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Executive summary 

Building international connections has become increasingly important to Canadian competitiveness, and 

graduate students engaging internationally is an important means through which this can be accomplished. 

Graduate student international engagement represents an important opportunity for Canada, bringing value to 

the researcher, their institution, and Canadian innovation. However, there are a number of persistent challenges 

associated with this form of engagement that keep us from fully realizing its potential. If Canada is to fully 

capitalize on the international activities of its graduate students, these barriers must be addressed. 

 

The value of graduate-level international engagement 

Based on a literature review and a half-day consultation with a panel of experts, we have identified a number of 

benefits to the student, institution and Canada. These benefits include: 

 

Students: 

▪ Accessing high-quality researchers, labs and equipment to advance their own research 

▪ Building international perspectives in a globalized world 

▪ Developing skills and global competencies to help them succeed in the global labour market 

▪ Increasing their competitiveness for future academic awards and funding 

▪ Being exposed to students, perspectives, and approaches from different countries around the world 

▪ Building relationships and connections with world-leading experts and scientists from around the world 

▪ Tapping into global networks of knowledge/expertise 

 

Institutions: 

▪ Bringing new skills and knowledge to labs, classrooms, and campuses 

▪ Enhancing research quality and advancing research priorities 

▪ Creating linkages between institutions and building their capacity 

▪ Increasing cross-border knowledge mobilization 

 

Canada: 

▪ Supporting research excellence 

▪ Attracting top talent 

▪ Building knowledge networks 

 

The challenges of graduate student international engagement 

Our roundtable participants also identified a number of challenges to graduate student international 

engagement, including: 

 

▪ Logistical barriers 

▪ Financial barriers 

▪ Absence of formal supports and opportunities 

▪ Communications challenges 

▪ Academic issues 

▪ Underutilized connections with international students in Canada 
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Approaches to strengthening graduate student international engagement 

Our study identified four key areas where we could strengthen our approaches to graduate student international 

engagement. These are: 

 

▪ Recognizing the key role that professors play in facilitating these experiences and equipping them with the 

tools they need to better support these activities. Canadian universities could also do more to tap into the 

existing networks and knowledge of professors, so that these connections are supported by institutional 

infrastructure and systems. 

▪ Leveraging the presence of international students here at home by helping them to integrate and reducing 

enclaves on campus. 

▪ Improving data tracking to help us identify where supports are needed and how best to address barriers. 

▪ Mobilizing Canadian stakeholders to share their insights into what approaches to international engagement 

work best, allowing us to improve quality, create greater outcomes, and begin to develop consistent 

messaging around the value of these experiences. 

 
Note 

The research and roundtable discussion upon which this paper is based were carried out prior to the outbreak of 

the global pandemic. The paper does not, therefore, reflect the impact of the pandemic on international activity 

within the post-secondary education (PSE) sector. 
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1. Introduction 

In an increasingly interconnected and knowledge-intensive world, Canada faces a growing need to build strong 

international connections. These connections help ensure that we are able to keep pace with technological 

development, secure cross-border business opportunities, and access the top talent and ideas that will fuel 

future innovation. 

 

This paper explores one of Canada’s most important opportunities for building meaningful international 

networks: graduate student international engagement. The post-secondary student experience can be an 

opportunity for Canadians to develop connections outside the country, including via international travel or other 

forms of engagement. At the graduate level, these experiences are often oriented toward building meaningful, 

long-term professional networks. These experiences have the potential to kickstart valuable, lifelong 

international relationships supporting research, innovation, trade, and diplomacy. 

 

Mitacs is a national, not-for-profit organization that powers research and development (R&D) and innovation 

with over 10 years of experience facilitating two-way international engagement opportunities for both graduate 

and undergraduate students, as well as postdoctoral fellows. We help to solve industry challenges by leveraging 

top talent in Canadian and international post-secondary institutions. Mitacs is committed to propelling a world-

class innovation ecosystem, boosting Canada’s competitiveness, and improving students’ on-the-job skills 

development. 

 

The following is an exploration of the opportunities available to Canada to build meaningful international 

networks through graduate student international engagement, and also a frank look at the challenges that keep 

us from meeting our full potential. This paper is informed by a review of recent literature as well as insight from a 

panel of experts who were consulted in a January 2020 roundtable. The discussion was held using the Chatham 

House Rule, so while key ideas from the discussion are included in this paper, they are not attributed. 

