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|  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The purpose of this report is to present research findings that will 

support the development of more effective strategies to improve 

the integration of internationally trained engineers (ITEs) into the 

Canadian engineering labour market. 

For the purposes of this report, the term “internationally trained  

engineers” or “ITEs” refers to engineering graduates who have 

already immigrated to and currently live in Canada.

This report was commissioned by the Ontario Society of Professional 

Engineers (OSPE). Support for the report was provided through 

funding from the Government of Ontario and the Government  

of Canada. 
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The report is based on three research activities:

a) the web-based Survey of Engineering Employers (“Engineering Employer Survey”) that 
was administered in the autumn of 2012. Seventy-seven (77) employers participated in the 
survey. The employers who participated in the survey reported they employed approximately 
4,600 engineers and 2,300 engineering technologists combined;

b) thirty-four (34) engineering employers were interviewed in person during the autumn of 
2012 and early winter of 2013. These interviews provided qualitative insight to complement 
the findings of the Engineering Employer Survey;

c) the Survey of Internationally Trained Engineers (“ITE Survey”), also web-based, that was 
administered in early 2013. A total of 167 ITEs participated in the ITE Survey. 

This research was prompted by an apparent “disconnect” that is working to the disadvantage 
of both ITEs and Canadian employers who are striving to meet their human resources needs. 

The core finding of the report is that there are asymmetries or  

misalignments between the recruitment processes of employers and  

the job search practices of ITEs.

While most ITEs understand the recruitment process and pursue their job search in line 
with the requirements of that process, there is a significant minority of ITEs whose job 
search practices are “out of sync” with employers’ recruitment processes. Within this pool  
of ITEs, there are individuals who are experienced and well qualified to meet the needs of 
Canadian employers. However, these individuals can be inadvertently screened out during 
the recruitment process because they fail to present their experience in ways that appear 
relevant to the needs of Canadian employers. As well, and equally important, there are 
subtle but significant differences in how Canadian employers and many ITEs understand 
the role of engineers and, by implication, understand and interpret previous employment 
experience. In turn, some Canadian employers may be relying on screening and interview 
methods that are preventing them from properly considering professional experience. The 
research team supposed that this disconnect would be more evident among small and mid-
sized engineering employers than among large employers. In general, the research findings 
support this assumption. 

It is the objective of this report to highlight these asymmetries between 

the recruitment processes of employers and the job search practices of 

ITEs so that steps can be taken by employers, ITEs, professional associa-

tions and settlement organizations to improve the integration of ITEs into 

the Canadian engineering labour market.
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Among the important findings from the survey of employers:
•	 Employers	with	10	or	fewer	engineers	were	less	likely	to	employ	ITEs.
•	 A	large	majority	of	respondents	indicated	they	have	significant	difficulty	in	assessing	

non-Canadian undergraduate degrees in engineering. Small employers (<50 engineers) 
reported	somewhat	more	difficulty	in	this	area	than	large	employers.	

•	 Virtually	all	respondents	attached	a	high	degree	of	importance	to	Canadian	engineering	
experience. 

•	 Half	of	all	survey	respondents	agreed	it	was	difficult	to	assess	non-Canadian	work	 
experience. Among small employers, this proportion jumped to more than two thirds. 

•	 More	than	two	thirds	of	respondents	agreed	with	the	statement	“Engineers	trained	in	
other countries are used to playing different roles compared to engineers in Canada.” 

•	 While	only	a	minority	of	survey	respondents	regard	ITEs	as	more	technically	oriented,	a	
majority agreed that ITEs “put too much emphasis on their technical experience” at the 
expense of other types of experience.

•	 Approximately	one	third	of	survey	respondents	take	non-Canadian	experience	at	face	
value, while an equal proportion discount this experience. Small employers were more 
likely to discount non-Canadian experience.

•	 Interviewed	employers	in	general	view	that	the	longer	an	ITE	is	not	working	in	a	techni-
cal job, the less qualified the ITE will be in any technical positions; continuing education 
is critical to demonstrate that the ITE’s skills are current.

•	 Only	twenty-four	(24)	surveyed	employers	had	participated	in	bridging	programs	involv-
ing ITEs. However, 80 per cent of these had subsequently offered full-time employment 
to a bridging program participant.

•	 The	most	useful	resources	to	aid	employers	would	be	guides	to	international	engineering	
education and to international engineering practice.

Interviews with employers confirmed the survey findings. 

In general, 80 per cent of applications are screened out by the initial review, which may be 
performed by a software application. Three fourths or more of the remaining applicants are 
screened out by the initial telephone interview. Typically, for every 100 applications, only 
3–5 candidates are interviewed. 

For virtually all employers, interpreting and evaluating experience is the most challenging 
aspect of appraising any applicant for an engineering or technology job. For a number  
of reasons, many employers find this challenge to be even greater when assessing the  
non-Canadian experience of ITEs.

At	the	foundation	of	the	difficulty	in	understanding	non-Canadian	experience	are	 
differences in the way engineering work is organized. In North America, team models are 
predominant,	while	functional	matrices	are	also	common	in	large	organizations.	Outside	
of North America, functional hierarchies are perceived to be more common. The key point 
is that these organizational models implicitly attach greater value to different types of skills 
and behaviours. Individuals who come out of a functional hierarchy have been encouraged 
to understand their core strengths in terms of the skills and behaviours this organizational 
model encourages and rewards, further complicating the challenge of identifying the real 
potential of ITEs. This also significantly increases the risk that suitable applicants will be  
inadvertently screened out because they do not present themselves in terms of the skill  
profiles required by the organizational models predominant in Canada. This should not, 
however, be confused with an individual candidate’s inability to adapt to these organizational 
models. The experience of most employers is that ITEs can make a significant contribution 
to their company’s overall engineering capacity.
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Key Themes Emerging from Comparative Analysis  

of the Research with Employers and ITEs

Economic Integration Challenge: 

The results of the surveys and interviews that inform this report confirm that many ITEs  
are	facing	a	difficult	challenge	integrating	into	the	Canadian	engineering	labour	market.	
Only	a	fourth	of	respondents	in	the	ITE	Survey	were	employed	when	they	responded	to	 
the	survey.	To	some	degree,	this	may	reflect	difficult	labour	market	conditions	at	the	time	
of the survey or the over-representation of comparatively recent arrivals. Nevertheless, even 
among respondents who had been in Canada for a three-to-five-year settling-in period, the 
majority were not working in engineering jobs. Except for those who had been in Canada 
for less than one year, most survey respondents who were working reported that their  
current job is not equal to the job they had before immigrating to Canada. These findings 
are consistent with the large body of research that demonstrates significant shortfalls in the 
rate of economic integration of internationally trained professionals.1 

Asymmetry between Actual Employment Patterns and Orientation of ITEs: 

Findings from the ITE Survey suggest that ITEs may be more oriented to construction  
and	to	oil	and	gas	than	is	consistent	with	employment	patterns	for	engineers	in	Ontario.	
Conversely, ITEs in the survey were notably less oriented to manufacturing, consulting 
and IT than is consistent with 2011 employment data for engineers. The contrast between 
the ITE Survey and the employment patterns indicated by the 2011 National Household 
Survey	(NHS)	suggests	a	possible	asymmetry	between	employment	patterns	in	Ontario	 
and the employment orientation of many ITEs.

“Experience Hurdle”: 

The objective of the recruitment process is to identify persons who have the most relevant 
industry experience, fit into workplace culture and the expected role for engineers, and have 
industry-specific technical knowledge. For most employers, relevant industry experience is 
a “hurdle requirement.” Roughly 80 per cent of job applications are filtered out because the 
résumés and cover letters do not demonstrate experience that is relevant to the job posting. 
The increased use of screening software makes it essential that job applicants describe their 
experience concretely and succinctly, and explicitly link their experience description to  
the requirements and phraseology in the job posting. The ITE Survey data suggest that a 
significant minority (30 per cent) of ITEs are unclear about the importance of tailoring 
both cover letters and résumés to explicitly address the “hurdle requirement.”

1 Among the numerous studies and articles that have documented the seriousness of the economic integration problem:
	 •	 Jeffrey	G.	Reitz,	“Immigrant	Employment	Success	in	Canada,	Part	II:	Understanding	the	Decline,”	Journal of  

International Migration and Integration,	Vol.	8,	2007.
	 •	 Derek	Hum	and	Wayne	Simpson,	“Economic	Integration	of	Immigrants	to	Canada:	A	Short	Survey,”	 

Canadian Journal of Urban Research,	Vol.	13,	No.	1,	2004.
	 •	 RBC	Economics,	“Immigrant	Wage	and	Employment	Gap	Persists”	(December	19,2011)		http://www.rbc.com/

newsroom/news/2011/20111219-immigrant.html
	 •	 Diane	Galarneau	and	Rene	Morissette,	“Immigrants’	Education	and	Required	Job	Skills,”	Perspectives on Labour and 

Income,	Statistics	Canada,	Catalogue	no.	75-001-X,	December	2008.
	 •	 Garnett	Picot	and	Feng	Hou,	The Rise in Low-Income Rates among Immigrants in Canada, Statistics Canada,  

Catalogue	no.	11F0019MIE,	No.	198,	2003.
	 •	 Garnett	Picot,	Feng	Hou	and	Simon	Coulombe,	“Chronic	Low	Income	and	Low-Income	Dynamics	Among	Recent	

Immigrants,”	Statistics	Canada,	Catalogue	no.	11F0019MIE,	No.	294,	January	2007.
	 •	 Garnett	Picot	and	Arthur	Sweetman,	“The	Deteriorating	Economic	Welfare	of	Immigrants	and	Possible	Causes:	

Update	2005,”	Statistics	Canada,	Analytical	Studies	Branch	Research	Paper	Series,	Catalogue	no.	11F0019MIE,	
No. 262, 2005.

	 •	 Jeffrey	Reitz,	“Taxi	Driver	Syndrome,”	Literary Review of Canada,	March	2011.
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Language Proficiency: 

Only	10	per	cent	of	employers	believe	that	job	applicants	self-assess	their	language	skills	 
accurately. Almost two thirds of employers (64 per cent) considered it important for an  
ITE to include in their application an independent assessment of their English language 
proficiency. For many employers, a telephone interview provides a shortcut to evaluate  
language proficiency. This can put many ITEs at a considerable disadvantage since  
telephone communication is the most challenging form of verbal communication.

“Fit”: 

A key purpose of in-person interviews is determining whether applicants “fit” into the 
workplace culture and role the organization expects of its engineers. The behavioural  
questions employers use to elicit this insight can be challenging to some ITEs who, based  
on their experiences in other countries, might expect questions to focus on the technical 
aspects of their experience or on their formal education.

Disconnect in the Process between Employers and ITEs: 

For many ITEs, the recruitment process is the opposite of what they had expected, based  
on	previous	experiences	in	other	countries.	Many	ITEs	may	expect	engineers	to	be	hired	
by engineers and for the recruitment process to focus on technical competence. In contrast, 
Canadian engineering employers consider a candidate’s “fit” to be at least as important 
as the candidate’s technical competence and more important than formal qualifications. 
Employers report that many ITEs emphasize technical skills and educational qualifications 
while	giving	too	little	weight	to	describing	actual	experience.	Moreover,	in	subsequently	
describing that experience, many ITEs put too much emphasis on the technical side at the 
expense of profiling their non-technical skills. For employers, it is how applicants present 
their non-technical skills that largely shapes the assessment of whether an applicant is a 
good “fit.” 

Importance of Professional Engineers Ontario (PEO):  

Employers	overwhelmingly	regard	the	P.Eng.	designation	as	important,	especially	for	 
an ITE. Few employers are familiar with the licensure and certification systems of  
non-Canadian	jurisdictions.	PEO’s	appraisal	of	qualifications	is	relied	upon	by	most	 
employers.	In	some	cases,	employers	may	be	using	the	P.Eng.	designation	as	a	proxy	for	
understanding the educational qualifications and work experience of ITEs. Conversely,  
employers showed little interest in other third-party evaluations of educational qualifications.

Evaluating Non-Canadian Experience:

More	than	two	thirds	of	engineering	employers	reported	they	have	difficulty	evaluating	 
non-Canadian	engineering	experience.	One	fifth	of	employers	acknowledged	they	 
“discount” non-Canadian experience, although approximately the same proportion take 
non-Canadian	experience	at	face	value.	The	difficulty	in	evaluating	non-Canadian	experi-
ence is especially evident among small employers who are less likely to have a colleague  
who is familiar with non-Canadian engineering. 

Canadian Experience:

Ninety per cent of employers ranked Canadian engineering experience as important or very 
important. Implicit in the survey findings is the view that certain types of technical skills 
— such as knowledge of codes, regulations and standards, knowledge of technical software 
and knowledge of industry-specific technologies — are usually acquired only through 
experience. Canadian engineering experience, however, is deemed to be more than just an 
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indicator of technical engineering competence. Canadian experience is also viewed as an 
indicator of non-technical skills, especially the ability to work in a team environment. The 
importance Canadian employers assign to non-technical skills may be understood by most 
ITEs, but this understanding is often not reflected in how ITEs present themselves during 
the recruitment process. Fifty-six per cent of engineering employers reported that ITEs put 
too much emphasis on their technical experience. 

Importance of Work Organization Models for Understanding Professional Roles:

More	than	half	of	the	engineering	employers	reported	they	believe	that	ITEs	have	challenges	
fitting into a Canadian workplace culture. A significant minority of ITEs have the same 
view.	Behind	these	perceptions	appears	to	be	the	subtle	influence	of	different	organizational	
models for undertaking engineering work. In Canada, the predominant organizational 
model is the “team.” Employers want assurance new hires will fit smoothly into a team. 
However, there appears to be a perception many ITEs may have acquired their experience in 
more traditional, hierarchical workplaces. Consequently, they may not have the “soft” skills 
needed	for	working	in	a	team.	Different	organizational	models	encourage	different	ways	of	
understanding the role of engineers and how engineers should relate to non-engineering 
co-workers.	Many	Canadian	employers	seem	to	require	clarity	around	how	non-Canadian	
experience (which they explicitly or implicitly equate with traditional hierarchies) produces 
the right fit for a Canadian organization that uses a team model for engineering work.

Bridging Programs:

Bridging	programs	appear	to	have	a	positive	impact.	Eighty	per	cent	of	companies	that	
offered a bridging internship subsequently offered full-time employment to the individual 
who had participated in the internship. 

Aligning Job Search Practices with Recruitment Processes:

Several changes would improve the alignment between employers’ recruitment processes 
and ITEs’ job search practices. While ITEs can be counselled to be more concrete in  
describing their experience and its relevance to a job posting, some employers could also 
offer better cues to elicit this information from job applicants. Telephone interviews should 
not be relied on by employers as a substitute for a language proficiency test. A formal 
language proficiency test will provide employers with a more accurate picture of an ITE’s 
language proficiency and will also provide ITEs with insight as to whether they may need to 
upgrade their language skills. Settlement agencies, professional associations and others that 
offer counselling to ITEs could better inform ITEs as to the objective of a “fit” interview 
and the importance of behavioural questions in eliciting information on non-technical skills 
and suitability to Canadian workplace culture. 

