorships are among the most 
challenging positions for IEPs to obtain. ISAs explained 
that while IEPs are sometimes able to secure short-term 
contracts in these roles, their lack of validated credentials 
and Canadian work experience holds them back from 
securing full-time work. 

Credential recognition
About two-thirds (66.7%) of ISAs surveyed agreed that 
foreign credential recognition is an issue for immigrants 
entering Canada’s bio-economy. Those unsure of its 
impact, or who said foreign credential recognition in 
Canada is not an issue, did say it depended on role  
and seniority level.

Those who believe foreign credential recognition is an 
issue said the time and effort required to complete the 
process are the greatest challenges. One ISA commented 
that the process would be easier if clients could work in 
an entry-level position while they moved forward with 
credential recognition. Many suggested skills-based 
hiring standards including internship programs rather 
than traditional hiring practices, would help IEPs find a 
rewarding career path.

Of note, employers may not always accept the findings  
of credential recognition services such as the International 
Qualifications Assessment Service (IQAS) or World 
Education Services (WES) due to uncertainty about  
the accuracy or reliability of their assessments—making  
them wary of applicants who have been educated  
abroad regardless of whether their credentials have  
been recognized.

Essential skills
The combination of interpersonal and social skills, attitude, 
common sense and adaptability make up an applicant’s 
‘essential skills’—which employers often consider when 
gauging how well a candidate is likely to fit with their 

FACILITATING THE JOB SEARCH

Surveyed ISAs felt that if more biotechnology 
employers had workplace cultural training 
programs or diversity and inclusion policies, they 
would be more accepting of IEPs. Many suggested 
skills-based hiring standards including internship 
programs rather than traditional hiring practices, 
would help IEPs find a rewarding career path.
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corporate culture. Only a third (33.3%) of surveyed ISAs 
believe their IEP clients have the  essential skills to function 
in the Canadian workforce. Just over a quarter (27.3%) said 
their clients did not possess the necessary essential skills, and 
27.3% said the quality of their clients’ essential skills was split, 
with some functional and some requiring more polishing.

Factors limiting essential skills development include 
education level, exposure to Western culture, and language 
proficiency. In some cases, IEPs may have essential skills but 
lack awareness of which specific essential skills Canadian 
employers value most, or they underestimate the need to 
show positivity throughout their job search.

Developing essential skills is a large part of the training  
and integration ISAs provide and, overall, many said the IEPs 
they work with are committed to applying that training in  
the workplace.

Knowledge of the bioskills recognition 
program
ISAs help IEPs find jobs, whereas the BioSkills Recognition 
Program helps IEPs have their credentials validated to better 
position them to find work in their areas of expertise. This 
difference in objectives could contribute to the belief by 
about a third of surveyed ISAs that the BioSkills Recognition 
Program currently may not effectively help IEPs. This is 
consistent with the 54.3% of IEPs surveyed who feel that 
the BioReady designation had no positive impact on their 
careers. The lack of a job placement component within the 
BioSkills Recognition Program may also affect ISAs’ level 
of confidence in the program. With findings like these, it 
is becoming more obvious that the BioSkills Recognition 
Program, while comprehensive in terms of validation, needs 
bolstering in areas of employer-IEP engagement. 

“Our big challenge is access to labour 
market info in the field, access to employers 
and their needs in this area […] a bridging 
program needs to be set up so that the 
immigrant women we serve who have 
degrees in Sciences can think of alternative 
career paths.”

– Alberta Network of Immigrant Women

PERSPECTIVES

“Saskatchewan-based companies are 
willing to offer an entry level position or 
internship where they can gauge the ability 
of the employee before offering something 
more in line with their professional 
education and experience.” 

– Saskatchewan Intercultural Association

“Many newcomers are unaware of the 
importance of having their credentials 
professionally assessed, and in some  
cases businesses are unsure of their 
accuracy or reliability.” 

– Saskatchewan Intercultural Association

“Validation […] reveals whether there are 
any gaps that [IEPs] will need to address  
to be more competitive in the industry.” 

– Edmonton Mennonite Centre for Newcomers
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VIEWPOINT: EMPLOYERS
Over half of the Canadian biotechnology companies 
surveyed in BioTalent Canada’s last LMI report from 2013, 
Sequencing the Data6, (52.9%) reported suffering from 
skills shortages. Hiring IEPs seems to be an effective way 
of addressing those shortages, judging by the experience 
of those who had hired IEPs in the past year and reported 
improved productivity, innovation and problem solving in 
their organizations. 

Eight bio-economy employers responded to this present 
survey—all of whom were in the bio-health, bio-industrial 
or agri-biotech biotechnology subsectors and had either 
agreed to consider BioReady candidates or were in a high-
growth phase. 

Five of the eight had hired IEPs in the past 12 months. 
They said they were confident the IEPs they had 
brought on had the necessary skills to perform their jobs 
successfully, and said gaining access to foreign markets 
was an additional advantage of hiring IEPs. Three of the 
eight said skills shortages were a current issue for them, 
and yet six were unconvinced that tapping into the 
IEP labour market pool would solve the existing skills 
shortage. 

While the employers felt the average IEP has the essential 
skills to function in the Canadian workplace, they noted 
challenges associated with trying to hire IEPs, including 
lengthy immigration processes and language barriers. 
As well, employers seemed reluctant to use recruiting 
systems other than trusted post-secondary institutions 
or organizations with which they had existing affiliations. 
Only one had an IEP hiring strategy.