 

This paper opens with a look at the nature of international engagement for graduate students and its potential 

value before examining the key challenges affecting Canada’s performance and opportunities for improvement. 

Overall, our study finds that Canada’s current approach relies heavily on individual students driving their own 

international engagement and that more coordinated and centrally supported approaches are needed to expand 

access to these experiences and maximize their impact. 

 

2. Background 

One of our key initial findings, confirmed by our expert roundtable, is that international engagement comprises a 

broad range of activities. While we often think of mobility, or an experience abroad, as the primary form of 

international experience for graduate students, it is not the only form. Graduate students can develop global 

research connections through a range of activities, including:  

 

▪ Coursework/traditional study 

▪ Attaining full degree abroad 

▪ Research and field work 

▪ Travel seminars and study tours 

▪ Work, co-ops, and internships 

▪ Volunteering/community service 

http://www.mitacs.ca/
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▪ Language study, and 

▪ Other, including teaching, musical performances, and clinical rotations 

 

During our roundtable discussion, stakeholders noted that international experiences can vary greatly depending 

on the level of study, program, discipline, academic culture, and the nature and duration of an experience. That 

said, research goals are generally at the heart of these experiences. Engagement specific to research 

collaboration can take place in a number of ways, including by: 

 

▪ Co-producing research 

▪ Sharing data sources 

▪ Engaging in long-distance correspondence 

▪ Exchanging ideas 

▪ Participating in academic conferences 

▪ Visiting foreign laboratories, and 

▪ Collaborating with international graduate students here at home 

 

The fact that students have many options for international engagement is an important consideration, as certain 

alternatives may be more accessible for certain students and might be more effective at supporting different 

objectives. Several studies we examined in the course of this work demonstrated a narrow understanding of 

international engagement — often limited to international travel opportunities — which, we feel, restricts the 

discussion of potential ways to support international engagement. 

 

For instance, students’ objectives will vary depending on their discipline (with some fields emphasizing 

international collaboration and others individual scholarship) and depending on their academic level. 

Stakeholders reflected that the experience of a master’s student is likely to differ from that of a PhD candidate, 

with the former seeking skills and experience, and the latter being more focused on advancing their research. At 

the doctoral level, international research experiences are often seen as a pathway to building their own research 

careers by working in world-leading labs with top scientists. These differences in academic level and discipline 

will lead to different engagement objectives and a demand for a variety of engagement options. 

 

Current activity 

Canada has little centralized data about the quality or quantity of international engagement taking place at the 

graduate level, with different institutions and jurisdictions measuring the movement of students differently. 

Existing data generally describes international travel through formal programs, and engagement that does not 

involve travel or that is done informally is generally not tracked or assessed. 

 

However, we do know that a significant number of graduate students understand the importance of international 

activities. The Canadian Graduate and Professional Student Survey (2016) shows that while half of respondents 

had not had the opportunity to collaborate internationally in a way related to their program, they recognized the 

importance of collaborating internationally, with 76 percent of students saying international research 

collaboration was somewhat (34 percent) to very (42 percent) important. 

 

Strong interest in international experiences is also evident within Mitacs programs, where international 

programming makes up a quarter of our annual business. Since 2009, Mitacs’s international programs have 

brought more than 4,000 students to Canada, and in 2019–20 Mitacs sent 618 students abroad through the 

Globalink Research Award program, which supports bilateral research internships for senior undergraduates, 

http://www.mitacs.ca/
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graduate students, and postdoctoral fellows. Over the past year, our organization has experienced a notable 

increase in demand for international research opportunities, from both institutions and students. This demand 

speaks to both interest in graduate-level experiences abroad, as well as the need for formalized mechanisms to 

support them. 

 

3. The value of graduate-level international engagement 

Our discussion with stakeholders underscored that a focus on research collaboration sets graduate-level 

international engagement apart from activity at the undergraduate level. For these senior students — and 

particularly for PhD candidates — international experiences are an opportunity to produce high-quality work, 

form connections with experts in their field, learn from high-profile researchers and academics, work with 

supervisors who are world leaders in their field, and connect into global knowledge networks. 

 

The value of this international engagement and the quality research it supports is distributed broadly across 

society. In our roundtable discussion, our expert panel highlighted a range of benefits, focusing on those 

accruing to students, academic institutions, and to Canada as a whole. 

