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The primary goal of the Employer LINK project was to address a key gap in existing approaches that support
immigrants' settlement in our community: employers' readiness to hire newcomers. To address the gap, the
project engaged and supported employers using 1-on-1 support to a) realize the education and skills recent
immigrants can bring to their organization and b) make the shifts in hiring practices and workplace culture
that would enable immigrant employment and the experience of a welcoming work environment.

Project Activities

At the beginning of the project, we set up a Project Advisory Group comprising individuals representing local
settlement services, employers, and immigrants. This group advised on strategies to outreach to employers
and immigrants and were engaged on an ad-hoc basis during the project (e.g., acted as a pilot test group for
engagement tools). 

Early in the project, we conducted baseline research to examine factors including
immigrant employment outcomes in the labour market (Statistics Canada)
the number of immigrants moving to Niagara (IRCC Monthly updates)
demographic insights for 1,743 individuals accessing language services (CLARS datasets provided by
project partners at the YMCA Niagara Immigrant and Employment Service)

We also hosted a series of focus groups and heard from 51 newcomers. Through these sessions we heard
more about newcomers’ experience finding work in Niagara. Many indicated that they were working, but in
fields that differ from their professional experience. Several individuals had recently arrived in Canada and
were looking for their first job here. Regardless of their current employment status, individuals expressed
that they are seeking work that matches their area of expertise – or at least an opportunity to gain
experience in areas related to their field (e.g., through co-ops, internships, etc.). 

Most individuals described the process of looking for a job in their field of expertise in Canada as lengthy
and complicated. One of the main challenges to finding a job was a lack of Canadian experience. Another
common challenge was not having personal connections in Niagara or referrals for the job, which is an
important factor to finding employment. Individuals also mentioned that recommendations or referrals
from their past employers in their countries are often not accepted by Canadian employers. A third barrier
was the assessment of foreign credentials, especially for occupations that are regulated; individuals
expressed that this process is often time-consuming and expensive.  Last, individuals expressed that it
would be valuable for employers to offer professional development around adapting to Canadian
Workplace Culture.  Attendees of these focus groups had the opportunity to set up meetings with Employer
LINK job coaches and start the employment search process. 

Project Description & Objectives

This briefing provides an overview of the Employer LINK project, conducted in partnership between
Workforce Collective and YMCA of Niagara Employment & Immigrant Services. Through this project, we saw
that the settlement system is committed to supporting clients in achieving their employment goals. 



Project Description & Objectives

We also hosted a series of focus groups with 58 local employers to learn about their knowledge and
understanding of hiring immigrants and how diversity, equity, and inclusion are incorporated into the
workplace – specifically focusing on immigrants. Our early learnings were about the difference between
employers’ understanding of DEI training, international education and skills, and their awareness of cultural
competence. These focus group sessions were valuable and supported open dialogue. However, many
attendees were already engaged in supporting Internationally Trained Individuals. Overall, we heard that
employers are eager to engage in activities that will lead to better employment outcomes for immigrants.
Settlement services, employment services and other community-based organizations can work together to
ensure both clients and employers have the support they require to ensure successful employment outcomes. 

Through this project, we aimed to engage with 150 employers to enable them to hire newcomers. Ultimately,
the goal was to expand employer engagement and connect them with service providers who are supporting
immigrant job seekers.We engaged employers through focus groups, local events (e.g., lunch and learn
sessions hosted by the GNCC), direct outreach to employers that are hiring, an Employer LINK contact form,
other immigrant focused project work, outreach to professional connections, social media, and email
newsletters. 

For employers that engaged in the project with the specific goal of hiring, the Employer LINK project
introduced an employer coach into the system of immigrant employment support. It offered employers 1-1
support to enable the knowledge exchange required for both employers and newcomer clients to leverage
their skills and together create greater employment opportunities for newcomers and provide solutions to
immediate local labour market needs. 

Of engaged employers, 43 hired newcomers through the Employer LINK program. As of March 31, 2024, 48
newcomer clients were successfully matched with employers in this project, and 38 individuals were working
in fields related to their area of expertise. This is notable as, in 2021, Statistics Canada reported that 25.8% of
immigrants with degrees from outside of Canada have jobs that require a high-school education or less (i.e.,
they are overqualified). This is over twice the rate for individuals born in Canada or immigrants with a degree
from Canada[1]. We received feedback from clients and employers that the Employer LINK process made
things easier for job searching and recruitment.

Through the project we engaged with 123 newcomer clients; at the end of the project, 23 clients were still
active and continued to be served through the YMCA’s Employment Ontario Services. In addition, 41 of 48
clients (85.4%) had been with their employer for at least 6 months and 3 individuals indicated they had
received a promotion or job improvement (note that not all individuals provided an update to the team). This
addresses a barrier of employee retention as we see that retention is still high for those who participated in this
project long enough to gauge retention. This is important given the fact that Niagara sees many newcomers
arriving each year. 

[1] Statistics Canada (Nov 30, 2022) Canada leads the G7 for the most educated workforce, thanks to immigrants, young adults and a
strong college sector, but is experiencing significant losses in apprenticeship certificate holders in key trades. The Daily.  Available
here. 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/daily-quotidien/221130/dq221130a-eng.pdf?st=rYonwKao


Successes. Overall, this project demonstrated that engaging and supporting newcomers and employers in
support of their employment goals shows successful employment outcomes, particularly in relation to clients
being able to obtain employment aligned with their career goals. This holistic approach allowed us to bring
together the needs of both parties to facilitate successful employment outcomes and filled in gaps exposed by
service methods that rely or focus solely on preparing newcomer clients for employment. This showed the
strength of being able to add to existing services and transform the way service delivery is conducted. The
ability to provide support to and directly integrate employers into the settlement process has appeared to be
successful in terms of meeting both employer needs, while supporting good newcomer job outcomes. 

Challenges. Gaining specific insights from clients who found work with employers outside of the Employer
LINK project was difficult.While our aim was to do so compare employment outcomes to those seen in
Employer LINK, we were unable to do so.  We do have anecdotal evidence from individuals, insights from
interviews, and data from newcomers outside of the Employer LINK program, but there was not one tool to
compare outcomes. 
The holistic approach Employer LINK uses takes much more time to gain traction. We realized that employers
often do not have the capacity to engage as often as we first assumed when developing our project methods
and strategies. Employer LINK created an opportunity to build momentum over time, which is depicted in the
successes we see with respect to newcomer employment. 

Takeaways. This approach demonstrated that employers play a critical role in the system, and our ability to
effectively engage employers affects settlement and employment outcomes. We saw a direct change in
behaviour of employers and newcomers’ employment outcomes which was achieved through a personalized,
one-on-one service to employers. This requires specialized training for staff and significant time investments to
build and maintain relationships with employers and newcomers.  This is sustainable into the future but
requires shifts in the way in which settlement and immigrant services staff operate.  Early results of this project
show potential for long-term strategic restructuring of the settlement process which is tied to economic
impact.

Project Learnings & Recommendations