All the employers surveyed supported the idea of 
having access to pre-screened candidates of the BioSkills 
Recognition Program yet were concerned about having  
to seek out BioReady candidates themselves. 

“Our company has been successful in 
overcoming verbal language challenges 
by actively and positively enveloping 
internationally-educated team members 
within our existing team structures.” 

– Delivra

PERSPECTIVES

 “We are interested in access to BioReady 
candidates who are ready to work in  
the field.” 

– Synaptive Medical

“Candidate screening is part of our 
recruiting process. Having access to 
individuals whose credentials have 
already been vetted by an expert in the 
field, helps save time and money.” 

– Charles River Laboratories

6  “Sequencing the Data: People – Driving Canada’s Bio-economy Labour Market Report 2013”, BioTalent Canada. www.biotalent.ca/sequencing

http://www.biotalent.ca/sequencing
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APPENDIX 1 
DISCIPLINE OF STUDY PRIOR TO COMING TO 
CANADA

Discipline of Study Prior to Coming to Canada
Discipline % of Respondents

Biotechnology 13.0%

Biology 11.9%

Biochemistry 8.5%

Medicine 8.5%

Microbiology 5.1%

Engineering - Chemical 3.4%

Molecular Biology 3.4%

Pharmacy 3.4%

Chemistry 2.3%

Engineering - Biotechnology 2.3%

Immunology 2.3%

Medical Sciences 2.3%

Biology, Chemistry and Pharmaceuticals 
Sciences

1.7%

Biomedical Science 1.7%

Business 1.7%

Botany 1.1%

Engineering - Biomedical 1.1%

Life Sciences 1.1%

Medical Technology 1.1%

Nursing 1.1%

Pharmaceutical Sciences 1.1%

Physiology 1.1%

Public Health 1.1%

Alternative Medicine 0.6%

Bioinformatics 0.6%

Biology and Chemistry 0.6%

Cardiovascular Biology 0.6%

Cell Biology 0.6%

Clinical Medicine 0.6%

Discipline % of Respondents

Clinical Pharmacy 0.6%

Clinical Research 0.6%

Clinincal Psychology 0.6%

Electrical Engineering 0.6%

Engineering 0.6%

Engineering - Biochemical 0.6%

Engineering - Electronic and Electrical 0.6%

Engineering - Environmental 0.6%

Engineering - Mechanical 0.6%

Food Chemistry and Biochemistry 0.6%

Food Science 0.6%

Forensic Science/Biology 0.6%

Geophysics 0.6%

Health Services Management 0.6%

Healthcare Managament 0.6%

Hospitality/Events 0.6%

Material Science 0.6%

Neuroscience 0.6%

Neurosurgery 0.6%

Nursing Diploma and General Agriculture 
Degree

0.6%

Oncology 0.6%

Orthopedic Surgery 0.6%

Pharmacology 0.6%

Physics 0.6%

Science 0.6%

Toxicology 0.6%

Veterinary Medicine 0.6%

Unidentified 1.1%
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APPENDIX 2 
DISCIPLINE OF CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY 
STUDY

Discipline of Canadian Post-Secondary Study
Discipline % of Respondents

Biotechnology 17.9%

Pharmaceutical Science 7.5%

Engineering - Biomedical 6.0%

Clinical Research 6.0%

Medical Laboratory Assistant 6.0%

Biology 4.5%

Biochemistry 3.0%

Biotechnology Technician 3.0%

Business 3.0%

Chemistry 3.0%

Engineering - Environmental 3.0%

Immunology 3.0%

Microbiology 3.0%

Accounting and Finance 1.5%

Agriculture 1.5%

Biochemistry and Biotechnology 1.5%

Biology and Physics 1.5%

Biotechnology, Genetics and Molecular Biology 1.5%

Engineering - Biological and Chemical 1.5%

Engineering - Chemical 1.5%

Engineering - Electrical 1.5%

Engineering - Mechanical 1.5%

Event Management 1.5%

Food Science/Bio-organic Chemistry 1.5%

Forensic Science 1.5%

General Sciences 1.5%

Genetics 1.5%

Medical Imaging 1.5%

Medical Laboratory Technology 1.5%

Nursing 1.5%

Nutrition 1.5%

Project Management 1.5%

Provincial Instructor Diploma Program 1.5%

Unidentified 1.5%
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METHODOLOGY
Obtaining the data
Data for this report was gathered through surveys and 
interviews. Three surveys were developed, one for each 
unique audience: internationally educated professionals 
(IEPs), immigrant serving agencies (ISAs) and employers 
within the biotechnology industry. Feedback from interviews 
with employers was also used for this report.

Internationally educated professionals
IEPs surveyed for this report were participants of the BioSkills 
Recognition Program, a skills validation program that easily 
enables employers to identify IEPs with the competencies 
and experience to work in Canada’s bio-economy. The  
185 IEPs surveyed held mainly science, medical and 
engineering backgrounds. As such, they had the desire  
and/or background to pursue ways to land a job in the  
bio-economy.

Immigrant serving agencies
To better understand the challenges IEPs face in finding 
employment in Canada’s bio-economy, and to uncover best 
practices in connecting IEPs to biotech employers, 33 ISAs 
were surveyed.

Employers within the biotechnology 
industry
Employers surveyed for this report have either signed a 
memorandum of understanding (MOU), agreeing to consider 
BioReady IEPs for hire, or were identified by BioTalent Canada 
as high-growth small-medium size biotech companies that 
could benefit from the program. In total, eight employers 
were surveyed. Employer feedback on the BioSkills 
Recognition program received during interviews was  
also used for this report. 
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