 

Benefits for students 

Participating in international experiences can bring a number of immediate and long-term benefits to students, 

including: 

  

▪ Accessing high-quality researchers, labs and equipment to advance their own research 

▪ Building international perspectives in a globalized world 

▪ Developing skills and global competencies to help them achieve success in global labour market 

▪ Increasing their competitiveness for future academic awards and funding 

▪ Being exposed to students, perspectives and approaches from different countries around the world 

▪ Building relationships and connections with world-leading experts and scientists from around the world 

▪ Tapping into global networks of knowledge/expertise 

 

Short-term mobility in particular is often associated with higher academic scores and degree completion rates, 

as well as higher employment rates and salaries after graduation.1 Moreover, research shows that these 

benefits are greatest among students from less advantaged backgrounds, in turn helping to address social and 

economic disparities.2 

 

Benefits for institutions 

As domestic students return from international mobility experiences, or international students attend Canadian 

universities, new skills and knowledge are brought to our labs, classrooms, and campuses, enhancing the 

richness of the educational experience provided by our institutions. These new perspectives and connections 

can enhance research quality, create formal linkages between institutions, and build capacity through resource 

sharing. These connections can also result in greater research impact through cross-border knowledge 

mobilization. 

 
1  Biggs, Margaret & Paris, Roland (2017), Report of the Study Group on Global Education, Global Education for Canadians to Succeed at 

Home & Abroad. Also see: Universities UK International (2019), Universities UK International, Gone International: Rising Aspirations, 

Report on the 2016-17 Graduating Cohort. 
2  Biggs, Margaret & Paris, Roland (2017), Report of the Study Group on Global Education, Global Education for Canadians to Succeed at 

Home & Abroad. 
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In some jurisdictions, institutions encourage their professors to build international connections with the goal of 

sending students to their partner institution for a short-term experience to bring back the knowledge and 

connections made abroad to the home university. Leveraging the international relationships of professors can 

help universities identify key research partners, advance the research priorities of their institutions, and build the 

research excellence of their researchers and institutions. 

 

Attracting international students is an important source of revenue for Canadian universities and colleges, but it 

also helps to build the reputation and brand of the host institution. Stakeholders noted that some universities are 

particularly good at building their high number of international students into their branding, in turn attracting 

more international students and appealing to Canadian graduate students seeking an international milieu 

without leaving the country. 

 

Benefits for Canada 

International engagement has the potential to bring many positives to Canada, including cultural and diplomatic 

benefits. However, in this paper we focus on the potential benefits to Canada’s innovation performance. Based 

on our review, there are three particular benefits associated with international engagement with the ability to 

support innovation in Canada: supporting research excellence, attracting top talent, and building international 

knowledge networks. 

 

Canada’s research capacity is an important driver of innovation, and international collaboration has been found 

to contribute to research quality, with one study estimating 40 percent higher citation rates for scholars with 

more than one country of affiliation.3 This finding supports the intuitive notion that international collaboration 

enables positive cross-pollination of ideas from people with diverse backgrounds and expertise. The research 

community is embracing this approach to research, with data showing that international research collaboration 

rates increased for most countries between 2009 and 2014, with Canada ranking seventh out of 20 countries for 

its share of publications with at least one international co-author between the two periods. The share of 

publications authored between Canadian researchers and an international collaborator increased from 41 

percent in 2003–08 to 46 percent in 2009–14.4 

 

International engagement is also an important opportunity to acquire another vital ingredient for innovation: 

talent. When international graduate students bring their talents and skills to Canada, it provides an opportunity 

for those students to connect with Canadian researchers, labs and facilities at a time when they are looking to 

establish careers and make major life decisions such as where to live, work, and raise families. 

 

This is particularly important when it comes to making connections with potential employers outside academia. 

Mitacs data shows that international graduate students in the natural sciences and engineering disciplines who 

have previously participated in a Mitacs internship have a higher retention rate than the national average for 

those disciplines. At the master’s level, approximately 85 percent of former Mitacs interns were retained in 

Canada versus 60 percent of students shown in national data compiled by Statistics Canada. At the PhD level, 

approximately 75 percent of former Mitacs interns were retained in Canada versus 40 percent nationally. When 

asked how important the Mitacs internship experience was in making their decision to remain in the country, 87 

percent of former Mitacs interns said it was somewhat to very important. 