Support for Engineering Employers and ITEs:

By	far,	the	most	important	support	sought	by	ITEs	is	more	opportunities	to	meet	or	
network with engineering employers. The most valuable resource that could be provided to 
employers would be information that describes the engineering profession and engineering 
education in other parts of the world, and how these overlap or differ from the engineering 
profession and engineering education in Canada. Another valuable resource would be to 
provide employers with suggestions as to how they may be able to adapt their policies and 
practices to better tap into ITEs to fulfill labour needs. 
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The purpose of this report is to present research findings that will 

support the development of more effective strategies to improve 

the economic integration of ITEs into the Canadian engineering 

labour market. 

The report is based on a survey of engineering employers,  

interviews with engineering employers and a survey of ITEs. 

1  |  INTRODUCTION
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FIgURE 2  

Number of Employed Engineers and Technologists  
by Size Distribution  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=77)

Engineers Technologists

No. of  
Employers

Total No. of 
Engineers 
Employed

No. of  
Employers

Total No. of 
Engineers 
Employed

1 to 10 28  146 24  108

11 to 20 11  190 12   182

21 to 50 11   424  9   290

51 to 100  8   674  5   405

>100  9 3,170  6 1,338

Sub-Total 67 4,604 56 2,323

Not  
Specified

10 – 21 –

Total 77 4,604 77 2,323

Overall,	the	survey	sample	represents	a	reasonable	represen-
tation of small, mid-sized and large engineering employers, 
and also a reasonable balance between employees.

Figure 3 shows the location of the operations of the partici-
pating employers. Twenty-six (26) employers reported they 
have operations internationally, as well as in Canada. The 
remainder	(50)	have	offices	only	in	Canada.	Of	these,	 
a	large	majority	(44)	have	their	offices	solely	or	primarily	 
in	Ontario.	

FIgURE 3 

Location of Offices  
Survey of Engineering  
Employers (n=77)

  Primarily in Ontario: 44

  In different parts of Canada,  

      but not internationally: 6

  Internationally, including Canada: 26

  Not indicated: 1

Engineering Employer Survey

Seventy-seven (77) employers participated in the web-based 
Engineering Employer Survey. The survey was administered 
in the autumn of 2012. The survey questionnaire is repro-
duced in Appendix A.

Employers	who	receive	regular	OSPE	communications	 
were contacted to participate. The Engineering Human 
Resources	Association,	Consulting	Engineers	Ontario,	 
Human	Resources	Professionals	Association,	the	Toronto	
Board	of	Trade	and	several	local	chambers	of	commerce	in	
regions	across	Ontario	advertised	and	distributed	the	survey.

Figure 1 summarizes the industry distribution of the survey 
participants. 

FIgURE 1  

Industry Distribution of Participants  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=77)

Industry Number Per Cent

Consulting 43 56%

Manufacturing 16 21%

Construction 3 4%

Utilities, including Pipeline and Hydro 3 4%

Transportation 1 1%

Mining 1 1%

Government 5 6%

Other 5 6%

Total 77 ≈100%

Approximately two thirds of the Engineering Employer 
Survey respondents provided information on the number  
of engineers and engineering technologists they employed  
at the time of the survey. In total the survey respondents 
that provided this information reported they employed 
approximately 4,600 engineers and 2,300 engineering 
technologists. 

Figure 2 summarizes the size distribution of the employers  
participating in the survey, based on the number of engi-
neers and technologists they reported in their work force. 
(For this purpose, “employees” includes principals and 
partners.)

57%

34%

1%

8%
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Engineering Employer Interviews

Thirty-four (34) engineering employers were interviewed  
in person or via telephone during the autumn of 2012  
and early winter of 2013. The interview questionnaire is 
reproduced	in	Appendix	B.

The interviews lasted for approximately 45 minutes.  
Figure 5 summarizes the industry distribution of these 
interviews.

FIgURE 5

Industry Distribution of Engineering Employer Interview Participants 
Interviews of Engineering Employers (n=34)

Industry Number

Consulting 11

Manufacturing 11

Construction  1

Utilities, including Pipeline and Hydro  3

Search and Placement Firms  4

Technical Testing  1

Non-Governmental Organizations  1

Government  2

Total 34

ITE Survey

In early 2013 a survey was conducted of ITEs. The survey 
attracted	167	participants	who	were	living	in	Ontario	at	the	
time of the survey. The survey questionnaire is reproduced 
in Appendix C.

For purposes of this survey and the report, an ITE is a 
person who obtained their post-secondary qualification in 
engineering (typically a bachelor’s degree or equivalent) 
outside of Canada. While some ITEs were employed in 
engineering work outside of Canada before their arrival in 
Canada, this was not necessarily the case with all ITEs who 
participated	in	the	survey.	Many	of	the	questions	in	the	ITE	
Survey were similar to those in the Survey of Engineering 
Employers, thereby allowing for a comparison of ITE and 
employer perceptions.

Figure 4 shows that a large majority of survey respondents 
were aware of engineers or technologists in their organiza-
tion who obtained their post-secondary qualification in 
engineering or technology outside of Canada.  

FIgURE 4

Number of Participants Who Indicated They Are Aware  
of Engineers or Technologists in Their Organization Who  
Obtained Their Post-Secondary Qualification Outside Canada  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=75; 67)

Engineers

Employer Size Aware Unaware or Don’t Know

1 to 10 16  11

11 to 20  8  2

21 to 50 11  0

51 to 100  8  0

>100  9  0

Unspecified  9  1

Total 61  14

Technologists

Employer Size Aware Unaware or Don’t Know

1 to 10  8 16

11 to 20  2  7

21 to 50  7  2

51 to 100  7  1

>100  6  3

Unspecified  7   1

Total 37  30
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At the time of the survey, 40.6 per cent of the respondents 
had been in Canada for less than a year. A further 24.8 per 
cent of respondents had been in Canada for less than three 
years. Therefore, the survey results predominantly reflect the 
experience of recent immigrants (Figure 8).

FIgURE 8

Duration of Time in Canada
ITE Survey (n=165)

Duration of Time in Canada Per Cent

<1 Year 40.6%

1–3 Years 24.8%

3–5 Years 10.3%

>5 Years 18.8%

Not Answered  5.5%

Total 100.0%

Figure	9	shows	the	percentage	of	respondents,	by	duration	
of	residency	in	Ontario,	who	were	working	at	the	time	of	
the ITE survey.

FIgURE 9

Per Cent of Respondents  
Employed by Duration of Time in Ontario 
ITE Survey (n=156; 155)

Duration of Time  
in Ontario

Per Cent 
Employed

Per Cent Employed  
in Engineering

n = 156 155

<1 Year 9.5% 4.1%

1 - 3 Years 27.8% 8.3%

3 - 5 Years 46.7% 26.7%

>5 Years 51.6% 16.1%

All Respondents 25.6% 9.7%

Figure 6 summarizes the immigration status of the respondents 
to the ITE Survey at the time of the survey. A little more than 
eighty-three per cent (83.3 per cent) of respondents were 
permanent residents or had already obtained their Canadian 
citizenship.

FIgURE 6

Residency/Legal Status of Respondents 
ITE Survey (n=167)

Status in Canada Number Per Cent

Permanent Resident 105 62.9%

Citizen 34 20.4%

Other 16 9.6%

Convention Refugee 2 1.2%

Not Answered 10 6.0%

Total 167 ≈100.0%

Figure 7 summarizes the immigration class of the respon-
dents at the time of their arrival in Canada. Approximately 
two thirds of respondents immigrated to Canada under 
the	Federal	Skilled	Worker	Program,	which	assigns	priority	
based on educational qualifications and prior employment 
experience.

FIgURE 7

Immigration Class of Respondents
ITE Survey (n=167)

Immigration Class Number Per Cent

Permanent Resident Immigrants:

  Federal Skilled Worker Program 109 65.3%

  Family Class 33 19.8%

  Other 5 3.0%

  Convention Refugee 3 1.8%

Non-Permanent Resident Immigrants:

  Student Visa 3 1.8%

  Temporary Foreign Workers 2 1.2%

Not Answered 12 7.2%

Total 167 ≈100.0%
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FIgURE 11  

Comparison of Employment of Engineers by Industry in the 2011 
National Household Survey (NHS) with Industries in which ITE 
Survey Participants “Primarily Operate” in Ontario  
ITE Survey (n=165)

Industry ITE Survey 2011 NHS

Consulting 20% 33%

Manufacturing 14% 23%

IT and Telecom 4% 10%

Government 7% 7%

Utilities, including Pipeline 
and Hydro

7% 5%

Construction 24% 4%

Mining 2% 1%

Finance – 1%

Transportation 1% 1%

Education 4% 1%

Health – 1%

Oil and Gas 4% <1%

Other 8% 13%

Not Answered 5% –

Total 100% 100%

Figure 11 suggests that ITEs may be more oriented to  
construction and to oil and gas than is consistent with 
employment	patterns	for	engineers	in	Ontario.	Conversely,	
ITEs in this survey were notably less oriented to manu-
facturing, consulting and IT than is consistent with 2011 
employment data for engineers. The survey sample is too 
limited to support strong conclusions. As well, respondents 
may have interpreted the question “In what industry do you 
primarily operate?” differently from the statistical classifica-
tion of employment. (For example, persons who provide 
consulting services to the construction industry may have 
identified their industry of primary operation as construc-
tion, rather than consulting.) Nevertheless, the contrast 
between the survey data and the employment patterns 
indicated by the 2011 National Household Survey suggests 
a possible asymmetry between employment patterns in 
Ontario	and	the	employment	orientation	of	many	ITEs.	

At the time of the survey, only 25.6 per cent of the respon-
dents	were	employed.	This	may	have	reflected	the	difficult	
labour market conditions that prevailed when the survey 
was conducted. Although unemployment rates had come 
down by early 2013, the labour market was still quite dif-
ficult for new entrants, as many employers were deferring 
offers of permanent employment. As would be expected, the 
proportion of respondents who were employed increased 
with	duration	of	time	in	Ontario.	However,	even	after	five	
years	or	more	in	Ontario,	the	employment	rate	was	still	
lower than would be expected. The data also indicate that 
even after a three-to-five-year settling-in period, the major-
ity of ITEs were not working in engineering jobs. Similarly, 
except for those who had been in Canada for less than one 
year, most respondents who were working reported that 
their current job is not equal to the job they had before  
immigrating to Canada (Figure 10).

FIgURE 10  

Per Cent of Working Respondents Reporting That Their Current 
Job is NOT Equal to Their Job Before Immigrating to Canada  
ITE Survey (n=40)

Duration 
of Time in 
Ontario

Per Cent Reporting  
Current Job is NOT Equal to 

Job Before Immigrating Number

<1 Year 28.6% 7

1-3 Years 70.0% 10

3-5 Years 57.1% 7

>5 Years 81.3% 16

Respondents to the ITE Survey were asked to identify the 
industry in which they “primarily operate.” Figure 11 com-
pares the industry distribution of ITEs’ responses with the 
industry distribution of engineers from the 2011 National 
Household Survey (NHS) (the successor to the “long-form 
Census”). 



“Job search” describes how persons seeking employment find out 

about job opportunities and present themselves to prospective 

employers. “Recruitment” describes how employers solicit applica-

tions from job seekers and then filter those applications to find the 

individual who best fits their organizational culture and operational 

requirements.
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Employers’ Experience with ITEs

Experience with ITEs differs across employers. Among 
some of the larger employers interviewed, ITEs account 
for approximately one fourth of all hires in the last few 
years.	On	the	other	hand,	small	employers	appear	to	
have	the	greatest	difficulty	identifying	relevant	experience	
among the pool of internationally trained job applicants. 
Small employers also appear to have the greatest degree of 
uncertainty about the commensurability of non-Canadian 
educational qualifications if ITEs are from outside the 
United	States,	Western	Europe,	Australia	and	New	Zealand.	
Larger	employers	are	also	more	likely	to	have	the	scope	for	
investing in training ITEs in Canadian codes and standards. 
It appears that most companies that have had experience 
with hiring ITEs have acquired confidence in the capacity 
of those whom they recruit to adapt to Canadian workplace 
norms. This confidence is built up over time and appears 
to be self-reinforcing, especially among larger employers. 
On	the	other	hand,	small	employers	were	more	likely	to	
express reservations or uncertainty about whether educa-
tional qualifications are commensurate, whether the nature 
of engineering practice outside of Canada is comparable 
and whether described qualifications and experience can 
be relied upon. Small employers were also more likely to 
interpret a poor experience with an internationally trained 
interviewee (or hire) as reflective of a broader problem 
with ITEs rather than as a consequence of their own weak 
screening techniques or that one candidate.

Steps in the Recruitment Process

Figure 12 lists the stages in the recruitment process. Some 
employers bypass or conflate some of the ten steps shown 
in Figure 12. For example, many employers forgo a formal 
personality	test.	Other	employers	constitute	a	single	inter-
view panel that assesses both an applicant’s “fit” and their 
technical skills. Some companies and organizations do not 
involve prospective peers in the interview process, while 
other employers do so. 

Key Hiring Challenges

Employers recruit with a profile in mind. That profile is a 
composite of three factors: 

•	 Relevant	industry	experience,	which	includes	familiarity	
with business practices in the industry, technical processes 
and standards, legal and quality compliance obligations, 
etc.

•	 “Fit,”	which	is	the	ability	of	a	new	hire	to	dovetail	with	
how the company or organization understands engineer-
ing work and the role of engineers. This includes “soft 
skills” such as communication skills, team-working skills, 
presentation skills, working with non-technical colleagues 
and accepting diversity in the workplace.

•	 Industry-specific	technical	knowledge.		

Employers who were interviewed were virtually 

unanimous that relevant industry experience is 

the “hurdle requirement.” 

Only	those	applicants	who	meet	the	experience	test,	based	
on their written application, proceed to further stages in 
the recruitment process where they are assessed in terms of 
their “fit” and technical knowledge. Therefore, the recruit-
ment	strategies	of	employers	are	designed	to	efficiently	and	
quickly filter out applicants who lack relevant industry 
experience. In most cases, the “fit” test is the second hurdle 
that must be satisfied before technical skills are appraised. 
Telephone and in-person interviews are then used to gauge 
an applicant’s “fit” with an organization’s culture and  
approach to doing engineering work. Some companies may 
also use personality tests. In a minority of cases, employers 
require such highly specialized technical skills that these 
skills take precedence over the non technical skills that are 
the focus of the “fit” evaluation. 

Employers’ descriptions of their recruitment 

strategies are an inversion of what many ITEs 

assume to be the norm. 

