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Leveraging Canada’s Diversity Advantage

By Gordon M. Nixon

A groundbreaking survey by Catalyst Canada and the Diversity Institute in Management and Technology at Ryerson University is now underway at corporations and professional service firms across Canada. The survey is exploring the career development and advancement of visible minority professionals, managers and executives in publicly traded and privately held Canadian corporations and professional services firms. 

This research should help Canadian business do a better job of leveraging the skills and abilities of visible minorities – both existing Canadians and newcomers to our country. It should also help Canada’s image as a destination of choice for bright and talented immigrants who are seeking an opportunity to live up to their full potential in a new land.

In the highly competitive global marketplace of the 21st century, people have increasingly become the most important asset in building the future prosperity of nations. This is particularly true for countries like Canada where declining birthrates are not keeping pace with the demands of growing economies.  

If Canada is to maintain and improve its standard of living, we must become the destination of choice for skilled labourers, scientists, professionals and entrepreneurs.  We must also do a better job of leveraging the diversity of our current and future workforce. If we do, we will have an unrivalled advantage. If we don’t, we will face an uphill battle just to maintain our quality of life. 

Unfortunately, recent immigrants to Canada are having a harder time adjusting than in previous generations. They may be better educated than those born in Canada, but many have not found jobs that match their skill levels, or are earning less than people born in Canada. Last year, RBC’s Economics department quantified what this costs the Canadian economy, and we found that if all new Canadians were fully employed, at their level of education and experience, earning equal pay to someone born in Canada, personal income would increase by $13 billion a year.  

The business community has also been dropping the ball when it comes to tapping the potential of immigrants in our workforce, many of whom are visible minorities. By their own admission, many Canadian companies say that they overlook immigrants in their human resource planning; they don’t hire immigrants at the level at which they were trained; and they have trouble integrating recent immigrants into the workforce. So the challenge for corporate Canada is finding out exactly what barriers are preventing visible minorities from advancing in their chosen careers and then addressing those barriers.

We must also develop a coordinated strategy for dealing with Canada’s labour challenges.  We must do a better job of inventorying the skills we need, now and in the future.  We must develop the right policies and programs so that we can find the people who have these skills and make sure they choose Canada as their home.  Then, we must make sure that we have the programs and environment so these people can live up to their full potential.

We need smart social planning to ensure that immigrants are properly welcomed, housed and educated; and they are integrated quickly and effectively into our workplaces, marketplaces and economy.

Just from leveraging the talent sitting in our own front yard, we could gain the equivalent of 400,000 more workers in a year.  This should be easier for us do than anyone else, because Canada is already closer to being a model economy than any other country in the world when it comes to integrating immigrants.  We already have higher participation rates and lower unemployment rates for immigrants than many other countries. 

But we need more.  We need an adequate infrastructure to help both new Canadians and future immigrants maximize their potential. We need language training programs, settlement programs, and mentoring and internship programs that provide Canadian work experience.  And we urgently need programs related to recognition of foreign credentials and certification mechanisms, especially in professions and trades.  

Unleashing the power of diversity and capitalizing on immigration should be one of Canada’s best competitive advantages. Canada is already one of the most diverse nations on earth. As such, we have a tremendous amount to gain – and virtually nothing to lose – from the efforts we undertake to create an inclusive society, where differences are respected and valued for the benefit of all.

Gordon Nixon is President & CEO of RBC Financial Group

(November 20, 2006)