 
3  Costas, Rodrigo, Larivière, Vincent, Murray, Dakota S., Robinson-Garcia, Nicolas, Sugimoto, Cassidy R., Yegros-Yegros, Alfredo 

(2017), Macmillan Publishers Limited, “Scientists have the most freedom when they’re free to move.” 
4  Expert Panel on the State of Science and Technology and Industrial Research and Development in Canada (2018), Council of Canadian 

Academies, Competing in a Global Innovation Economy: The Current State of R&D in Canada. 
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The importance of attracting talent raises the issue of potential talent loss as Canadian students seek 

experiences abroad — a phenomenon often described as “brain drain”. However, research shows that, rather 

than cutting ties with their country of origin, scientists build relationships that shape international networks.5 In 

fact, graduate students who have been abroad and come back often take up activities that have value for their 

home country, such as teaching, research, and related knowledge-development activities.6 

 

4. Challenges of graduate student international engagement 

Any type of international engagement comes with inherent challenges, such as geopolitical uncertainty, cultural 

issues, and communication and language barriers. International engagement for graduate students comes with 

additional challenges. Below are summaries of some of the key barriers that emerged from our discussions with 

stakeholders. 

 

Logistical barriers 

Given the complexities of travelling and working internationally, logistical barriers are common for graduate 

students undertaking a mobility experience. These barriers can include navigating complex immigration 

requirements as well as employment issues, as many are employed as research assistants and teaching 

assistants during their time abroad. For postdoctoral fellows, the employment landscape can be particularly 

tricky to navigate, depending on the employment requirements and status of postdocs in the host destination. 

Graduate students and postdoctoral fellows can be deterred from engaging internationally if proper supports are 

not available to help them overcome these hurdles. 

 

Financial barriers 

At the institutional level, financial limitations are a major challenge associated with international research 

collaboration, with 83 percent of universities claiming their largest barrier to international collaboration was the 

lack of funding opportunities.7 Specific to graduate students and mobility, the international portability of awards 

varies, and a scarcity of funding for overseas research collaborations limits participation in activities overseas.8 

In some cases the portability of doctoral awards has resulted in top-ranked Vanier or Canadian Graduate 

Scholarship awardees declining the awards because they could only be held in Canada.9 

 

Absence of formal supports and opportunities 

Roundtable participants remarked that an absence of coordinated, formal programs to support international 

engagement can act as a barrier to participation for graduate students. Without such supports, graduate 

students are often left to navigate international research collaboration opportunities on their own, requiring them 

to navigate different funding sources, application processes, timelines, and requirements for each opportunity. 

When students do identify appropriate opportunities, they often lack the supports and systems that would allow 

 
5  Costas, Rodrigo, Larivière, Vincent, Murray, Dakota S., Robinson-Garcia, Nicolas, Sugimoto, Cassidy R., Yegros-Yegros, Alfredo 

(2017), Macmillan Publishers Limited, “Scientists have the most freedom when they’re free to move.” 
6  Going Global (2014), British Council and German Academic Exchange Service, The Rationale for Sponsoring Students to Undertake 

International Study: An Assessment of National Student Mobility Scholarship Programmes. 
7  AUCC Internationalization Survey (2014), Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, Canada’s Universities in the World. 
8  The Michael Smith Foreign Subsidy Program supports travel for graduate-level research experiences at research institutions abroad, 

these are limited to a total of 250 awards per year, which is equivalent to 5% of the 5,000 CGS awards available annually. 
9  Advisory Panel for the Review of Federal Support for Fundamental Science (2017), Canada’s Fundamental Science Review, Investing 

in Canada’s Future: Strengthening the Foundations of Canadian Research. 
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http://www.sciencereview.ca/eic/site/059.nsf/vwapj/ScienceReview_April2017-rv.pdf/$file/ScienceReview_April2017-rv.pdf


Graduate student international engagement and its potential for Canada 

January 2021 
  

 

 

 

 

 
9 of 10 

www.mitacs.ca 

 

 
 

them to access them. For example, many graduate students are bound by family constraints, such as childcare, 

making it difficult to uproot for a short-term international experience. 

 

Communications challenges 

Stakeholders commented that even on a single university campus, communication of the value of global 

engagement to graduate students can be disjointed and uneven across departments and programs, let alone 

across the broader PSE system. If the value of these experiences is not being communicated broadly and 

consistently across universities, we risk creating gaps, which may affect various communities of students 

differently, resulting in unequal access to international opportunities. 

 

Academic issues 

Academic systems, both administrative and cultural, can also present barriers to international engagement. 