Employers suggest that many ITEs structure their applica-
tions to emphasize technical skills and educational quali-
fications while giving too little weight to describing actual 
experience. In subsequently describing that experience, 
many ITEs again emphasize the technical side of the experi-
ence at the expense of profiling their non-technical skills, 
which largely shape an interviewer’s assessment of whether 
the applicant is a good “fit.” 
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Employers indicated about 80 per cent of  

applications are set aside during the initial 

screen, most often because the application  

did not, on its face, demonstrate relevant  

industry experience.

3. Initial Telephone Interview: The purpose of the initial 
telephone interview is to filter through the candidates who 
passed the initial screening to identify those persons who 
will be interviewed in person. Companies and organizations 
use the initial telephone interview in a variety of ways, such 
as to gauge verbal competence in English, to ascertain the 
applicant’s degree of interest in the company or organization 
and the advertised job opening, and to obtain additional 
information on experience or educational qualifications. 

1. Initial Posting:	Job	openings	are	most	frequently	posted	
on	company	websites.	Many	interviewed	employers	also	
reported	they	use	LinkedIn,	Workopolis	and	Monster.ca.	In	
some cases, company websites direct candidates to an appli-
cation	template.	Most	often,	companies	ask	for	résumés	to	
be submitted electronically. Some employers use applicant 
tracking system software tools to manage their initial screen. 

2. Initial Screening: The initial screen checks the résumé and 
cover letter first and foremost for relevance of the applicant’s 
experience to the posted job. Recruiters also look to the job 
application to demonstrate the applicant’s ability to write 
grammatically correct English, the suitability of educational 
qualifications and evidence the applicant has researched the 
company or organization.

FIgURE 12   

Steps in the Recruitment Process 
(Based on Employer Interviews) 10. Reference  

Checks, etc.

9. Manager Interview

8. Work Team  
Interview

7. Technical Test

6. Technical Interview

5. “Fit” Interview

4. Personality Test

3. Initial Telephone 
Interview

2. Initial Screening  
of Résumés

1. Initial Posting
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6. Technical Interview: The purpose of the technical inter-
view is to assess the applicant’s knowledge of the relevant 
technologies, codes and standards, and to explore how the 
applicant would address various technical challenges. The 
technical interview is conducted by the applicant’s prospec-
tive manager. Small employers often combine the technical 
interview with the “fit” interview. 

7. Technical Test:	Most	employers	do	not	administer	a	tech-
nical test. However, several of the interviewed employers 
indicated that, following the technical interview, they may 
assign an applicant a technical problem to confirm that he 
or	she	actually	has	the	stated	technical	skills.	Other	employ-
ers request a copy of an applicant’s written work to judge 
his or her capacity for written communications of technical 
issues. This is common in the consulting sector.

8. Work Team Interview:	Many	employers	follow	their	
formal interviews with an opportunity for members of the 
work team to meet with a prospective candidate and offer 
feedback on how the individual is likely to contribute to  
the team.

9. Senior Manager Interview: In some companies, the senior 
manager (i.e., not a direct supervising manager) also inter-
views a prospective employee one-on-one as the penulti-
mate stage in the screening process before reference checks.

10. Reference Checks:	Most	employers	check	employment	
references but are indifferent to personal references. Refer-
ence checks are often undertaken by email. None of the 
interviewed employers suggested that reference checking has 
been impeded by recent legal trends that may make former 
employers liable for misleading references. Some companies 
use recruitment firms or specialized background checking 
firms to perform reference checking tasks. Some companies 
also carry out credit checks and security checks, depending 
on the nature of their work. Where references cannot be 
checked, this may count against an applicant.

The initial telephone interview also affords a candidate 
an opportunity to articulate his or her core competencies. 
Telephone interviews typically last for 15 - 30 minutes. 
Companies suggest that about one fourth of applicants who 
pass the initial screen move beyond the initial telephone in-
terview. As a practical matter, therefore, if 100 applications 
were received, at least 80 of these would be screened out 
during the initial screening and about 15 would be screened 
out as a result of the telephone interviews. This would leave 
a pool of around 5 applicants for further review. 

4. Personality Test:	Most	employers	do	not	administer	a	
personality test, although this is a frequent practice among 
recruitment	firms.	Personality	tests	can	be	useful	for	 
understanding a candidate’s level of adaptability and ability 
to perform well in different organizational structures.

5. “Fit” Interview: Typically companies will interview 3 - 5 
candidates at this stage of the recruitment process. The 
object of the “fit” interview is to evaluate the applicant’s 
suitability to the way the company organizes its engineer-
ing work and the roles it expects its engineers to play. The 
“fit” interview explores how the engineering assignments or 
functions the applicant performed with previous employ-
ers were carried out. The interviewers will be particularly 
focused on understanding the applicant’s specific role or 
contribution in those assignments or functions. 

Most	(although	not	all)	Canadian	organizations	and	
companies use a team model in which team members 
are required to find consensus and share responsibilities 
equitably. This contrasts with a functional hierarchy in 
which a senior manager determines how an undertaking 
or process will be handled. The team model is dependent 
on a collaborative and supportive orientation to work. The 
“fit” interview, therefore, seeks to determine how suited 
applicants are to the team model by interpreting their 
previous professional experience in that context. For this 
reason, behavioural questions are commonly asked during 
the “fit” interview. These questions endeavour to elicit from 
an applicant how he or she handled or would likely handle 
situations, such as disagreeing with a superior about the best 
approach to a problem, handling an instance of non-com-
pliance with codes or regulations, or dealing with a client or 
customer who is dissatisfied. 

Behavioural questions can be challenging  

to some ITEs who were expecting questions  

to focus on their technical knowledge and 

technical contributions to previous employers.
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Screening Applications  

to Perform Initial Vet of Applications

Figure 14 shows that screening applications are used  
by all sizes of organizations. 

FIgURE 14  

Use of Screening Applications  
to Perform Initial Vet of Applications  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=77)

Size of  
Employer

Use Software 
Program to Screen 

Applications

Do Not Use Software 
Program to Screen  

Applications

1 to 10  2 22

11 to 20  2 9

21 to 50  3 6

51 to 100  1 7

>100  5 3

Unspecified  6 11

Total 19 58

In the Engineering Employer Survey, almost one fourth of 
respondents reported they use screening applications. With 
the recent emergence of cloud-based screening applications, 
the cost of using this technology is likely to decline, and 
its utilization may become even more widespread among 
engineering employers. Screening applications automate the 
process of reviewing applications to assess whether they pass 
the initial hurdle test of relevant industry experience. 

The use of screening applications makes it  

essential that job applicants describe their  

experience concretely and succinctly,  

and explicitly link that experience to the  

requirements and phraseology set out in  

the job posting. 

Human Resources Departments 

Figure 13 reports on the prevalence of human resource  
departments, in-house recruiters and software programs that 
screen job applicants. Roughly two thirds of Engineering 
Employer Survey respondents reported they had a human 
resources department and in-house recruiters. In most cases, 
these human resources professionals are not engineers. 

The widespread prevalence of specialized  

human resources managers and in-house  

recruiters underscores the importance of the 

“fit” criteria in the recruitment process. This  

may contrast with the experience of some  

ITEs who expect engineers to be interviewed 

and hired by other engineers.

FIgURE 13  

Internal Human Resources Management Capacity  

Survey of Engineering Employers (n=70–77)

Yes No Did not Answer

Human 
Resources 
Department

48 23 6

In-House 
Recruiters

45 26 6

Software 
Program to 
Screen  
Applications

19 51 7

Size of  
Employer

Human 
Resources 

Department
In-House 

Recruiters

Software Program 
to Screen  

Applications

1 to 10  9 11  2

11 to 20  7  5  2

21 to 50  8  9  3

51 to 100  8  5  1

>100  8  7  5

Unspecified  8  8  6

Total 48 45 19
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Both engineering employers and ITEs rank  

company websites as the most important 

channel for job search and recruiting. 

Only	employee	referrals	are	close	to	the	company	website	 
in importance. ITEs appear to attribute more importance  
to all other channels in their job search activities than engi-
neering employers assign to those channels as part of their 
recruitment strategy. This is especially evident with “head 
hunters”: 42.7 per cent of ITEs ranked “head hunters” as 
an important job search channel compared to only 18.3 per 
cent of engineering employers who ranked “head hunters” 
as	an	important	recruitment	channel.	Both	mainstream	 
and ethnic media were given disproportionate weight by 
ITEs compared to engineering employers. ITEs also put 
much more weight on association job boards than most 
employers.

It	is	also	noteworthy	that	social	media	(chiefly	LinkedIn)	
ranked approximately equal with commercial job boards 
such	as	Workopolis	and	Monster.ca	as	both	a	job	search	
channel and a recruitment channel, although ITEs  
gave more weight to both of these channels than did  
most employers. 

The Survey of Engineering Employers found both similari-
ties and differences when larger employers are compared to 
small employers. Figure 16 summarizes these comparisons.

Initial Postings/Recruitment Channels 

Participants	in	the	ITE	Survey	were	asked	to	rank	various	
recruitment channels for identifying employment oppor-
tunities. Respondents to the Engineering Employer Survey 
were also asked to rank the importance of these same chan-
nels in recruiting new hires. In both surveys a 1 - 5 scale 
was	used,	with	“1”	indicating	“Not	Very	Important”	and	
“5”	indicating	“Very	Important.”	A	ranking	of	“4”	or	“5”	
implies, therefore, that the channel is regarded as important. 

Figure 15 compares the proportion of engineering employ-
ers with the proportion of ITEs who ranked a recruitment 
channel as important. 

FIgURE 15  

Per Cent of ITEs and Engineering Employers Ranking Various 
Recruitment Channels as “4” or “5” On a 1-5 Scale where “1” is 
“Not Important at All” and “5” is “Very Important”  
ITE Survey (n=150)  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=73)

Recruitment Channel ITEs Employers

Company website 76.0% 71.8%

Workopolis, Monster.ca, etc. 57.3% 32.9%

Social media such as LinkedIn, 
Facebook, etc.

52.0% 33.3%

Job boards maintained by  
associations

46.7% 28.6%

Advertisements in mainstream 
newspapers

33.3% 15.5%

Advertisements in ethnic media 22.7% 5.7%

“Head Hunters” 42.7% 18.3%

Employee referrals 72.7% 61.6%

Unsolicited applications 24.7% 22.9%

Job fairs and/or university  
campus recruiting

48.0% 41.7%

Other 0.0% 16.7%



18 Job Search and Recruitment / Ontario Society of Professional Engineers

There are a number of comparisons suggested by Figure 16:

•	 Large companies appear to be much more attuned  
to the recent emergence of social media (notably 
LinkedIn) than small employers. This is puzzling since 
LinkedIn	is	a	comparatively	cost-efficient	recruitment	
channel.

•	 Small	employers	appear	to	have	a	greater	propensity	 
to advertise in mainstream newspapers than do larger 
employers.

•	 Larger	employers	are	more	likely	to	exploit	 
unsolicited applications. This may be because they  
receive significantly more applications. Alternatively, 
larger employers may be better equipped with screening 
software to periodically “mine” their accumulated  
pool of unsolicited applications.

•	 Larger	employers	are	also	more	likely	to	use	job	fairs	 
and campus recruiting channels than small employers.

FIgURE 16  

Per Cent of Engineering Employers Ranking Various Recruitment Channels as “4” or “5”  
on a 1-5 Scale where “1” is “Not Important at All” and “5” is “Very Important”: Comparison by Employer Size  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=62)

Recruitment Channel 1 to 10 11 to 20 21 to 50 51 to 100 >100

n= 26 10 10 8 8

Company website 69.2% 60.0% 55.5% 87.5% 100.0%

Employee referrals 34.6% 81.8% 70.0% 75.0% 87.5%

Social Media such as LinkedIn, Facebook, etc. 11.5% 20.0% 30.0% 75.0% 75.0%

Job fairs and/or university campus recruiting 19.2% 27.3% 77.8% 50.0% 75.0%

Unsolicited applications 19.2% 20.0% 40.0% 14.3% 42.9%

Workopolis, Monster.ca, etc. 19.2% 60.0% 30.0% 44.9% 28.6%

Job boards maintained by associations 26.9% 20.0% 50.0% 37.5% 28.6%

“Head hunters” 15.3% 36.4% 0.0% 57.2% 0.0%

Advertisements in mainstream newspapers 34.6% 0.0% 0.0% 14.3% 12.5%

Advertisements in ethnic media 11.5% 0.0% 10.0% 0.0% 0.0%

Other 20.0% 16.7% 33.3% 25.0% 17.6%

Tailoring Applications

Interviews with engineering employers underscored the 
importance of applicants tailoring their cover letters and 
résumés to the job posting. Employers interpret this as evi-
dence of commitment to their organization and to the job 
they are seeking to fill. As well, recruiters who sift through 
large numbers of applications often scan résumés and cover 
letters for key phrases that indicate an applicant may have 
the required skills and experience. The use of key phrases 
that pertain to the job posting is especially important when 
organizations use software screens to perform the initial 
review of résumés. Figure 17 shows that around 70 per cent 
of ITEs recognize the importance of tailoring both cover 
letters and résumés. However, a significant minority of ITEs 
may not understand the importance of tailoring both cover 
letters and résumés.

FIgURE 17  

Per Cent of ITEs Reporting They Tailor Cover Letters  
or Résumés for Each Job Application  
ITE Survey (n=147)
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Figure 18 shows that about two thirds of ITEs appear to 
assign importance to such evaluations.

FIgURE 18  

ITE Views on the Importance of Third-Party  
Educational Equivalence Assessments (e.g. WES,  
ICAS, Canadian Universities) on a 1-5 Scale where  
“1” is “Not Important at All” and “5” is “Very Important”  
ITE Survey (n=139)

Consistent with the importance ITEs assign to independent 
evaluations	of	educational	qualifications,	Figure	19	shows	
that a large majority of employers in the Engineering 
Employer Survey indicated they have significant diffi-
culty in assessing a non-Canadian undergraduate degree 
in engineering. (Small employers [<50 engineers] reported 
somewhat	more	difficulty	than	large	employers.)

FIgURE 19  

Difficulty in Assessing Non-Canadian Undergraduate Degrees 
in Engineering Survey of Engineering Employers on a 1-5 Scale 
where “1” is “Not Difficult at All” and “5” is “Very Difficult”  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=70)
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Confirming Educational Qualifications

Most	of	the	employers	interviewed	accept	non-Canadian	
educational qualifications as commensurate or approxi-
mately commensurate with a Canadian undergraduate 
degree	in	engineering.	Large	firms	with	an	international	
orientation often have persons already on their staff who are 
familiar with foreign engineering schools. Human resources 
professionals in these firms have developed insight into the 
comparability (or non-comparability) of non-Canadian 
educational qualifications that is often not available to 
recruiters in smaller firms. In general, an educational quali-
fication	from	the	United	States,	Western	Europe,	Australia	
and	New	Zealand	is	presumptively	regarded	as	equivalent.	
The appraisal of undergraduate degrees from Asia, Eastern 
Europe,	Africa,	and	Latin	America	or	the	Caribbean	is	less	
clear-cut. While some interviewees were aware of the best 
engineering schools in other parts of the world, this was 
entirely unknown territory for others who were interviewed.  

