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Abstract 

The number of new international students (first-time study permit holders) in Canada has increased 
steadily since the mid-2000s, and it reached 250,020 in 2019. Along with this trend, increased efforts are 
being made to attract international students as a potential pool of candidates for permanent immigration 
and the Canadian labour force. To understand the nature of this potential pool of labour, this article 
provides a comprehensive analysis of who is coming to Canada as an international student. Overall, the 
findings point to trends of increased concentration in the programs of study, source countries and 
provinces of study of international students from 2000 to 2019. At the program level, the shares of 
international students who intended to study at the primary and secondary school levels have declined, 
but this was made up for by increases in the shares intending to study at the college and master’s degree 
levels. Corresponding with these trends at the program level, the share of international students aged 18 
to 24 has risen significantly. In addition, the source countries of international students became more 
concentrated over the study period. And, while the number of international students increased in all 
provinces, Ontario attracted the largest share of international students in the early 2000s, and this 
attraction has grown over time (accounted for by those intending to study at the college level), while the 
share of those headed to British Columbia (intending to study at the college level) has decreased. On the 
whole, this analysis revealed that, despite its growth, the international student population has become 
less diverse in many ways over the past two decades.   
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Introduction 

The number of international students in Canada has steadily risen since the early 2000s, accelerating 
notably after 2015.1 This rise has been accompanied by an ongoing interest in the profile of the 
international student population and its evolution over time. Two factors that came into play in the post-
2015 period may have influenced the international student trajectory in terms of numbers and 
characteristics.  

First, international student program regulatory changes took effect on June 1, 2014, and, as described in 
the associated Regulations Amending the Immigration and Refugee Protection Regulations, the aim of 
these changes was “to strengthen the integrity of Canada’s immigration program by explicitly requiring 
study permit holders to actively pursue their studies, reducing the number of non-genuine and poor quality 
educational institutions hosting study permit holders, and facilitating the entry into Canada of those 
foreign nationals that sincerely wish to obtain a Canadian education” (Government of Canada 2014a). 
One major change that occurred under the amended regulations is that study permits are issued only to 
successful applicants who are pursuing studies at an educational institution that has been designated by 
the province or territory to receive international students. Prior to these changes, applicants could apply 
for a study permit to pursue studies at any educational institution in Canada. Another major change 
occurred with respect to opportunities for international students to work in Canada during their studies. 
Under the amended regulations, all international students with a Canadian study permit are automatically 
authorized to work off-campus for up to 20 hours per week without being required to apply for a separate 
work permit. 

Second, in 2014, the Government of Canada launched the International Education Strategy (2014-2019) 
with the goal of doubling the number of international students in Canada by 2022 (Government of Canada 
2014b). The strategy argued that “a robust and forward-looking strategy to attract a significant proportion 
of these students to Canada will create new jobs and sources of prosperity, address key labour-force 
challenges and create new opportunities for Canadians in every region of the country” (Government of 
Canada 2014b, p. 9). The strategy further suggested that international students are an important future 
source of skilled labour, as they may be eligible for permanent residency through immigration programs 
after graduation (Choi, Crossman and Hou 2021a; Government of Canada 2014b). Viewed in this way, 
the choices made (such as those related to sex, age, source country, and level and field of study) by 
educational institutions2 when it comes to attracting and accepting international students have a 
downstream impact on the sociodemographic characteristics and spectrum of human capital associated 
with the pool of potential candidates for permanent residency and for the Canadian labour market.    

The subsequent International Education Strategy (2019-2024) cited a need for diversification in the flow 
of international students to Canada. This more recent strategy highlighted the need to “diversify the 
countries from which international students come to Canada, as well as their fields, levels of study, and 
location of study within Canada” (Government of Canada 2019, p. 3). The document argued that 
attracting students from a wider diversity of countries, as well as to a greater variety of regions and 
programs, would foster sustainable growth in Canada’s international education sector and distribute the 
benefits more equitably across the country.   

