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Lack of Information about Working with an 
Intermediary Enables Unscrupulous Actors

Introduction
This paper is part of a research series designed to support cross-sector dialogue on 
strengthening integrity and accountability in the ecosystem of information provided 
to international students.  

The research reveals critical shortcomings in the information that reaches 
international students. Official sources, defined as government (federal, provincial, 
and territorial) and post-secondary institutions (PSIs), provide inadequate 
guidance, leaving students reliant on intermediaries (people or organizations 
that provide education services in exchange for payment) and content creators. 
Artificial intelligence technologies draw from vast bodies of outdated or inaccurate 
information. These dynamics enable widespread circulation of misinformation, 
creating a damaging gap between what students expect, what they experience 
in Canada, and what policymakers intend. The consequences include harm to 
international students, erosion of global trust in Canada’s post-secondary education 
sector, and reduced policy effectiveness.  

The series consists of an introductory paper, Trust Through Information, that 
summarizes all the challenges our research uncovered, followed by individual 
reports that go into depth on each one. 

Each paper in the series elaborates on a single systemic challenge WES has identified, 
presenting the current state, desired outcomes, accountability mechanisms, and 
examples of good practice. 

To read the full series, please visit the WES website. 

International students need practical guidance on working 
with an intermediary
Intermediaries such as education agents have substantial influence over 
international students and the information ecosystem. In recent focus groups with 
international students, WES found that intermediaries play an important role as 
personal contacts who distill information and options in a clear, accessible way.1  
Studies from 2021 suggest that about half of all international students intending to 
study in Canada engaged the services of an education agent.2 

1	 https://knowledge.wes.org/canada-report-insights-from-international-students-in-canada.html
2	 https://universityaffairs.ca/features/the-murky-world-of-unregulated-international-student-recruiters/; 

https://ojs.lib.uwo.ca/index.php/cie-eci/article/view/14132
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Yet even as intermediaries play an influential role in shaping international students’ 
perceptions and decisions, IRCC and post-secondary institutions provide inadequate 
guidance on how to identify trustworthy agents and avoid exploitation.3 Red 
flags related to working with an intermediary may not be intuitive to prospective 
international students, who may not realize that they should actively seek guidance 
on how to avoid common problems. This makes it critical for official sources to 
prominently display information and advice on how to work with an intermediary. 

These gaps leave international students at risk of being uninformed about:

3	 https://www.theglobeandmail.com/politics/article-ottawa-accused-of-failing-to-crack-down-on-unethical-
immigration

4	 https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/committees/cimm-
oct-24-2023/task-force-students-fraud.html; https://universityaffairs.ca/features/the-murky-world-of-
unregulated-international-student-recruiters

•	 The relationship between an intermediary and a PSI

•	 What services an intermediary is allowed to offer

•	 Warning signs of an unscrupulous intermediary

As a result, misinformation and unauthorized activity have flourished,4 further 
weakening the information ecosystem and undermining the reputation and integrity 
of Canada’s world-renowned higher education sector.

Key challenges that international students face:

•	 Intermediaries may provide misinformation to international students. Many 
intermediaries make false claims to attract prospective students or to increase 
commissions. Our ecosystem mapping exercise identified numerous examples 
of outdated, misleading, and false information on intermediary websites. (See 
examples below.) 

•	 Intermediaries may prioritize commissions over students’ interests. In some 
cases, intermediaries steer international students towards a particular course 

What is an intermediary?

An intermediary is any person who provides education or immigration advice 
to international students in exchange for payment, whether that payment 
comes from the student or a post-secondary institution (PSI). Recruiters, 
education agents, subcontracted agents, licensed immigration consultants, and 
unauthorized immigration practitioners are all considered intermediaries. This 
broad definition captures the reality that many people involved in higher education 
recruitment offer a mix of education, visa, immigration, and relocation services.
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or institution because it offers a lucrative referral fee, not because it serves the 
students’ best interests.

•	 Some intermediaries offer services without authorization. Prospective 
international students living abroad may not know that education agents, 
including those working outside of Canada, are not authorized to receive 
payment for immigration advice and representation unless they are licensed and 
registered in Canada.5 Agents without the proper licence are not authorized to 
complete study permit and other immigration applications. Despite this, many 
intermediary websites in our study offered immigration services alongside 
education advising.

•	 Official guidance on working with intermediaries is buried or absent. Less 
than half of the PSIs in our study provided any information or guidance on 
working with an intermediary. Only two of the eight PSIs included in the 
ecosystem mapping exercise published lists of contracted agents. Government 
websites also fail to make guidance easily accessible. There is no link from 
webpages with broad information for international students—such as the 
international student homepage, the “Plan Your Studies” page, or the “Study 
Permits and Visas” page—to the EduCanada webpage on agents. Similarly, the 
IRCC webpage “International students: Know the rules before you apply to 
study in Canada” can only be reached through a webpage titled “Immigration 
and citizenship fraud and scams,” with no link to or from IRCC’s international 
student section of the website.

5	 To provide these services, an individual must be a member in good standing of a law society of a province 
(lawyers and paralegals), the Chambre des notaires du Québec, or the College of Immigration and Citizenship 
Consultants (CICC).
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Recommendations for Discussion
Information about working with intermediaries can reduce the frequency and harms 
of misinformation and unscrupulous representation, improving the international 
student experience. A stronger information ecosystem requires both improved 
transparency about intermediary relationships and better access to guidance for 
international students.