Third-party educational assessment agencies appear to have 
little	relevance	to	engineering	employers.	Virtually	none	of	
the interviewees was familiar with third-party assessment 
bodies such as World Education Services (WES), Compara-
tive Education Service (CES) or International Credential 
Assessment Service of Canada (ICAS). Assessments from 
these agencies would not appear to carry much weight 
with	employers.	However,	Professional	Engineers	Ontario	
(PEO)	confirmation	of	educational	qualifications	appears	
to	remove	any	doubt	about	commensurability.	Virtually	all	
employers	were	familiar	with	PEO.

In contrast with employers, many ITEs appear to 

assign importance to having their educational 

qualifications assessed by an independent 

agency such as WES or ICAS, or by a Canadian 

university. 
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Increasing employer awareness about the various steps of 
the	PEO	licensing	process	could	contribute	to	alleviating	
this	catch-22	experience,	as	the	PEO	academic	assessment	
occurs in the very early stages of the process. 

English Language Proficiency

The majority of engineering employers believe that  
ITEs over-state their proficiency in English relative to the 
employer’s needs or expectations. Figure 21 shows that 
only 10 per cent of employers agreed with the statement 
“Candidates for jobs usually self-assess their language 
skills correctly.”

FIgURE 21  

Employers Agreeing or Disagreeing That “Candidates for  
Jobs Usually Self-Assess Their Language Skills Correctly”  
on a 1-5 Scale where “1” is “Strongly Disagree” and  
“5” is “Strongly Agree”  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=69)

None of the employers interviewed administered an English 
language test or requested an independent language skills 
evaluation from a third party such as Canadian Academic 
English	Language	Assessment	(CAEL),	the	Canadian	
English	Language	Proficiency	Index	Program	(CELPIP)	or	
the	International	English	Language	Testing	System	(IELTS).	
Virtually	all	employers	base	their	assessment	of	language	
proficiency on the (1) writing style of the cover letter that 
accompanies an application, (2) initial telephone interview, 
and	(3)	in-person	interviews.	Based	on	interviews	with	
employers, it appears that most employers rely on the tele-
phone interview as the primary screen for English language 
proficiency. A candidate with perceived weakness in English 
language skills is unlikely to pass the telephone screen.
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Figure 20 shows that a large majority of employers in the 
Engineering Employer Survey also considered it important 
for ITEs to have their educational qualifications confirmed 
by an independent body.  Although these survey findings 
would appear to endorse the importance ITEs assign to 
independent evaluation agencies, employers generally take 
a different approach. The Engineering Employer Survey 
found that fewer than one half of the respondents were 
familiar with independent evaluation agencies such as WES 
or ICAS. The survey also found that less than one third of 
employers were familiar with the Washington Accord. (The 
Washington Accord is an international agreement among 
professional engineering regulators that provides for mutual 
recognition of accredited undergraduate degrees.)  

FIgURE 20  

Importance of ITEs Having Their Educational Qualifications  
Confirmed By an Independent Body on a 1-5 Scale where 
“1” is “Not Important at All” and “5” is “Very Important”  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=62)

Based on interviews with employers, it is  

clear the preferred independent body for  

confirming educational qualifications is PEO.  

Using other evaluation services is unlikely to  

materially strengthen an ITE’s job application.

The importance employers assign to confirmation of  
educational	qualifications	by	PEO	is	both	an	advantage	
and	a	disadvantage	for	ITEs.	On	the	plus	side,	it	is	clear	
that	PEO’s	confirmation	of	educational	qualifications	has	
a high degree of credibility among engineering employers. 
On	the	other	hand,	many	employers	appear	to	be	unaware	
PEO	confirms	educational	qualifications	before	conferring	
the	P.Eng.	designation.	Consequently,	many	employers	
appear	to	rely	on	the	P.Eng.	designation	to	confirm	that	
educational qualifications are commensurate with Cana-
dian standards. This can leave some ITEs in a “catch-22” 
situation:	they	cannot	get	their	P.Eng.	without	Canadian	
experience and they often cannot get Canadian experience 
without	their	P.Eng.
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FIgURE 23  

Employers Agreeing or Disagreeing That For ITEs,  
(a) “A Canadian Educational Qualification  
is a good Indicator of Satisfactory Language Skills “  
(b) “Independent Assessments of English Language  
Skills are an Important Component of a Job Application”  
on a 1-5 Scale where “1” is “Strongly Disagree”  
and “5” is “Strongly Agree”  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=67; 69)

The views of ITEs and employers appear to 

agree on the importance of an independent 

assessment of language skills. 

Figure 24 shows that just under two thirds of respondents 
in both the ITE Survey and the Engineering Employer 
Survey viewed these assessments as important. 

FIgURE 24  

Per Cent of ITEs and Engineering Employers Ranking an  
Independent Assessment of English Language Skills as  
“4” or “5” on a 1-5 Scale where “1” is “Not Important at All”  
and “5” is “Very Important”  
ITE Survey (n=152)  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=67)

Per Cent Ranking  
Importance of an Independent  

Assessment at “4” or “5” Number

Internationally Trained 
Engineers (ITEs)

64.5% 152

Engineering  
Employers

64.2%  67
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Figure 22 shows that about one third of employers regard 
the cover letter and résumé as indicative of language skills, 
while three fourths are confident in the conclusions they 
draw about language proficiency from an interview. 

FIgURE 22  

Employers Agreeing or Disagreeing That  
“We Have Little or No Difficulty Assessing Language Skills”  
(a) Based on Résumé or Cover Letter  
(b) Based on First Interview  
on a 1-5 Scale where “1” is “Strongly Disagree”  
and “5” is “Strongly Agree”  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=69)

Figure 23 shows that only around one third of surveyed 
employers (34 per cent) interpreted a Canadian  
educational qualification as a good indicator of English 
language skills. Conversely, almost two thirds of employers 
(64 per cent) considered it important for an ITE to include 
in their application an independent assessment of their  
English language proficiency. This can pose a challenge to 
ITEs if the job application is via a form on the web and 
there is no means to upload or attach an independent  
assessment of English language skills.
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In general, however, employers regard licensure  
or commencing the licensure process as an important 
attestation of qualifications for an ITE. There were  
no interviewed employers who characterized licensure as 
having no value for an ITE. 

However, there were a number of employers 

who appear to regard licensure (or commenc-

ing the licensure process) as more important 

for an ITE than for engineers who obtained their 

undergraduate degree in Canada. 

Most	employers	appear	to	have	a	high	degree	of	confidence	
in	PEO’s	assessment	of	international	educational	qualifica-
tions.	In	fact,	one	employer	expressed	a	wish	that	PEO	
would expand its assessment function to include software 
engineering.

Figure 26 shows that engineering employers and ITEs  
hold	commensurate	views	on	the	importance	of	the	P.Eng.	
designation. In both the ITE Survey and the Survey  
of Engineering Employers, roughly 80 per cent of  
respondents ranked a P.Eng. designation as important, 
i.e., at “4” or “5” on the 5-point scale.

FIgURE 26  

ITEs and Engineering Employers Ranking of the  
Importance of a P.Eng. Designation on a 1-5 Scale where  
“1” is “Not Important at All” and “5” is “Very Important”  
ITE Survey (n=152)  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=70)

Most	employers	have	little	or	no	understanding	of	licensure	
and certification systems in jurisdictions outside of Canada. 
They are not likely, therefore, to regard such licences or 
certifications	as	a	substitute	for	the	P.Eng.	designation.
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Non-Engineering Educational Qualifications 

ITEs attributed somewhat more importance  

to other Canadian educational qualifications 

(i.e., educational qualifications other than a 

professional degree in engineering) than did 

many engineering employers. 

This comparison is shown in Figure 25.

FIgURE 25  

Per Cent of ITEs and Engineering Employers Ranking  
Additional Canadian Educational Qualifications as “4”  
or “5” on a 1-5 Scale where “1” is “Not Important at All”  
and “5” is “Very Important”  
ITE Survey (n=152)  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=70)

Approximately three fourths of ITEs assigned importance to 
additional Canadian educational qualifications, compared 
to	two	thirds	of	employers.	More	important,	a	much	greater	
proportion of ITEs assigned the highest ranking (“5”) to 
the importance of obtaining additional Canadian educa-
tional qualifications. Therefore, the survey data suggest  
that while there is value to ITEs in pursuing additional 
Canadian educational qualifications, it may not be as ad-
vantageous in enhancing employability as many ITEs may 
believe.	One	third	of	engineering	employers	did	not	regard	
additional Canadian educational qualifications as impor-
tant. That being said, interviews with employers did suggest 
that continuing education is an expectation. Engineers who 
have been out of the workplace for more than two years 
often will need to demonstrate they have taken steps to 
remain abreast of technology in their field.

Importance of P.Eng. Designation 

Interviews with employers indicate they vary in the impor-
tance	they	attach	to	a	P.Eng.	designation.	Some	companies	
require	their	engineers	to	be	licenced.	Others	have	a	prefer-
ence for licenced engineers, while a minority of employers do 
not attach importance to licensure for certain types of jobs. 
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Following the telephone interviews, roughly three to five 
applicants will be invited to participate in one or more 
in-person interviews. A key dimension of the in-person 
interviews is determining whether an applicant “fits” into 
the workplace culture and role the organization expects 
of its engineers. The behavioural questions employers use 
to elicit this insight can be challenging to some ITEs who 
were expecting questions to focus on the technical aspects 
of their experience or on their formal education. Employers 
may need to be more explicit with their questions or may 
need to rephrase their questions to get the information  
they are looking for.

For many ITEs, the recruitment process can be an inversion 
of what they had expected. Employers report that many 
ITEs emphasize technical skills and educational qualifica-
tions while giving too little weight to describing actual 
experience.	Moreover,	in	subsequently	describing	that	expe-
rience, many ITEs put too much emphasis on the technical 
side at the expense of profiling their non-technical skills. It 
is the evaluation of non-technical skills that largely shapes 
the assessment of whether an applicant is a good “fit.” It is 
important to note that while ITEs may not readily describe 
their non-technical skills, they can be prompted to speak to 
their relevant experience.

In contrast with employers, many ITEs appear to assign 
importance to having their educational qualifications  
assessed by an independent agency such as WES or ICAS, 
or by a Canadian university. Survey evidence suggests that 
these	assessments	have	limited	value	to	employers.	Based	on	
interviews with employers, it is clear that most employers 
rely	on	PEO	to	confirm	that	educational	qualifications	are	
commensurate with Canadian standards.

Summary

For employers, the objective of the recruitment process is to 
identify the applicant who has the most relevant industry 
experience, fits comfortably into workplace culture and the 
role for engineers the organization has defined, and also has 
industry-specific technical knowledge. Relevant industry 
experience is a “hurdle requirement.” Rightly or wrongly, 
employers report that their initial screen of applications 
filters out roughly 80 per cent of applicants whose résumés 
and cover letters do not demonstrate relevant industry 
experience. 

The increased use of screening software makes it essential 
that job applicants describe their experience concretely and 
succinctly, and explicitly link their experience description to 
the requirements and phraseology in the job posting. Survey 
data suggest that a significant minority (30 per cent) of 
ITEs do not appear to appreciate the importance of tailor-
ing both cover letters and résumés to explicitly address the 
“hurdle requirement.”

Employers rely on telephone interviews to obtain further 
information on applicants’ experience, knowledge of the 
company or organization, and motivation for seeking the 
job.	Many	employers	also	implicitly	rely	on	telephone	
interviews to screen out applicants whose English language 
proficiency does not come across as satisfactory. A report 
by	the	Conference	Board	of	Canada	is	strongly	critical	of	
telephone interviews, especially when they are used as a 
language test.2

2 The Conference Board of Canada.	“Immigrant-Friendly	Businesses:	Effective	Practices	for	Attracting,	Integrating,	 
and	Retaining	Immigrants	in	Canadian	Workplaces”,	November	2009.
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Employers	overwhelmingly	regard	the	P.Eng.	designation	
as important, especially for an ITE. Few employers are 
familiar with the licensure and certification systems of non-
Canadian	jurisdictions.	Some	employers	may	use	the	P.Eng.	
designation as a proxy for understanding international 
educational qualifications and international experience. It 
is	important	for	employers	to	understand	the	PEO	licens-
ing process to ensure that they are asking for the accurate 
requirements	in	their	job	postings.	Only	10	per	cent	of	em-
ployers believe that job applicants self-assess their language 
skills	correctly.	Only	one	third	of	employers	(34	per	cent)	
interpreted a Canadian educational qualification as a good 
indicator of English language skills. Almost two thirds of 
employers (64 per cent) considered it important for an ITE 
to include in their application an independent assessment of 
their English language proficiency. 

The survey data suggests that ITEs attribute more value to 
pursuing additional Canadian educational qualifications 
than do employers. Indeed, one third of engineering  
employers did not regard additional, non-engineering  
educational qualifications as important. Nevertheless, ITEs 
who have been out of the engineering labour market will 
need to demonstrate they have kept abreast of technology 
in their field, either through courses or by participating in 
events sponsored by technical associations.

Survey and interview findings indicate there is substantial 
but not complete alignment between the recruitment  
strategies of employers and the job search strategies of ITEs. 
A significant minority of ITEs do not appear to appreci-
ate the importance of tailoring résumés and cover letters to 
meet the “hurdle requirement” of relevant prior experience. 
As well, many ITEs do not fully appreciate the importance 
of non-technical skills in determining an employer’s assess-
ment of which applicants are most likely to “fit” comfort-
ably into the organization’s culture and the role played by 
its engineers. There are, therefore, important asymmetries 
between recruitment strategies and job search strategies that 
need to be addressed if the integration of ITEs into the  
Canadian engineering labour market is to be improved. 
At the same time, there are also subtle but important 
adjustments to the recruitment process that employers 
could introduce that would better enable them to take full 
advantage of the skills ITEs can offer. These adjustments 
will be explored in more detail in subsequent chapters of 
this report.
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For virtually all employers, interpreting and evaluating experience 

is the most challenging aspect of appraising any applicant for  

an engineering or technology job. For a number of reasons,  

many employers find those challenges to be even greater when  

assessing the non-Canadian experience of ITEs. As was noted  

in Chapter Two, the purpose of the initial screen is to filter out  

those job applicants whose cover letters and résumés do not  

demonstrate relevant experience.

3  |  EXPERIENCE
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While codes, standards and regulations are important to all 
employers interviewed, there were differences in the degree 
of importance they attached to this experience. For some 
employers, especially for small employers or those who 
operate in a highly regulated environment, knowledge of 
codes, standards and regulations is critical. Some employers 
struggle with envisioning hiring someone who is not knowl-
edgeable and who has not had experience working with the 
relevant codes, standards and regulations, while other em-
ployers regard this knowledge as acquirable on the job, over 
the course of a few months, by an experienced engineer.  