  

                                                
1. This article uses the terms “international students” and “study permit holders” interchangeably, and the numbers reported in 

the article refer specifically to the latter. 
2. Before each student’s entry into Canada, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada verifies eligibility by confirming that 

the individual has been selected by the institution, that the proper documentation has been submitted, that financial 
requirements have been met, and that the student’s credentials and intentions are legitimate. 
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As part of a series3 that provides a broad overview of international students as a source of labour, this 
article provides a comprehensive analysis of who is coming to Canada as an international student and 
the evolution in the diversity of this population over time, particularly with respect to level of study, 
province of study and source country. The analysis focuses on first-time study permit holders who 
received their first study permit in the year 2000 or later. International students are grouped into four 
cohorts according to the year in which their first study permit was issued (2000 to 2004, 2005 to 2009, 
2010 to 2014, and 2015 to 2019).4 This study uses data from the Longitudinal Immigration Database 
(IMDB) to examine the sociodemographic characteristics of international students (e.g., sex, age, level 
of study, source country and province of study).5 Information on the fields of study of international 
students is based on data from the Postsecondary Student Information System (PSIS).6   

First-time study permit holders increased in number 

The number of first-time study permit holders has increased fairly steadily since the mid-2000s, and it 
reached 250,020 in 2019 (Chart 1). 7 From 2005 to 2015, the annual increase in new study permits was 
less than 10% (the exception being a 10.8% increase from 2009 to 2010). After 2015, there was a notable 
jump in the annual intake of new international students, at 27.0% in 2016 and 24.7% in 2017. The 
increases seen in 2018 (13.2%) and 2019 (12.5%) were lower than those from the previous two years, 
but remained above the levels seen prior to 2015.   

The program composition associated with first-time study permit holders has evolved since the year 2000 
because the increase in the absolute number was faster in some programs than in others. The 
educational level composition of first-time study permit holders for the 2000, 2010 and 2019 arrival 
cohorts is shown in Chart 2. In 2019, the share of first-time study permit holders who intended to study 
at the primary level was 5%—a drop from the 10% seen in 2000. The corresponding share also declined 
at the secondary level from 18% in 2000 to 11% in 2019. In contrast, the share of first-time study permit 
holders for non-university postsecondary programs (henceforth referred to as college programs) grew 
from 27% in 2000 to 41% in 2019. The share intending to study at the master’s degree level doubled, 
from 5% in 2000 to 10% in 2019. The share of first-time study permit holders at the bachelor’s degree 
level peaked in the late 2000s (accounting for about one in five study permits), and by the late 2010s had 
fallen back to the levels of the early 2000s (e.g., 13% in 2000 and 15% in 2019). The share intending to 
study at the doctorate degree level remained fairly stable, at roughly 2% over the period.8 

                                                
3. Two articles that are being released in this series examine the transition of international students to permanent residency, 

as well as their retention in the province of study after graduation (Choi, Crossman and Hou 2021a, 2021b). Other articles in 
this series examine the labour market engagement of international students while they hold a study permit, during the period 
between graduation and becoming a permanent resident, and after becoming a permanent resident. 

4. Some of them may have received another temporary resident permit before receiving their first study permit. 
5. The IMDB contains information on all temporary resident permits that have been issued since 1980 and all immigrants who 

have landed in Canada since 1952.   
6. The PSIS is an administrative dataset that contains information about the programs and courses offered at a Canadian public 

postsecondary institutions, as well as information about the students themselves and the programs, fields of study, and 
courses in which they were registered, or from which they have graduated. 

7. A study by Frenette, Choi, and Doreleyers (2020) found that at the university level, 14.7% of total Canadian enrolments in 
2017/2018 were from international students—up from 8.2% in 2009/2010. Similarly, the share of enrolments from 
international sources rose from 5.2% in 2009/2010 to 13.2% in 2017/2018 at the college level. The study was based on the 
2017/2018 PSIS, which contains enrolment data from almost all publicly funded postsecondary institutions in Canada. 

