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Abstract 
Like many countries, Canadian higher education institutions have sought to expand recruitment 
of international students. International students pay higher tuition fees, bringing revenue to 
post-secondary institutions. They are also often perceived by immigration policymakers as 
ideally prepared to contribute to the Canadian labour market after graduation. The possibility 
of staying in Canada improves the value proposition in the eyes of many potential students, so 
educational institutions and immigration policymakers alike are invested in efforts to retain 
international students following their graduation. However, international student mobility 
involves a large number of stakeholders, including students, brokers, educational institutions, 
employers, and multiple levels of government, who approach the issue with diverse goals. 
 
To further scholarly understanding of international student mobility and immigration pathways, 
the research investigates three questions: 

1. What are the geographic and demographic characteristics of international student 
mobility to Canada between 2010 and 2019? 

2. What is the geographic distribution of former international students who remain in 
Canada after their study? 

3. What immigration pathways do former international students use to remain in Canada, 
and how long does it take to achieve permanent residence under these various 
pathways? 

 
The questions are addressed using quantitative analysis of data obtained through a custom 
data request to Statistics Canada. The dataset includes connections between IMDB data and tax 
files that show economic activity after study in Canada.  The findings show an uneven growth in 
international student mobility, suggesting an ad hoc response to pressures, rather than a 
coordinated strategy guiding expansion of the international student program. The findings also 
show that immigration pathways are complex, usually involving multiple steps and varying 
substantially. This suggests that there is no clear and available path for post-study immigration. 
The resultant multi-step immigration pathways mean that international student mobility is not 
part of two-step immigration, but rather three-, four- and five-step immigration. The multi-step 
process introduces numerous opportunities for challenges, uncertainty and the potential to 
lose status in Canada. Ultimately, complex immigration pathways may result making Canada a  
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less attractive destination for international students. Finally, the studies show that former 
international students who remain in Canada are more likely to remain in the province of study 
than to relocate to a new province. 
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