AutoCad and other technical software applications are  
commonplace tools in Canadian engineering. Familiarity 
with these tools is a requirement in many workplaces. Inter-
views with employers suggest that those who are unfamiliar 
with	these	tools	will	have	difficulty	fitting	into	a	Canadian	
engineering workplace. Some of the interviewed employers 
suggested that ITEs are often less familiar with these  
technical tools. 

They recommended that ITEs acquire  

additional college training to reassure recruiters 

ITEs have the requisite understanding of these 

technical tools.

The companies that were interviewed differed in how long 
an individual could be out of engineering work before  
his or her skills become stale. While dependent on the size, 
location and industry focus of the company, our research 
shows that in technology-intensive industries, recruiters 
are troubled by an applicant who has been out of engineer-
ing work (except for educational purposes) for more than 
one year. In other fields, where technology and regula-
tory changes are more incremental, a gap of two years is 
acceptable. However, most of the employers interviewed 
stressed they expect engineers who are out of the workplace 
to continue to keep abreast of technology through courses 
offered	by	professional	associations	(e.g.,	OSPE	or	discipline	
bodies such as the American Academy of Civil Engineers, 
the Institute of Electrical and Electronic Engineers, etc.).

The goal of the recruitment process is to develop 

a clear understanding of what an applicant 

for an engineering or technology job actually 

did in their previous employment. Job titles, 

exposure to tasks and overall descriptions of 

responsibilities do not get to the heart of what 

an applicant actually did. 

Job	postings,	application	templates	and	interview	questions	
are designed, at least in part, to elicit this type of concrete 
information.  

An important challenge for some employers is validating  
described	experience.	Most	employers	that	were	inter-
viewed, take described experience at face value. Suspicion 
about the reliability of descriptions of non-Canadian experi-
ence — when expressed — was more evident among small 
employers. Some interviewed employers acknowledged they 
discount non-Canadian experience, either because they 
are	unsure	it	is	commensurate	or	because	it	is	difficult	to	
validate the description.

For many companies, there is an implicit hierarchy of 
experience. Experience with North American companies in 
the same industry (or with customers) has the greatest rel-
evance. Experience with other Canadian or North American 
companies is also valued, as it indicates general familiarity 
with relevant business practices. Non-Canadian experience 
with an internationally recognized company ranks highest 
among types of non-Canadian experience. Experience with 
companies not internationally known ranks lower. Experi-
ence with governments or international agencies tends to be 
seen as significantly different from the needs of a Canadian 
company, although this experience may be relevant to a 
Canadian government or other public agency. Teaching 
experience carries little or no weight.

In most engineering fields, codes, standards and regulations 
play an important role. Knowledge of these requirements 
is integral to the practice of engineering in most contexts. 
The consequences of non-compliance can be legally and 
financially serious to an employer. For this reason, most 
employers attach a high degree of importance to experi-
ence in working with codes, standards and regulations. 
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Figure 28 compares the relative importance of different 
types of engineering experience.

FIgURE 28  

Importance of Different Types of Engineering Experience in  
Hiring for an Engineering or Technology Position that Requires 
Less than Three Years of Experience on a 1-5 Scale where  
“1” is “Not Important at All” and “5” is “Very Important”  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=63–65)

It is evident from Figure 28 that while engineering  
experience per se has importance, Canadian engineering 
experience is significantly more highly valued even when 
compared to non-Canadian experience with an interna-
tionally	known	firm	(97	per	cent	vs.	59	per	cent).	It	can	
be inferred from this comparison that Canadian engineer-
ing experience is serving as more than just an indicator of 
technical engineering competence, although that is also 
important. As will be shown later, Canadian experience 
is also viewed as an important indicator of non-technical 
skills. Indeed, for some employers, this may be as important 
as technical skills.

Although all employers assigned a high degree of importance 
to Canadian experience, small employers (<50 engineers) 
assigned even more importance.
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In the Engineering Employer Survey, more than 

90 per cent of respondents ranked Canadian 

engineering experience as important or very 

important. 

In appraising experience, both “Canadian” and “engineer-
ing” are important qualifiers. Compared to engineering 
experience, non-engineering experience carries significantly 
less weight, although it may demonstrate to an employer 
familiarity with Canadian workplace culture. Figure 27 
shows the relative importance employers assign to Canadian 
engineering and non-engineering experience.

FIgURE 27  

Importance of general Canadian Experience  
(Not Engineering) and Canadian Engineering Experience  
in Hiring for an Engineering or Technology Position that  
Requires Less Than Three Years of Experience on a 1-5 Scale 
where “1” is “Not Important at All” and “5” is “Very Important” 
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=64; 65)

As	can	be	seen	in	Figure	27,	97	per	cent	of	employers	
ranked Canadian engineering experience as important or 
very important, compared to 50 per cent who ranked gen-
eral Canadian experience as important or very important. 
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Figure 30 shows that larger employers (>50 engineers) 
assign somewhat more importance to the three experience-
based technical skills than do small employers.

FIgURE 30  

Average Importance of Experience-Based Technical  
Skills when Hiring for an Engineering or Technology Position 
(Comparison by Size of Employer) on a 1-5 Scale where  
“1” is “Not Important at All” and “5” is “Very Important”  
Engineering Employer Survey (n=64)

In general, ITEs appear to understand the high degree of 
importance engineering employers attach to experience-
based technical skills. Figure 31 shows that ITEs assign 
similar importance to these experience-based skills.

FIgURE 31  

Importance of Certain Technical Skills on a 1-5 Scale where  
“1” is “Not Important at All” and “5” is “Very Important”  
ITE Survey (n=146)

Figure	29	shows	the	importance	employers	assigned	to	three	
particular technical skills for which Canadian engineering 
experience is perceived to be a better indicator than  
non-Canadian experience.

FIgURE 29  

Importance of Certain Technical Skills when Hiring for an  
Engineering or Technology Position on a 1-5 Scale where  
“1” is “Not Important at All” and “5” is “Very Important”  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=64)

Figure	29	suggests	that	three	technical	skills	for	which	 
Canadian engineering experience is relied upon as a signifi-
cant indicator are:

•	 knowledge	of	Canadian	codes,	standards	and	regulations	
(ranked	as	important	or	very	important	by	89	per	cent	of	
employers),

•	 knowledge	of	technical	software	applications	(ranked	 
as important or very important by 84 per cent of  
employers), and

•	 knowledge	of	specific	technologies	used	by	companies	
(ranked as important or very important by 81 per cent  
of employers).

Implicit in the survey findings is the view that these types 
of skills, i.e., knowledge of codes, regulations and standards, 
knowledge of technical software and knowledge of industry-
specific technologies, are usually acquired only through 
experience.	Programs	to	accelerate	the	integration	of	ITEs	
into the Canadian engineering labour market need to 
recognize the importance of these three particular technical 
skills and to persuade employers that the training employ-
ers offer in these skills can substitute in whole or in part for 
Canadian experience.
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FIgURE 33 

Comparison of Engineering Employers and ITEs:  
Average Importance of Various Non-Technical Skills  
on a 1-5 Scale where “1” is “Not Important at All” and  
“5” is “Very Important” 
 ITE Survey (n=146)  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=64–65)

Although ITEs understand the importance Canadian 
engineering employers assign to non-technical skills, the 
evidence from both the Engineering Employer Survey and 
interviews with engineering employers is that many ITEs 
are perceived by employers as emphasizing technical skills 
and providing too little insight into non-technical skills.

Engineering Roles and Presentation of  

Skills in Job Applications and Interviews

In the Engineering Employer Survey, more than two thirds 
of respondents agreed with the statement “Engineers  
trained in other countries are used to playing different roles 
compared to engineers in Canada.” In the ITE Survey, 
only 34.7 per cent disagreed with the statement “I played 
a different role as an engineer in my country compared to 
engineers in Canada.” 

Twenty-nine per cent of engineering employers believe 
the statement “Engineers trained in other countries tend 
to be more technically oriented compared to engineers in 
Canada.”	By	contrast,	40.2	per	cent	of	ITEs	agreed	with	
the statement “I tend to be more technically oriented 
compared	to	engineers	in	Canada.”	Many	ITEs,	in	other	
words, perceive themselves to have played a different role 
and to be more technically oriented. Not surprisingly, many 
ITEs present themselves in this way to Canadian employ-
ers, notwithstanding the high degree of emphasis Canadian 
engineering employers assign to non-technical skills.
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Canadian experience, as noted earlier, is also relied upon  
by employers as an indicator of non-technical skills.  
Almost without exception, employers in the Engineering 
Employer Survey assigned an exceptionally high degree 
of importance to non-technical skills as indicated in 
Figure 32. 

FIgURE 32  

Per Cent of Engineering Employers Ranking Various  
Non-Technical Skills as “4” or “5” on a 1-5 Scale where  
“1” is “Not Important at All” and “5” is “Very Important”  

Survey of Engineering Employers (n=64–65)

Non-Technical Skills
Important 

(“4”)

Very  
Important 

(“5”) Total

Spoken communication 
skills

29% 69% 98%

Written communication skills 31% 65% 96%

Ability to work in a team 25% 72% 97%

Ability to work with opposite 
gender

26% 69% 95%

Ability to work with diverse 
groups of people

28% 69% 97%

Ability to relate to customers 
or clients

23% 75% 98%

Knowledge of Canadian 
business practices

38% 41% 79%

Figure 33 shows the average importance on a scale of 1-5 
that engineering employers and ITEs assign to non-technical 
skills. As can be seen, there is little difference between 
employers and ITEs on the understood importance of 
these skills.
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There was a notable difference related to employer size. 
Small	employers	(<50	engineers)	reported	greater	difficulty	
in evaluating non-Canadian experience. Seventy per cent  
of	small	employers	agreed	it	was	difficult	to	evaluate	
non-Canadian experience, while only 53 per cent of large 
employers agreed with the statement.

Figure 35 summarizes how survey participants respond to 
apparently relevant non-Canadian engineering experience 
or references. One fifth of respondents acknowledged 
they “discount” this experience, while approximately 
the same proportion “take[s] the described experience at 
face value.” Only 59 per cent of respondents follow up 
directly with non-Canadian references, while one third 
discount those references. 

FIgURE 35  

Per Cent of Respondents Indicating How They Respond to  
Apparently Relevant Non-Canadian Engineering Experience 
and Non-Canadian References  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=65–66)

Per Cent  
Indicating  

Affirmative

Take the described experience at face value 33%

Follow up directly with references 59%

Ask colleagues outside of Canada to follow up 
with the references

20%

Use a third party to follow up with references 31%

Consult with colleagues in Canada who may 
be familiar with the described experience

74%

Consult with colleagues outside of Canada 
who may be familiar with the described  
experience

37%

Discount the described experience 20%

Discount the non-Canadian references 32%

Small employers (<50 engineers) are more likely to discount 
non-Canadian	experience.	One	third	of	small	employers	
reported they discount non-Canadian experience. None of 
the larger employers indicated they discount non-Canadian 
experience, although one fifth were unsure whether their 
organization discounts non-Canadian experience. About 
one third in both categories of employers acknowledged 
they discounted non-Canadian references.

Fifty-six per cent of engineering employers 

agreed with the following statement about ITEs: 

“When presenting themselves for an interview, 

engineers trained in other countries put too

much emphasis on their technical experience.” 

Almost the same percentage of ITEs (55.6 per cent)  
agreed with the following statement about themselves: 
“When presenting myself for an interview, I put much 
more emphasis on my technical experience.” Conversely, 
almost half (48 per cent) of the engineering employers 
agreed with the following statement about ITEs: “When 
presenting themselves for an interview, engineers trained 
in other countries provide too little information on their 
non-technical roles and experience.” Roughly 42 per 
cent of ITEs agreed with this statement about themselves: 
“When presenting myself for an interview, I provide little 
information on my non-technical roles and experience.” 
Employers may need to rephrase their questions to ensure 
they’re getting at the information they’re seeking from  
job candidates.

Half of the engineering employers (53 per cent) agreed 
with the following statement about ITEs: “In general, 
engineers trained in other countries have challenges 
fitting into a Canadian workplace culture.” A significant 
minority of ITEs (46.5 per cent) agreed with this statement 
about themselves: “I have challenges fitting into a Canadian 
workplace culture.”

Evaluating Non-Canadian Experience 

Figure 34 shows that more than two thirds of engineer-
ing employers have difficulty evaluating non-Canadian 
engineering experience.

FIgURE 34  

Employers Agreeing or Disagreeing that “In general, it is difficult 
to evaluate non-Canadian experience” on a 1-5 Scale where 
“1” is “Strongly Disagree” and “5” is “Strongly Agree”  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=66)
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that new hires be able to fit into this team approach for 
carrying out engineering work. This implies a high degree 
of emphasis on whether a job applicant will fit into the 
workplace culture. An unsuccessful hire can undermine the 
performance of an entire team.

Functional Hierarchy:

In a functional hierarchy, employees are organized into areas 
of specialization. Assignments are often individual and are 
made by a superior. There are usually intermediate levels of 
management. Employees are directly accountable to their 
immediate superior. Superiors’ appraisal of work perfor-
mance is critical to retention, bonuses and promotion. In a 
functional hierarchy, discussing with a superior the direc-
tion they establish for an assignment is often inappropriate 
and unwelcome. Engineers are likely to have the same rela-
tionship to two groups, technicians and technologists, who 
would be subordinate to them in the hierarchy. The strength 
of functional hierarchies is their capacity to develop special-
ized expertise and to encourage diligence within the scope 
of the assigned area of responsibility. Among the weaknesses 
of functional hierarchies is the silo effect that can lead to 
issues being referred to another department or work unit. 
Functional hierarchies place a high premium on adhering 
to policies, approved processes, and standards, especially 
standards related to quality control or regulatory compli-
ance. Functional hierarchies cultivate loyalty to an organiza-
tion and to superiors. They foster behaviours that emphasize 
technical roles, reliability, diligence and acceptance of 
direction. There is a widespread perception that functional 
hierarchies are more common outside of North America 
and especially in governments and public sector enterprises 
or agencies. For this reason, many of the employers inter-
viewed were uncertain whether non-Canadian experience 
(which they explicitly or implicitly equate with functional 
hierarchies) would be a suitable fit for a Canadian organiza-
tion operating with a team model for engineering work.

Matrix Model:

Functional matrices blend features of the team model and 
the functional hierarchy model. Employees with similar 
skills are pooled in distinct work units reporting to specific 
managers. This fosters the development of specialized  
expertise.	Projects,	however,	are	staffed	by	persons	assigned	
from various work units, based on the types of specialized 
skills that are required. Employees are often assigned  
to more than one project. While working on a project,  
a team member is responsible to that project manager.  