8. The remaining share was composed of other study programs, including professional training programs, university exchange 
programs (where a study permit is required to work on campus) and short-term prerequisite courses (where a study permit 
is required for subsequent attendance at a long-term program). 
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The majority of international students were males and in the 18-to-24 age group 

Overall, the share of male international students is larger than that of females and has trended somewhat 
upwards over time (Table 1). The increase occurred mostly at the college level, where the share of male 
students expanded by 3.9 percentage points from the 2000-to-2004 cohort to the 2015-to-2019 cohort. 
In contrast, the corresponding share of males intending to study at the university level exhibited a slight 
decline of 1.0 percentage point.     
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The largest share of first-time study permit holders were aged 18 to 24. The share of this age group has 
risen over time, from 52% in the 2000-to-2004 cohort to 59% in the 2015-to-2019 cohort. Most of this 
growth took place at the college level. Corresponding with the earlier-noted trend of fewer new 
international students at the primary and secondary levels, the share of international students aged 17 
and younger has fallen even though their number has increased. There was also a slight decline in the 
share of first-time study permit holders aged 25 to 34 (consistent with the relatively stable share at the 
doctorate degree level).   

 

A large share of international students increasingly came from the same few source countries 

Table 2 depicts the top 10 source countries of first-time study permit holders by program level and arrival 
cohort, covering the arrival cohorts from 2000 to 2019. Overall, 7 countries remained among the top 10 
source countries across all cohorts—South Korea, China, Japan, the United States, France, Mexico and 
India. The total share of international students from these countries also grew when taken as a group, 
from 59% in the 2000-to-2004 cohort to 67% in the 2015-to-2019 cohort. The United Kingdom, Taiwan 
and Germany made up the rest of the top 10 sources for the 2000-to-2004 cohort, replaced by Brazil, 
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Nigeria and Vietnam for the 2015-to-2019 cohort. Saudi Arabia contributed to this top-10 list for the 2005-
to-2009 and 2010-to-2014 cohorts.  

The share of international students from the top 10 source countries has grown. Among those arriving 
over the 2000-to-2004 period, 68% of them were from the top 10 source countries; this share grew to 
75% for the 2015-to-2019 cohort. While this concentration was most pronounced at the college level (at 
83% for the 2000-to-2004 cohort and 85% for the 2015-to-2019 cohort), the increase in concentration 
occurred at the university level (at 62% for the 2000-to-2004 cohort and 71% for the 2015-to-2019 cohort).   

At the college level, the growth in the share of international students from India is notable. From 2000 to 
2004, 4% of international students came from India, which was ranked fifth highest among all source 
countries. By the 2015-to-2019 period, India was the number one source country, making up 67% of 
international students intending to study at the college level (followed by China and Brazil, at a distant 
3% each). The growth in the overall share of Indian international students occurred largely after 2015.  

There was also an increase in the share of international students from India at the university level, from 
5% in the 2000-to-2004 cohort to 21% in the 2015-to-2019 cohort, making India the number one source 
country of international students at the university level in the latter cohort. Prior to the 2015-to-2019 
cohort, China had consistently ranked as the number one source country over the period for international 
students intending to study at the university level. From the first cohort to the last, the number of 
university-level international students from India increased 13-fold, while the number of those from China 
increased 3-fold.  

There are some notable differences in source country composition by program level. South Korea 
consistently ranked among the top 10 source countries of international students intending to study at the 
college level over the 2000-to-2019 period, but was absent from the list of top 10 source countries of 
those intending to study at the university level over this same period. The reverse is true with respect to 
Iran, Bangladesh and Pakistan, which are all source countries that consistently ranked within the top 10 
for international students intending to study at the university level, yet were absent from the list of top 
source countries at the college level. Also notable is the Philippines and Jamaica ranking among the top 
10 source countries of international students intending to study at the college level in the 2015-to-2019 
cohort for the first time. 
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The share of college-level international students who intended to study in Ontario grew  

While the number of international students increased in all provinces, Ontario consistently attracted the 
largest share of international students, and this share increased from 37.4% in the 2000-to-2004 cohort 
to 48.9% in the 2015-to-2019 cohort. Table 3 shows the provincial distribution of international students 
at the time of their first study permit by arrival cohort. As the province attracting the second-largest share 
of international students, British Columbia saw its share fall from 31.1% in the 2000-to-2004 cohort to 
22.7% in the 2015-to-2019 cohort. There have also been relatively small declines in the shares of 
international students destined for Quebec and Alberta, and smaller relative gains in the shares destined 
for Manitoba, Newfoundland and Labrador, and Prince Edward Island.   