We offer these proposed outcomes and actions as a starting place for cross-sectoral 
conversation:

Proposed Outcomes

•	 Prospective international students who need help with their study permit 
applications engage the services of a provider who is licensed in Canada and 
authorized to provide that service.

•	 Prospective international students are aware of red flags that signal an 
intermediary who is not acting in their best interests.

•	 International students are able to easily find out which PSIs have contracts with 
or pay commissions to a particular intermediary.

•	 International students report declining instances of being deceived or 
misinformed by intermediaries.

Proposed Actions

•	 Federal government websites make intermediary guidance easily accessible by 
linking to it from all international student-facing pages.

•	 Federal government and institutional websites clearly state what services 
intermediaries are legally authorized to provide.

•	 PSIs publish and maintain lists of contracted agents and recruiters.

•	 PSIs prominently display guidance on working with intermediaries, including 
red flags and questions to ask.

•	 PSIs state clearly that students are not required to engage the services of an 
agent to apply for admission.

•	 PSIs monitor recruitment activities of contracted agents to ensure that they act 
in students’ best interests. 
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Proposed Accountability Mechanisms

6	 https://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ie/pdf/code_of_practice.pdf

•	 Requirement that education agents be registered and licensed.

•	 Requirement that the federal and provincial government provide accessible, 
easy-to-find guidance on working with intermediaries on all official websites 
aimed at international students. 

•	 Requirement that PSIs maintain and publish lists of contracted agents 
and recruiters.

•	 Requirement that PSIs monitor recruitment activities and take reasonable steps 
to ensure that agents put students’ interests first.

•	 International students are regularly surveyed for feedback on intermediaries 
who assisted them pre-arrival.

Examples of Good Practice in Safeguarding International 
Students Against Abuse by Intermediaries

Regulatory requirements

Manitoba’s International Education Act (IEA) includes several requirements that can 
advance the proposed outcomes:6

•	 PSIs must publish and maintain a list of recruiters and recruitment agencies.

•	 PSIs must state that it is not necessary for the student to engage the services of 
a recruiter in order to apply for admission to a program.

•	 A designated education provider must monitor the recruitment activities of 
each of its recruiters on an ongoing basis and take reasonable steps to ensure 
that each of its recruiters acts in furtherance of the interests of prospective 
international students.

Student guidance resources
Examples of effective student guidance include checklists for selecting an 
intermediary, suggested questions to ask, and red flags to watch for. These resources 
help international students make informed decisions about whether and how to 
work with an intermediary, such as an education agent or immigration agent.

© 2026 World Education Services. All rights reserved.	 wes.org  |	 5

https://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ie/pdf/code_of_practice.pdf


Guides and checklists for working with intermediaries:

Figure 1 

A PSI provides information about key topics that are 
important for international students considering working 
with an agent.
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Guides and checklists:

Figure 2

The British Council publishes what education agents should help with and 
considerations for identifying a good education agent, including a link to a database 
of licensed individuals.7

7	 https://study-uk.shorthandstories.com/study-uk-a-student-guide-to-choosing-an-education-agent/index.html

The New Zealand government’s international education website 
includes a checklist for selecting an education agent and identifying 
whether that agent looks out for the interests of the international 
student. For access to the full checklist, visit this website.
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Questions to ask an intermediary:

Figure 3

Red flags when working with an intermediary:

Figure 4

The government of New Zealand publishes a list of questions that a 
prospective international student could use to assess their education agents: 
Here’s a PDF of the full list.

Example of content about identifying red flags when working with 
a legal representative. For the full text, see the blog post.
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Prominent placement of intermediary guidance
Guidance on working with intermediaries is most effective when prominently 
displayed alongside other practical information that students need early in their 
decision-making process.

Figure 5

Two examples 
of websites for 
international 
students that make 
it easy to navigate to 
information about 
working with an 
education agent. 
One example is 
a Canadian PSI, 
the other comes 
from a country’s 
international 
education website. 
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Listing contracted agents on PSI websites
Published lists of contracted agents help students verify which intermediaries 
have official relationships with institutions. According to the British Council’s Good 
Practice Guide for Providers Using Education Agents, publishing lists of contracted 
intermediaries is a simple and low-cost best practice. The guide suggests including 
the locations (virtual, physical, or both) of offices and listing education agents by 
country and city to help students find support near them.8

Figure 6

Student feedback on intermediaries
Collecting and using student feedback helps institutions monitor intermediary 
conduct and identify problematic practices. The British Council’s Good Practice 
Guide suggests collecting student feedback on education agents in a new student 
survey and offers possible questions to include. The guide also recommends that PSIs 
cooperate to agree on a set of questions to help benchmark results.

8	 https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/good-practice-guide-for-uk-providers-using-education-
agents.pdf

Example of a PSI that lists agents who are authorized to assist with 
applications to that school.
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Figure 7

Example of questions that could be included to get international 
student feedback on contracted agents.
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Figure 8

Example of an education agent scorecard, including student feedback on 
an agent, that can be used in annual review of agent performance. This 
example comes from the British Council’s “Good Practice Guide for Providers 
Using Education Agents”9

9

9	 https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/good-practice-guide-for-uk-providers-using-education-
agents.pdf
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