Perceived Differences in Engineering  
Roles across Cultures

There is a perception among many employers that  
engineering work is organized differently across cultures. 
The three principal organizational models for engineering 
work are (1) the team model, (2) the functional hierarchy, 
and (3) the functional matrix. There are subtle but impor-
tant differences in the role of engineers across these orga-
nizational models. These differences shape how engineers 
understand and interpret their “experience.”

Team Model:

The team model may be the most common organizational 
model in Canada, especially in the private sector. In the 
team model, a group of employees is assigned a project. 
The project team will comprise engineers and possibly also 
technologists and persons from other areas of the company’s 
operations.	Project	teams	have	a	team	leader	but	are	oth-
erwise flat organizational structures, and the teams usually 
have no intermediate levels of authority except in the case of 
exceptionally large projects. Team members are encouraged 
to voice independent opinions and, at the same time, seek 
a consensus on how best to implement the project. Team-
working skills require an ability to listen (and hear), an abil-
ity to communicate views clearly but without antagonizing 
or marginalizing other team members, and a willingness to 
contribute	to	the	agreed-upon	approach.	Leadership	skills	
are important in team leaders, and these skills include the 
ability to elicit contributions from all team members and 
motivate performance without relying on the exercise of 
managerial authority. 

Teams are characterized by an ethos of equality and infor-
mality, even though there may be significant differences 
in the experience and educational qualifications of team 
members. Team methods of organizing engineering work 
encourage a sense of responsibility and accountability to the 
team. Teams also encourage a high degree of flexibility and 
adaptability. Individuals develop the skills needed to solve 
the problems and challenges intrinsic to the project. This 
leads some employers to describe Canadian engineers as 
“adaptable generalists.” Teams may also encourage excite-
ment about the work project over abstract loyalty to the 
organization.	Most	North	American	employers	utilize	team	
methods for organizing engineering work that is of a project 
nature. For these types of employers, it is critical, therefore, 
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The	perceived	difficulty	in	evaluating	non-Canadian	 
experience is especially evident among small employers who 
are less likely to have a colleague who is familiar with non-
Canadian engineering. It is not surprising, therefore, that 
in	the	Engineering	Employer	Survey,	roughly	90	per	cent	
of respondents ranked Canadian engineering experience as 
important or very important. Implicit in the survey findings 
is the view that certain types of technical skills – such as 
knowledge of codes, regulations and standards, knowledge 
of technical software and knowledge of industry-specific 
technologies, are usually acquired only through experience. 
Canadian engineering experience, however, is believed to 
be more than just an indicator of technical engineering 
competence, although that is certainly important. Canadian 
experience is also viewed as an indicator of non-technical 
skills, especially the ability to work in a team environment. 
For most employers, non-technical skills are at least as 
important as technical skills. 

The importance Canadian employers assign to non-techni-
cal skills may be understood by most ITEs, but 56 per cent 
of engineering employers reported that ITEs put too much 
emphasis	on	their	technical	experience.	Many	ITEs	appear	
to have the same perceptions of themselves.  

Half of the engineering employers (53 per cent) reported 
that ITEs have challenges fitting into a Canadian workplace 
culture.	Behind	these	perceptions	appears	to	be	the	subtle	
influence of different models of organizing engineering 
work. In Canada, the predominant model is the “team,” 
and employers are concerned that new hires won’t be able 
to fit smoothly into a team. There is a perception that 
many ITEs may have their experience in more traditional 
hierarchical	workplaces.	Different	organizational	models	
encourage different ways of understanding the role of 
engineers and relating to non-engineering co-workers. The 
differences in organizational models, as well as the skills and 
behaviours the models encourage, are perhaps more evident 
in engineering and technology occupations than in many 
other	types	of	occupations.	Many	Canadian	employers	seem	
to be unsure whether non-Canadian experience (which they 
explicitly or implicitly equate with functional hierarchies) 
produces the right fit for a Canadian organization that uses 
a team model for engineering work.

As a result an employee is typically responsible to more 
than one manager. Functional matrices encourage many of 
the same behaviours as the team model, i.e., articulating 
views in non-adversarial ways, finding consensus, contribut-
ing to the team’s goals, being responsible to the team, etc. 
However, functional matrices also encourage and value the 
development of specialized expertise. Indeed, this is the pri-
mary reason an individual is assigned to a team. Functional 
matrices also provide individuals with promotion channels 
related to their specialized expertise. Individuals who come 
out of this context may see their specialized expertise as 
their core competence. Functional matrices are most com-
mon in large corporations whose projects are predominantly 
internal. The model may not be well understood outside of 
this environment. 

The Importance of Different Organizational Models:

The key point is that different organizational models 
implicitly attach greater value to different types of  
skills and behaviours and to different temperaments. 
Individuals who come out of a particular organizational 
background have been encouraged to understand their 
core strengths in terms of the skills and behaviours the 
organizational model encourages and rewards. The differ-
ences in organizational models, as well as the skills and 
behaviours the models encourage, are perhaps more 
evident in engineering and technology occupations than 
in many other types of occupations. In chapter four, the 
understanding of experience and the implications of this 
understanding on recruitment and job search practices is 
examined further.

Summary

For engineering employers, understanding and evaluating 
experience is one of the most challenging aspects of the 
recruitment	process.	More	than	two	thirds	of	engineering	
employers	reported	they	have	difficulty	evaluating	 
non-Canadian engineering experience. Indeed, one fifth  
of employers acknowledged in the survey they “discount” 
non-Canadian experience, while approximately the same 
proportion take non-Canadian experience at face value. 
Only	59	per	cent	of	employer	respondents	follow	up	 
directly with non-Canadian references, while one third  
also discount those references. 
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The economic integration of ITEs is influenced by the recruitment 

practices of employers and the job search practices of ITEs. In 

order to ensure that ITEs are able to effectively integrate into the 

economy quickly, there needs to be better alignment between 

the processes of employers and the practices of ITEs.

4  |  ACCELERATINg ECONOMIC              INTEgRATION
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ITE and Employer Perceptions of Employability Factors

The following table compares employer and ITE perceptions on various behaviours  
or undertakings that will increase ITE employability.

FIgURE 36  

Comparison of Perceptions of Engineering Employers and ITEs:  Average Importance of Various Behaviours or  
Undertakings to Increase Employability on a 1-5 Scale where “1” is “Not Important at All” and “5” is “Very Important”  
Engineering Employer Survey (n=62–63)    
ITE Survey (n=139)

Behaviours or Undertakings Employers ITEs Variance

 Ensuring that English Communication Skills Are Up to Professional Standards 4.8 4.3 0.5

 Pursuing P.Eng. Designation 4.5 4.4 0.1

 Customizing Your Application for Each Job 4.4 4.3 0.1

 Taking Training in Canadian Engineering Codes, Standards, etc. 4.4 4.4 0.0

 Having Educational Qualifications Confirmed by an Independent Body 4.2 3.9 0.3

 Having English Language Skills Confirmed by an Independent Body 4.2 3.8 0.4

 Always Writing a Cover Letter 4.2 4.2 0.0

 Taking Training in Canadian Business Practices 4.0 4.1 0.1

 Having a Professional Review Your Résumé 3.9 4.2 0.3

 Providing References for Experience Outside of Canada That Can Be Easily Confirmed 3.9 3.8 0.1

 Taking Training in Relevant Canadian Legislation and Regulations 3.8 4.2 0.4

 Taking Training in Technical Engineering Software 3.8 4.2 0.4

 Joining Technical Associations 3.8 4.2 0.4

 Describing Your Non-Technical Experience 3.7 3.7 0.0

 Enrolling in an Internship or Bridging Program 3.7 4.4 0.7

 Taking Training in Project Management 3.5 4.1 0.6

 Taking a Canadian Post-Graduate Degree in Engineering 2.9 3.8 0.9

 Taking a Canadian Post-Graduate Degree in Business 2.4 3.4 1.0

The perceptions of employers and ITEs of the importance 
of many (though not all) behaviours or undertakings are 
similar. However, several points of contrast in perceptions 
are noteworthy:

•	 For employers, the most important investment ITEs 
can make in employability is to ensure that their  
English communication skills are up to professional 
standards. This employer perception has an average 
ranking of 4.8 on the 1-5 scale. ITEs recognize the 
importance of English language skills but put “pursuing 
a	P.Eng.”	and	taking	training	in	“Canadian	engineering	
codes and standards” in first place. For ITEs, English lan-
guage communication skills still rank high (4.3) but are 
not on par with the importance perceived by employers. 
This difference may reflect the tendency of some ITEs to 
self-assess their English language skills at a higher level 
than what many employers perceive for those skills.

•	 Also	in	relation	to	English	language	skills,	employers  
attach more importance (4.2) than ITEs (3.9) to  
having English language skills confirmed by an  
independent body.

•	 Employers	place	considerably	less	emphasis	on:
 •  obtaining a post-graduate degree in engineering  

	 (2.9	vs.	3.8),
 •  obtaining a post-graduate degree in business  

 (2.4 vs. 3.4), and
 •  joining technical associations (3.8 vs. 4.2).

•	 Employers	concur	with	ITEs	on	the	high	importance	 
of	pursuing	a	P.Eng.	designation	and	customizing	job	
applications. 
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FIgURE 37  

Number of Employers Based on Size of the Organization       
Who Have “Offered Paid or Unpaid Internship Employment       
to Internationally Educated Engineers as Part of a Bridging     
Program Managed by a University, Professional Association     
or Other Organization.”  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=65)

Eighty per cent of companies that offered  

a bridging internship subsequently offered  

full-time employment to the individual who  

had participated in the internship. 

Approximately 12 per cent of companies that had not 
offered a bridging internship reported they had hired an 
individual who had participated in such an internship in 
another organization. 

It was noted in some interviews that participation in  
bridging programs is not costless to companies, as it  
equires a commitment of professional time to supervise  
an ITE. Some companies felt that the mentoring time  
commitment is greater with bridging programs for ITEs 
than with regular co-op programs for undergraduates. 
Larger	companies	were	more	likely	to	have	participated	 
in bridging programs.
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Interviews with employers covered similar ground.  
The most commonly proffered advice was for ITEs to:

•	 Format	résumés	in	the	North	American	style,	 
emphasizing concrete experience,

•	 Research	the	companies	to	which	they	are	applying,

•	 Customize	cover	letters	and	résumés	so	that	they	are	 
“in sync” with the job posting,

•	 Take	English	upgrading	courses	if	English	is	a	second	
language and there are accent or fluency issues,

•	 Take	college	or	professional	association	courses	on	 
codes, standards and regulations,

•	 Take	a	college	course	to	ensure	that	technical	software	
skills (especially AutoCad) are current and verifiable,

•	 Discuss	with	other	engineers	what	recruiters	 
are looking for,

•	 Emphasize	adaptability	and	flexibility,

•	 Understand	how	the	Canadian	engineering	workplace	 
is different,

•	 Become	involved	in	the	profession	through	professional	
and discipline-specific associations.

Participation in Bridging Programs

Some bridging programs offer ITEs an opportunity to 
gain work experience with a participating employer. These 
programs are sponsored by professional organizations, 
settlement organizations and post-secondary institutions. 
Bridging	programs	typically	involve	a	classroom-based	
orientation followed by a placement with a participating 
employer. The participating employers have the right  
to review bridging candidates before confirming the place-
ment.	Placements	may	be	paid	or	unpaid,	depending	on	 
the program.

In the Engineering Employer Survey, roughly one third  
of the respondents reported that their company or  
organization had offered “paid or unpaid internship  
employment to internationally educated engineers as 
part of a bridging program managed by a university,  
professional association or other organization.”  
Figure 37 shows that among survey participants, mid-sized 
companies were more likely to have participated in bridg-
ing internships, although there was experience with these 
programs across all sizes of organizations.
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“Fit” Interview: 

ITEs whose prior experience was in functional hierarchies 
may not appreciate what is being sought by the behavioural 
questions. For example, a common behavioural question is 
how you would deal with a situation where you disagreed 
with	a	superior’s	views	on	a	technical	issue.	Many	ITEs	may	
consider it inappropriate to acknowledge that this has ever 
happened since open disagreement with a superior is not 
considered appropriate in some cultures. ITEs may describe 
their experience more in terms of what their company did 
and their overall job functions rather than provide the  
concrete specifics that interviewers are seeking. ITEs may 
come from a culture in which a “customer first” business 
philosophy	has	not	yet	taken	hold.	One	interviewee	 
commented that “settlement agencies may not be commu-
nicating to ITEs what employers are really trying to get  
at in an interview.”

Reference Checks: 

International	references	may	be	difficult	to	check,	especially	
if there are language barriers.  Employers may want to check 
the references of ITEs by allowing references to be submit-
ted via email, or through Skype conversations, or conducted 
through a third party reference checking agency. 

Support for Employers and ITEs

Both	the	Survey	of	Engineering	Employers	and	the	ITE	
Survey inquired about the value of various types of support 
that might be provided by professional associations or  
other bodies.

By far, the most important support sought by 

ITEs is more opportunities to meet or network 

with engineering employers. 

Other	types	of	support	highly	valued	by	ITEs	are	oppor-
tunities to tour the facilities of engineering companies, 
examples or case studies of how companies assess the quali-
fications and “fit” of ITEs, and information on emerging 
skills shortages.

Employers who were interviewed were asked about the 
potential value of tools or other resources that might assist 
them in recruiting ITEs or better understanding the skills 
and experience of ITEs who apply for jobs. The following 
table summarizes input from the interviews.

A Better Alignment between Recruitment 

and Job Search Practices

The various interview stages described in Chapter Two  
can work to the detriment of ITEs who are unfamiliar with 
Canadian norms and expectations. This can potentially 
screen out applicants who would meet an employer’s needs 
but who fail to communicate the relevant information or 
who do not understand what is being sought by a particular 
style of interviewing. Among the points noted in the  
interviews were the following:

Initial Screening: 

Many	ITEs	believe	that	primary	importance	is	attached	
to their educational qualifications (including company 
training) and put these front and centre in their applica-
tions rather than their experience. ITEs may describe their 
experience in terms of job titles or reporting relationships, 
with	insufficient	information	on	actual	responsibilities	or	
actual project experience. This tendency is especially fatal 
to applications that are screened by software tools and have 
been programmed to seek out particular words or phrases 
that pertain to the particular experience being sought by 
an employer. ITEs (and others) may also fail to reflect in 
their cover letter or résumé whether they have researched 
the company and given particular consideration to how 
they fit the human resources profile described by the job 
posting. For their part, employers can assist ITEs by being 
more explicit in the way in which they ask for descriptions 
of experience.

Initial Telephone Interview: 

Telephone interviews are challenging for all job applicants 
because they put a premium on quick responses. This can 
be a challenge for persons for whom English is a second 
language. As well, telephone interviews do not give an 
applicant any feedback because facial expressions or body 
language are absent. They also put a maximum burden on 
inferences from tone and phrasing, which works to the 
advantage of native English speakers but to the disadvantage 
of others. The disadvantages of accented English are also 
magnified by telephone interviews. If employers are trying 
to gauge the language skills of ITEs, employers should ask 
ITEs for the results of a previously taken independent Eng-
lish language test and provide an opportunity in web-based 
application forms to supply that information.