Administrative challenges include the recognition of credits, experience, and achievements of a student while 

outside their home country of study. Academic culture can also deeply influence the types of international 

experiences students undertake. Roundtable participants cited the issue of prestige as an example, where the 

perceived prestige of an institution or experience has the power to influence a student’s choice of destination, or 

even their likelihood of participating in an international experience. 

 

Underutilized connections with international students in Canada 

Beyond being an ideal pool of potential immigrants, international graduate students pursuing their studies in 

Canada can serve as valuable resources and connectors to international networks for domestic students. It has 

been observed by our stakeholders, however, that these connections remain largely underutilized, and that 

there are few systems in place to facilitate greater collaboration between domestic and foreign students here in 

Canada. 

 

5. Approaches to strengthening graduate international engagement 

Although there are real challenges to maximizing the benefits of international engagement of graduate students, 

there are several approaches that can serve to improve the uptake, quality and impact of their international 

involvement. 

 

The role of professors 

Professors, who have an interest in producing research that is of international calibre, also tend to rely heavily 

on graduate students to help them produce their work. As gatekeepers to many of these international 

experiences, professors can also impact the quality of their students’ international experiences and influence 

their understanding of why international engagement is important in the first place. Painting a clear and 

consistent picture of the benefits of international exposure can help to focus and contextualize how these 

experiences advance career plans. This insight has the potential to encourage more goal-oriented behaviours 

and to help graduate students better understand how to leverage these experiences for professional benefits in 

the future. Canadian universities could also do more to tap into the existing international networks and 

knowledge of professors, so that these connections are supported by institutional infrastructure and systems. 

 

Leveraging international talent in Canada 

There is an opportunity to better leverage the presence of international students here at home. International 

students can enrich Canadian campuses and labs with their perspectives, approaches, knowledge, and 

networks. In order to successfully leverage these opportunities, however, we need to address barriers, including 

discrimination, that remain embedded in academic culture and that can limit the integration of international 

http://www.mitacs.ca/
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students within our universities. By doing a better job of helping international students to integrate and reducing 

enclaves on campus, local students will also be able to build global connections and competencies. 

 

Data tracking 

Barriers for graduate students will remain difficult to address so long as gaps exist in our collective knowledge of 

the activities they pursue. Collecting data on key measures is critical to identify where supports are needed and 

how best to address barriers. This data should seek to clarify the scope and nature of graduate students’ 

international activities, including who is participating, the factors that influence their decision to pursue these 

opportunities, the types of opportunities they pursue, the barriers they face, and the outcomes associated with 

these experiences. Ideally, this data should be centralized, maintained, and made easily accessible to Canadian 

stakeholders. 

 

Mobilizing Canadian stakeholders 

Finally, Canadian stakeholders would benefit by coming together more often to share insight into what they 

know about graduate-level international engagement. This will allow us to share lessons learned to determine 

best practices in different forms of engagement, eligibility criteria, program parameters, and other useful 

information that helps us improve these experiences and produce greater outcomes. It is also important that 

Canadian stakeholders use consistent messaging around the value of graduate student international 

experiences to help ensure that all students are well informed about these opportunities. 

 

6. Conclusion 

There are many benefits to engaging graduate students in cross-border knowledge sharing and research 

engagement, particularly for Canadian innovation. Through meaningful international engagement, graduate 

students build professional networks, develop new skills, and access new ideas and resources. These activities 

can enhance research outcomes and facilitate connections between Canadian institutions and their international 

counterparts. More broadly, these activities support Canada’s innovation capacity by helping to produce higher 

quality research, establishing connections with global research and innovation systems, and attracting valuable 

skills and knowledge to Canada. 

 

However, multiple barriers currently prevent us from gaining the full benefits of these experiences. These 

barriers include a basic lack of knowledge about who is participating in international engagement, how they are 

doing so, and the outcomes of their experiences. Additionally, we found that graduate-level international 

engagement is often driven by individual efforts that are largely unsupported by coordinated services. This lack 

of institutional support likely contributes to reduced and unequal access to international opportunities and 

collaboration, both at home and abroad. 

 

Despite these barriers, there are clear indications that students, professors, and academic institutions highly 

value international engagement opportunities. The diverse stakeholder group that contributed insights to this 

study demonstrated an enthusiasm for graduate-level international experiences and a desire to work together to 

produce a more coordinated, accountable, and accessible system to support these activities. It is our hope that 

the challenges and approaches described in this paper contribute to an ongoing conversation among leaders in 

this space, with the ultimate goal of enabling more students to pursue productive and rewarding activities that 

connect them with their global peers. 
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