The growth in the share of international students headed to Ontario predominantly occurred at the college 
level. From the 2000-to-2004 cohort to the 2015-to-2019 cohort, the share of college-level international 
students destined for Ontario almost doubled, while the corresponding shares for both Alberta and British 
Columbia more than halved. At the university level, there was much less change across cohorts, the 
exception being the decline in the share of international students intending to attend university in Quebec 
(e.g., from about one-third of the 2000-to-2004 cohort to one-quarter of the 2015-to-2019 cohort).   
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The field of business, management and public administration attracted a large and growing share 
of international students studying at the college level   

At both the college and the university levels, the most common field of study pursued by international 
students over the 2011-to-2017 period was business, management and public administration (Chart 3). 
However, the share of international students enrolled in this field at the university level declined from 28% 
in the 2011-to-2014 cohort to 25% in the 2015-to-2017 cohort, while the corresponding share at the 
college level expanded from 37% in the 2011-to-2014 cohort to 41% in the 2015-to-2017 cohort. The 
increase in this field at the college level was compensated for largely by reduced shares in the fields of 
architecture, engineering and related technologies, and of visual and performing arts, and 
communications technologies. 

Over the same period, increased shares of international students studied mathematics, computer and 
information sciences at both the university and college levels, though the gain was more pronounced at 
the college level. In contrast, increased shares of international students studied physical and life sciences 
and technologies at both the university and college levels, but the larger expansion took place among 
those attending university.   
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Conclusion 

While the number of international students in Canada has risen annually since the mid-2000s, there was 
a notable increase in the magnitude of this growth after 2015. Observations of the sociodemographic and 
educational characteristics of international students have led to recent policy efforts intended to diversify 
this population. The post-2015 period is also marked by regulatory changes in the international student 
program concerning institutions designated for study and work opportunities for international students. 
The analysis in this study sought to examine trends in the characteristics of the international student 
population over the past two decades, with a particular focus on the scope of diversity of the most recent 
cohorts as related to that of earlier arrivals.   

Overall, the findings point to trends of increased concentration from 2000 to 2019 when it comes to the 
programs of study, source countries and provinces of study of international students. At the program 
level, the increase in the absolute number of international students was faster in some programs than in 
others. As a result, the shares of international students intending to study at the primary and secondary 
school levels have declined, but this was made up for by increases in the shares intending to study at 
the college and master’s degree levels. Related to these trends in the level of study, the share of 
international students aged 18 to 24 has risen significantly. In general, this analysis revealed that, despite 
its growth, the international student population has become less diverse in many ways over the past two 
decades.   

In addition, the source countries of international students became more concentrated over the study 
period—not only did the same 7 countries remain among the top 10 source countries (South Korea, 
China, Japan, the United States, France, Mexico and India), but there was also growth in the total share 
of international student arrivals from these countries when taken as a group. In terms of province of study, 
Ontario attracted the largest share of international students in the early 2000s, and this attraction has 
grown over time (accounted for by those intending to study at the college level), while the share of those 
headed to British Columbia (intending to study at the college level) has decreased. The post-2015 
increase in annual international student numbers was characterized by growing shares of international 
students from India; those intending to study at the college level; those intending to study in Ontario; and 
those studying in the field of business, management and public administration.    

Looking forward, trends in the sociodemographic characteristics of international students have the 
potential to influence the sustainable growth of Canada’s international education. Increased 
concentration of international students by source country, level of education, province of study and field 
of study may have a downstream impact on the potential pool of candidates for permanent immigration 
and the Canadian labour force.   
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