From the World to the Workforce: Hiring and Recruitment Perceptions of Engineering Employers and Internationally Trained Engineers in Ontario  37 

FIgURE 38  

Employer Interviewees’ Assessment of the Potential Value of Tools and Resources  
to Support Recruiting ITEs or Better Understanding Their Skills and Experience

Tool or Resource Relevance to Companies’ Needs

An independent assessment of English language skills  
for professionals in engineering.

Little or no value. Companies are satisfied with their informal 
appraisal of English language skills based on application letters, 
telephone interviews, in-person interviews and third-party  
assessments.

A short guide explaining the different language competency 
benchmarks and testing services.

Little or no value. 

An independent assessment of engineering educational  
qualifications obtained outside of Canada.

PEO’s evaluation of engineering educational qualifications is 
valued. There is little or no interest in an evaluation from other 
entities.

An independent assessment by an industry or professional  
association of work experience obtained outside of Canada.

Experience evaluations would be valuable, but companies  
are skeptical as to their feasibility and whether these would be 
sufficiently concrete and detailed to be relevant.

A short course or guide that described how engineering  
education is structured in other parts of the world and how it 
sometimes differs from Canadian engineering education.

Useful. 

A short course or guide that described how the engineering pro-
fession operates in other parts of the world and how it overlaps 
and/or differs from the engineering profession in Canada.

Useful.

Examples of how other companies assess the qualifications and 
“fit” of internationally trained engineers.

Useful.

Opportunities to network. Useful.

Participants	in	the	Survey	of	Engineering	Employers	were	also	asked	to	assess	how	valuable	certain	resources	would	be	if	they	
were	made	available	at	no	cost	to	employers.	Figure	39	summarizes	these	results.

FIgURE 39 

Per Cent of Employers Judging Various Tools or Resources as Valuable on a 1-5 Scale where  
“1” is “Not Very Valuable at All” and “5” is “Very Valuable”  

Survey of Engineering Employers (n=62–63)

Tool or Resource
Per Cent  

Indicating Valuable

A short guide explaining the different language competency benchmarks and testing services. 58%

A short course or guide that described how engineering education is structured in other parts of the world  
and how it overlaps and/or differs from Canadian engineering education.

65%

A short course or guide that described the engineering profession in other parts of the world and  
how it overlaps and/or differs from the engineering profession in Canada.

67%

Examples of how other companies assess the qualifications and “fit” of internationally trained engineers. 65%

Information on current or emerging skill shortages. 57%

Opportunities to network. 54%

Opportunities to meet internationally trained engineers who are seeking employment. 46%
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Summary

The economic integration of ITEs will be fostered by a 
better alignment between the recruitment practices of 
employers and the job search practices of ITEs. Employ-
ers emphasize experience that is described succinctly and 
concretely, and pertains directly to the job posting. This 
requires tailoring résumés and cover letters for each job  
application. 

Additionally, employers stress the importance of demon-
strating proficiency in English. An independent English  
language proficiency test strengthens an ITE’s application. 
For employers, the most important investment ITEs  
can make in employability is to ensure that their English 
communication skills are up to professional standards. 

Bridging	programs	appear	to	have	a	positive	impact.	Eighty	
per cent of companies that offered a bridging internship 
subsequently offered full-time employment to the individual 
who had participated in the internship. 

Figure 40 shows that, across the board, larger employers (>50 engineers) indicated they would put greater  
value on these resources than would small employers.

FIgURE 40  

Average Value of Potential Resources if Available at No Cost Comparison by Size of Employer  
on a 1-5 Scale where “1” is “Not Very Valuable at All” and “5” is “Very Valuable”  
Survey of Engineering Employers (n=62–63)

Tool or Resource Employer Size

1-50 51+

A short guide explaining the different language competency benchmarks and testing services. 3.6 4.1

A short course or guide that described how engineering education is structured in other parts of the world  
and how it overlaps and/or differs from Canadian engineering education.

3.4 4.5

A short course or guide that described the engineering profession in other parts of the world and how it  
overlaps and/or differs from the engineering profession in Canada.

3.5 4.7

Examples of how other companies assess the qualifications and “fit” of internationally trained engineers. 3.4 4.2

Information on current or emerging skill shortages. 3.3 3.9

Opportunities to network. 3.3 3.6

Opportunities to meet internationally trained engineers who are seeking employment. 3.0 3.6

Several changes would improve the alignment between 
employers’ recruitment processes and ITEs’ job search 
practices. While ITEs can be counselled to be more concrete 
in describing their experience and its relevance to a job post-
ing, some employers could also offer better cues to elicit 
this information from job applicants. Telephone interviews 
should not be relied on by employers as a substitute for a 
language proficiency test. A formal language proficiency 
test will provide employers with a more accurate picture of 
an ITE’s language proficiency and will also provide ITEs 
with insight as to whether they may need to upgrade their 
language skills. Settlement agencies, professional associa-
tions and others that offer counselling to ITEs could better 
inform ITEs as to the objective of a “fit” interview and the 
importance of behavioural questions in eliciting informa-
tion on non-technical skills and suitability to Canadian 
workplace culture. 

By	far,	the	most	important	support	sought	by	ITEs	is	more	
opportunities to meet or network with engineering employ-
ers. The most valuable resource that could be provided to 
employers would be a short course or guide that described 
the engineering profession and engineering education in 
other parts of the world and how these overlap or differ 
from the engineering profession and engineering education 
in Canada.



From the World to the Workforce: Hiring and Recruitment Perceptions of Engineering Employers and Internationally Trained Engineers in Ontario  39 

The core finding of the report is that there are asymmetries or  

misalignments between the recruitment processes of employers 

and the job search practices of ITEs. 

5  |  CONCLUSIONS
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It is important to address the misalignments between the 
recruitment processes of employers and the job search 
practices	of	ITEs.	Lagging	or	incomplete	integration	of	
ITEs into the Canadian engineering labour market entails 
huge costs for ITEs, employers, and governments. For ITEs, 
these costs can involve career frustration, long periods of 
unemployment and lower incomes. For Canadian employ-
ers, lagging or incomplete integration means employers miss 
out on the opportunity to tap into a talent pool that could 
make it easier for them to fill engineering jobs, particu-
larly those requiring several years of experience. The skills 
shortages that bedevil many engineering employers today 
will grow more acute as the pool of experienced engineers 
is depleted by demographic trends. For governments, the 
costs of lagging or incomplete economic integration can be 
measured in terms of reduced yields from the tax system 
and increased burdens on the system of social support. En-
gineering professional associations are the primary source of 
expertise on the engineering profession and the engineering 
labour market. As such, they have a duty to be part of the 
solution to the problem of lagging or incomplete integra-
tion of ITEs into the Canadian engineering labour market.

This report has identified job search practices on the part of 
ITEs that can undermine success in the search for engineer-
ing employment. These practices include failing to tailor 
résumés and applications to job postings and failing to 
describe succinctly and concretely, as job applicants, their 
experience and why that experience is relevant to a job 
posting. As well, many ITEs are viewed by employers as job 
applicants who over-estimate their English language profi-
ciency. ITEs should replace self-assessment of language skills 
with independent assessment and take remedial language or 
accent training if testing suggests that this would be helpful.

The report also identified recruitment processes that can 
unintentionally	filter	out	talented	ITEs.	Job	postings	
should stress the needs for concrete descriptions of relevant 
experience. Web-based templates should also stress this 
expectation. Reliance on telephone interviews for appraising 
language proficiency is especially problematic. Employers 
should increase their utilization of third-party language 
testing services. 

While most ITEs understand the recruitment process and pursue their job search in line with the  

requirements of that process, there is a significant minority of ITEs whose job search practices are 

“out of sync” with employers’ recruitment processes. As well, and equally important, there are  

subtle but significant differences in how Canadian employers and many ITEs understand the role of 

engineers and, by implication, understand, interpret and present previous employment experience. 

These often unstated differences in perceptions of the role of engineers and how engineers relate 

to co-workers and non-engineering colleagues are at the heart of the concern expressed by many 

Canadian employers that ITEs may have difficulty fitting into Canadian workplaces.

Settlement organizations and professional associations can 
provide better guidance to ITEs in two ways. First, it is im-
portant that ITEs understand that the employment pattern 
of engineers in Canada is likely to differ from that in many 
other countries. The consulting sector is the largest source 
of	employment	for	engineers	in	Canada.	In	Ontario,	the	
manufacturing sector is also especially important. Second, 
settlement organizations and professional associations need 
to emphasize the importance Canadian employers assign 
to “fit”, i.e., whether a job applicant will fit comfortably 
into the workplace culture and the role that an organiza-
tion	expects	of	its	engineers.	Many	ITEs	may	expect	their	
interviews to focus on educational qualifications and techni-
cal skills. Indeed, ITEs may expect engineers to be hired 
by other engineers. In fact, an important goal of in-person 
interviews is to explore how well an applicant will fit into 
an organization. Interviewers will often use behaviour-based 
questions to elicit this information. Some ITEs seem un-
comfortable with this type of questioning. Employers may 
need to be more explicit in order to get the information 
they are looking for.

This report also found important support for bridging pro-
grams that provide ITEs with an orientation to the Cana-
dian engineering labour market, training in codes, standards 
and regulations, and an opportunity to obtain practical 
experience. This report found that 80 per cent of employers 
who participated in bridging programs subsequently offered 
full-time employment to graduates of these programs.

Lastly,	this	report	also	found	important	differences	between	
large engineering employers (>50 engineers) and small em-
ployers	(<50	engineers).	Larger	employers	were	more	likely	
to have had experience in interpreting non-Canadian expe-
rience and evaluating non-Canadian qualifications. As well, 
they can sometimes draw on internal resources and staff, 
who have experience with non-Canadian engineering work, 
to assist in evaluating that experience. As the pool of expe-
rienced engineers is depleted, small employers will be at an 
increased competitive disadvantage if they under-utilize the 
talent	of	ITEs.	Bridging	the	gap	between	the	recruitment	
processes of small employers and the job search practices of 
ITEs will be especially important in the future.
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A |  ENgINEERINg EMPLOYER  
            SURVEY QUESTIONS

Appendix
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1. In what industry does your company primarily operate?

  Consulting
  Manufacturing
  Construction
  Utilities, including pipeline and hydro
  Oil and Gas Extraction and Processing
  Transportation
  Mining
  Government
  Education or Training
  Other

2. Does your company operate:

  Primarily in Ontario
  In different parts of Canada, but not internationally
  Internationally, including Canada

3. In Ontario, approximately how many full-time engineers or  

technologists does your company employ?

 Don’t Know          #
Engineers   ____________
Technologists  ____________

4. Are you aware if any of your engineers or technologists  

obtained their undergraduate education outside of Canada?

 Yes No Don’t Know
Engineers    
Technologists   

Hiring
5. Does your company have a human resources department?     Yes  No

6. Does your company employ in-house recruiters?      Yes  No

7. Does your company use a software application to screen résumés?      Yes  No

8. Please indicate the importance to your company of the following channels for  

soliciting applications for an engineering or technology position that requires less than  

three years of experience:

1 = Not important at All   5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5

Company website

Workopolis, Monster.ca, etc.

Job boards maintained by associations

Social media such as LinkedIn, Facebook, etc.

Advertisements in mainstream newspapers

Advertisements in ethnic media

“Head hunters”

Employee referrals

Unsolicited applications

Job fairs and/or university campus recruiting 

Other
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Education and Qualifications

9. Thinking about assessing applicants for engineering or technology positions who  

immigrated to Canada and who obtained their undergraduate engineering outside  

Canada, please rank the importance of the following:

1 = Not important at All   5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5 N/A

P.Eng. designation

Additional Canadian educational qualifications

10. How difficult is it to assess non-Canadian undergraduate degrees in engineering?

1 = Not Difficult at All   5 = Very Difficult

1 2 3 4 5 N/A

11. Are you familiar with the “Washington Accord,” through which  

engineering regulatory bodies recognize certain undergraduate  

engineering degrees as equivalent to an undergraduate engineering  

degree earned in Canada?        Yes  No

12. Are you familiar with agencies that provide independent  

assessments of educational qualifications?       Yes  No

English Language Skills

13. Please indicate your degree of agreement or disagreement with the following statements:

Strongly 
Disagree

Somewhat 
Disagree

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree

Somewhat 
Agree

Strongly 
Agree

We have little or no difficulty in assessing 
language skills, based on the résumé  
and cover letter.

We have little or no difficulty in  
assessing language skills, based on the 
first interview.

A Canadian educational qualification  
is a good indicator of satisfactory  
language skills. 

For internationally trained engineers, 
independent assessments of English  
language skills are an important  
component of a job application.

Candidates for jobs usually self-assess 
their language skills correctly.
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Experience
14. When you are hiring for an engineering or technology position that requires less than  

three years of experience, how do you rank the following types of experience?

1 = Not important at All   5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5 N/A

General Canadian experience (not engineering)

Canadian engineering experience

Non-Canadian engineering experience with  
an internationally known firm 

Non-Canadian engineering experience with a  
firm that is not internationally known 

Non-Canadian engineering experience with a foreign 
government 

15. When you are hiring for an engineering or technology position that requires more than  

three years of experience, how do you rank the following types of experience?

1 = Not important at All   5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5 N/A

General Canadian experience (not engineering)

Canadian engineering experience

Non-Canadian engineering experience with  
an internationally known firm 

Non-Canadian engineering experience with a  
firm that is not internationally known 

Non-Canadian engineering experience with a  
foreign government 

16. Please indicate your degree of agreement or disagreement with the following statements:

Strongly 
Disagree

Somewhat 
Disagree

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree

Somewhat 
Agree

Strongly 
Agree

In general, it is difficult to evaluate  
non-Canadian experience.

Engineers trained in other countries are 
used to playing different roles compared 
to engineers in Canada.

Engineers trained in other countries  
tend to be more technically oriented 
compared to engineers in Canada.

In general, engineers trained in other 
countries have challenges fitting into a 
Canadian workplace culture.

When presenting themselves for an  
interview, engineers trained in other 
countries put too much emphasis on  
their technical experience. 

When presenting themselves for an  
interview, engineers trained in other 
countries provide too little information on 
their non-technical roles and experience.
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17. When presented with apparently relevant non-Canadian engineering experience  

and non-Canadian references, does your company:

Yes No Don’t Know

Take the described experience at face value?

Follow up directly with references?

Ask colleagues outside of Canada to follow up  
with the references?

Use a third party to follow up with references?

Consult with colleagues in Canada who may be familiar  
with the described experience?

Consult with colleagues outside of Canada who may be 
familiar with the described experience?

Discount the described experience?

Discount the non-Canadian references?

Technical Skills

18. When you are hiring for an engineering or technologist, how important would  

you rank the following?

1 = Not important at All   5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5 N/A

Knowledge of technologies used by our company

Knowledge of technical software applications

Knowledge of Canadian codes, standards,  
regulations, etc.

Non-Technical and Soft Skills

19. When you are hiring for an engineering or technologist, how important would  
you rank the following?

1 = Not important at All   5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5 N/A

Spoken communication skills

Written communication skills

Ability to work in a team

Ability to work with opposite gender

Ability to work with diverse groups of people

Ability to relate to customers or clients

Knowledge of Canadian business practices
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Internships

20. Has your company offered paid or unpaid internship employment  

to internationally educated engineers as part of a bridging program  

managed by a university, professional association or other organization?    Yes  No

21. Has your company subsequently offered full-time employment  

to an internationally educated engineer who participated in an  

internship either with your company or organization, or with another  

company or organization?         Yes  No

22. Considering both the managerial time required to supervise an internship for an  

internationally educated engineer and the benefits to your company or organization, how 

would you rank the overall value of an internship to your company or organization?

1 = Cost far outweighs the benefit   5 = Benefit far outweighs the cost 

1 2 3 4 5 N/A

General

23. What aspects of Canadian workplace culture are most important for internationally 

trained engineers to know about before they apply for a job? (max. length approximately 

200 words)

 

24. How valuable would it be to your company to have no-cost access  

to the following resources?

1= Not Very Valuable at All   5 = Very Valuable

1 2 3 4 5 N/A

A short guide explaining the different language  
competency benchmarks and testing services.

A short course or guide that described how  
engineering education is structured in other parts of the 
world and how it overlaps and/or differs from Canadian 
engineering education.

A short course or guide that described the  
engineering profession in other parts of the world and 
how it overlaps and/or differs from the engineering 
profession in Canada.

Examples of how other companies assess the qualifica-
tions and “fit” of internationally trained engineers.

Information on current or emerging skill shortages.

Opportunities to network with other engineering  
employers.

Opportunities to meet internationally trained engineers 
who are seeking employment.
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25. If you were advising an internationally educated engineer who had recently  

immigrated to Canada on how to best enhance their employability in Canada,  

how would you rate the following?

1 =  Not Very Valuable at All   5 = Very Valuable

1 2 3 4 5 N/A

Have your educational qualifications confirmed  
by an independent body.

Have your English language skills confirmed by  
an independent body.

Pursue your P.Eng. designation.

Take training in the Canadian engineering codes, 
standards, etc.

Take training in Canadian business practices. 

Take training in relevant Canadian legislation and  
regulations (e.g., health and safety, environment, etc.).

Take training in technical engineering software.

Take a Canadian post-graduate degree in engineering.

Take a Canadian post-graduate degree in business.

Ensure that your English communication skills are  
up to professional standard.

Describe your non-technical experience.

Provide references for your experience outside of 
Canada that can be easily confirmed.

Customize your application for each job.

Enrol in an internship or bridging program.

Have a professional review your résumé.

Always write a cover letter.

Join technical associations.

26. What technical or non-technical skills, if any, are posing the greatest challenges for your 

company when recruiting for engineering positions? (max. length approximately 200 words)
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B |   ENgINEERINg EMPLOYER  
            INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Appendix
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INTERVIEW gUIDE FOR INTERVIEWER

1. Approximately how many engineers and technologists does your company employ  
in	Ontario?

2. What technical skills or non-technical skills, if any, are posing or will pose the greatest 
recruitment challenge for your company? 

3. Has your company hired or received applications from internationally educated engineers?

The Interview and Selection Process
4.	 Describe	the	recruitment	process	for	an	engineer	or	a	technologist	in	your	company,	

from start to finish, including the roles of different persons in your company or organiza-
tion. What are the key things you look for at each stage? Are there any factors that are 
more challenging for internationally trained engineers?

	 •	 Cover	letter
	 •	 Initial	review	of	résumés	and	cover	letters	by	screening	software	(if	relevant)
	 •	 Initial	manual	review	of	résumés	and	cover	letters	
	 •	 Role	of	recruiter,	if	relevant
	 •	 Initial	telephone	interview,	if	relevant
	 •	 Initial	interview	by	human	resources
	 •	 Technical	or	other	interviews
	 •	 Tests,	if	relevant
	 •	 Presentations,	if	relevant

5.	 Do	internationally	educated	engineers	present	their	experience	differently	from	 
Canadian trained engineers?

	 •	 Do	they	put	more	emphasis	on	technical	aspects?
	 •	 Do	they	under-emphasize	non-technical	roles?

Experience with Internationally Trained Engineers
6. How would you rank the technical engineering skills of internationally educated engi-

neers whom you have interviewed or hired compared to Canadian educated engineers? 
How would you rank the non-technical skills? What is the greatest skill deficiency or 
other weakness of internationally educated engineers?

Educational Qualifications
7.	 Do	you	consider	non-Canadian	undergraduate	degrees	in	engineering	to	be	equivalent	

to Canadian undergraduate degrees? Are there particular countries that are viewed 
differently? Have you ever reviewed an appraisal of educational qualifications from an 
independent assessment agency? 

 Review by region: 

	 •	 US,	UK,	New	Zealand,	Australia
	 •	 Other	Western	Europe
	 •	 Eastern	Europe
	 •	 Asia
	 •	 Africa
	 •	 Caribbean
	 •	 Latin	America

Assessment Agencies:

•	 Comparative	Education	Service	(CES)	
•	 International	Credential	Assessment	 

Service of Canada (ICAS)
•	 World	Education	Services	Canada	(WES)
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English Language Competence
8. How do you gauge or otherwise assess English language competence?  
	 •	 Style	of	résumé	or	cover	letter
	 •	 Degree	from	an	English	language	university
	 •	 Independent	language	assessment	report
	 •	 Interview	process
	 •	 Own	test
	 •	 Other

Canadian and Non-Canadian Experience

9. What is it about Canadian experience, as opposed to non-Canadian experience,  
that is so important? 

	 •	 Knowledge	of	codes	and	standards?	
	 •	 Knowledge	of	statutes	and	regulations	(e.g.,	health	and	safety,	environment)?	
	 •	 Knowledge	of	business	practices	(e.g.,	contract	management,	tendering,	etc.)?	
	 •	 Demonstrated	comfort	with	a	Canadian	workplace	culture?	
	 •	 Other?

10. How much weight do you assign to non-Canadian experience? How would you  
compare experience from four co-op terms in a Canadian university program to four 
or five years of non-Canadian experience? Are there particular types of non-Canadian 
experience to which you would give more weight? For example, experience with an 
internationally known company? Experience with an international agency? Experience 
with a non-Canadian government or other public body? Teaching experience?

11.	Do	you	take	non-Canadian	experience	at	face	value?	Do	you	discount	that	experience?	
Do	you	attempt	to	verify	that	experience?

12. How long can an engineer be unemployed or work outside of engineering before you 
consider their technical skills to be “stale”? 

	 •	 Is	this	more	of	a	problem	with	particular	fields?	

	 •	 What	would	you	recommend	that	an	unemployed	engineer	or	recently	immigrated		
 engineer do to prevent their technical skills from becoming “stale”?

13. What aspects of Canadian workplace and professional culture are most important for 
internationally trained engineers to understand before they apply for jobs in Canada?

Comparing Engineering in Canada to Elsewhere
14. Are you aware of differences in the professional roles of engineers in Canada compared 

to other countries? 

Co-op Programs and Bridging Programs
15.	Have	you	participated	in	bridging/internship	programs	involving	internationally	 

educated engineers? What is your experience? 

	 •	 If	not,	is	there	a	reluctance?	For	example,	management	time	costs	vs.	benefits.

	 •	 Compare	to	co-op	or	internship	programs	for	Canadian	undergraduates.

	 •	 Does	your	company	currently	have	any	particular	policies	or	programs	to	foster	 
 diversity in your work force? For example, accommodation of minority religious  
 holidays, language training, mentorships, special training, etc.



From the World to the Workforce: Hiring and Recruitment Perceptions of Engineering Employers and Internationally Trained Engineers in Ontario  51 

P.Eng. Designation
16. How important is it for a recently arrived immigrant who is an engineer to commence 

an	application	for	P.Eng.	designation?	What	is	your	company’s	policy	on	P.Eng.	 
designation?	Required?	Preferred?	No	policy?

Assessment Tools and Impediments
17. Are there particular challenges in assessing the qualifications of internationally  

trained engineers? 
	 •	 Assessing	English	language	skills?
	 •	 Assessing	non-Canadian	educational	qualifications?
	 •	 Assessing	non-Canadian	work	experience?
	 •	 Determining	if	the	applicant	will	fit	into	the	company’s	workplace	culture?
	 •	 Other	challenges?

18. Are there any resources that would make it easier for your company to assess  
the qualifications and experience of internationally educated engineers? 

	 •	 An	independent	assessment	of	English	language	skills	for	professionals	in	engineering.
	 •	 A	short	guide	explaining	the	different	language	competency	benchmarks	 

 and testing services.
	 •	 An	independent	assessment	of	engineering	educational	qualifications	obtained	 

 outside of Canada.
	 •	 An	independent	assessment	by	an	industry	or	professional	association	of	 

 work experience obtained outside of Canada.
	 •	 A	short	course	or	guide	that	describes	how	engineering	education	is	structured	 

 in other parts of the world and how it sometimes differs from Canada.
	 •	 A	short	course	or	guide	that	describes	how	the	engineering	profession	operates	 

 in other parts of the world and how it sometimes differs from Canada.
	 •	 Examples	of	how	other	companies	assess	the	qualifications	and	“fit”	of	 

 internationally trained engineers.
	 •	 Opportunities	to	network.

Concluding Question
19. How would you advise an internationally educated engineer who had recently  

immigrated to Canada on how to best prepare for employment in Canada?



52 Appendix C / Ontario Society of Professional Engineers

C |  INTERNATIONALLY TRAINED  
            ENgINEER SURVEY QUESTIONS

Appendix
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First Name: 

Last Name:

Email:

Background
1. In what industry do you primarily operate?

Consulting
Manufacturing
Construction
Utilities, including pipeline and hydro
Oil and gas extraction and processing
Transportation
Mining
Government
Education or training
Other

2. What country did you emigrate from? __________________________________________________

3. Approximately how many years ago did you immigrate to Canada?

Less than 1 1–3  3–5  More than 5

4. Approximately how many years have you been in Ontario?

Less than 1 1–3  3–5  More than 5

5. Are you currently employed?

Yes No

6. Are you currently employed in engineering?

Yes No

7. Is your job commensurate to the job you had before coming to Canada?

Yes No N/A

Job Search
8. Please indicate the importance of the following channels when looking  

for engineering work:

1 = Not Important at All   5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5

Company website

Workopolis, Monster.ca, etc.

Social media such as LinkedIn, Facebook, etc.

Job boards maintained by associations

Advertisements in mainstream newspapers

Advertisements in ethnic media

“Head Hunters”

Employee referrals

Unsolicited applications

Job Fairs and/or university campus recruiting 

Other
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9. Do you tailor your résumé and cover letter to each job posting?

Yes, I tailor both
I tailor my résumé but not my cover letter
I tailor my cover letter but not my résumé
No, I don’t tailor either

Education and Qualifications
10. Please rank how important you feel the following are to your job search:

1 = Not Important at All   5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5

P.Eng. designation

Additional Canadian educational qualifications

English language assessment (CLB Level)

Educational equivalency assessment  
(WES, ICAS, U of T, etc.)

Experience
11. Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements:

Strongly 
Disagree

Somewhat 
Disagree

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree

Somewhat 
Agree

Strongly 
Agree

I played a different role as an engineer 
in my country compared to engineers in 
Canada. 

I tend to be more technically oriented 
compared to engineers in Canada.

I have challenges fitting into a Canadian 
workplace culture.

When presenting myself for an interview, 
I put much more emphasis on my techni-
cal experience. 

When presenting myself for an interview,  
I provide little information on my  
non-technical roles and experience.

12. What do you feel it is about Canadian experience, as opposed to non-Canadian  

experience, that is so important to employers? Please indicate the level of importance for 

each of the following:

1 = Not Important at All   5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5

Knowledge of codes and standards

Knowledge of statutes and regulations  
(e.g., health and safety, environment, etc.)

Knowledge of business practices  
(e.g., contract management, tendering, etc.)

Demonstrated comfort with a Canadian  
workplace culture
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Technical Skills

13. How important would you rank the following for an engineering position?

1= Not Important at All   5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5

Knowledge of technologies used within the company

Knowledge of technical software applications

Knowledge of Canadian codes, standards,  
regulations, etc.

Non-Technical and Soft Skills

14. How important would you rank the following for an engineering position?

1 = Not Important at All   5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5

Spoken communications skills

Written communications skills

Ability to work in a team

Ability to work with opposite gender

Ability to work with diverse groups of people

Ability to relate to customers or clients

Knowledge of Canadian business practices

Internships
15. Have you participated in a paid or unpaid internship employment as part of a bridging 

program managed by a university, professional association or other organization?

Yes No

16. Have you subsequently been offered full-time employment after participating in an 

internship with that company?

Yes No N/A
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General
17. What are some aspects of Canadian workplace culture that might be important  

to be aware of?

18. How valuable would it be to you to have no-cost access to the following resources?

1 = Not Important at All   5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5

A short guide explaining different language  
competency benchmarks and testing services.

A short course or guide that describes how  
engineering education is structured in other parts 
of the world and how it overlaps and/or differs from 
Canadian engineering education.

A short course or guide that describes the  
engineering profession in other parts of the world and 
how it overlaps and/or differs from the engineering 
profession in Canada.

Examples of how companies assess the qualifications 
and “fit” of internationally trained engineers.

Information on current or emerging skill shortages.

Opportunities to network with engineering employers.

Opportunities to network with other internationally 
trained engineers.

Opportunities to take tours of the facilities of  
engineering companies.
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19. Please rank how you think the following would enhance your employability:

1 = Not Important at All     5 = Very Important

1 2 3 4 5

Have your educational qualifications confirmed  
by an independent body.

Have your English language skills confirmed by  
an independent body (other than PEO).

Pursue your P.Eng. designation.

Take training in Canadian engineering codes,  
standards, etc.

Take training in Canadian business practices.  

Take training in project management.

Take training in relevant Canadian legislation and  
regulations (e.g., health and safety, environment, etc.)

Take training in technical engineering software.

Pursue a Canadian post-graduate degree in engineering.

Pursue a Canadian post-graduate degree in business.

Ensure that your English communication skills are up to 
professional standard.

Describe your non-technical experience.

Provide references for your experience outside of  
Canada that can be easily confirmed.

Customize your application for each job.

Enrol in an internship or bridging program.

Have a professional review your résumé.

Always write a cover letter.

Join technical associations.

20. What do you feel are posing or have posed the greatest challenges for you  

in your job search?
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Notes
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