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REPAIRING THE PIPELINE TO 
PROFESSIONAL CERTIFICATION FOR 
BIPOC AND IEP PLANNERS IN CANADA
BY LEELA VISWANATHAN 

SUMMARY

With the relatively small proportion of 
Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour 
(BIPOC) and Internationally Educated 
Professionals (IEP) in the planning 
profession in Canada, this article 
explores some of the systemic obstacles 
individuals in these groups face 
while seeking access to the planning 
profession. The article examines how 
a systemic approach that involves all 
parties in the planning sphere is needed 
to repair the pipeline from employment 
access to professional planning 
certification and career advancement for 
equity-deserving groups in Canada.

SOMMAIRE

Dans le contexte de la proportion 
relativement faible de personnes 
autochtones, noires et de couleur 
(PANDC) et de professionnels formés 
à l’étranger au sein de la profession 
d’urbaniste au Canada, cet article 
explore certains des obstacles 
systémiques auxquels ceux-ci se 
heurtent dans leur quête d’accès 
à la profession et à la certification 
professionnelle. L’article examine la 
nécessité d’une approche systémique 
faisant intervenir tous les acteurs de 
l’univers urbanistique afin de rétablir 
le cheminement de l’accès à l’emploi, 
de la certification professionnelle et 
de l’avancement professionnel en 
urbanisme pour les groupes en quête 
d’équité au Canada.

According to the 2019 Canadian 
Professional Planners – National 
Compensation and Benefits Survey, 

22% of planners who were regulated 
members of Provincial and Territorial 
Institutes and Associations (PTIA) were from 
equity-deserving groups, 8% of whom were 
people of colour and 7% internationally-
educated, while the remaining 7% were 
made up of LGBTQ2+, persons with 
disabilities, and Indigenous populations 
combined. With the relatively small 
proportion of Black, Indigenous, and People 
of Colour (BIPOC) and Internationally-
Educated Professionals (IEP) in the planning 
profession in Canada compared to other 
groups – and with the Canadian Institute of 
Planners (CIP) having launched a five-year 
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion Roadmap in 
2021 – it is worth asking: What are some of 
the systemic obstacles for BIPOC and IEP in 
seeking and obtaining professional planning 
certification, and what can be done?

ACCESS TO EMPLOYMENT  
AND CAREER ADVANCEMENT 
BIPOC and IEP individuals in Canada have 
historically faced structural barriers to 
gaining employment in their fields. Barriers 
include racism, weak professional networks, 
and the lack of mentors to help BIPOC 
and IEP individuals access employment 
in fields linked directly to their education 

https://www.cip-icu.ca/Files/Compensation-Survey/2019-Comp-Benefits-Report-FINAL
https://www.cip-icu.ca/getattachment/Topics-in-Planning/Equity-Diversity-and-Inclusion/EDI-Roadmap-English-Final-2.pdf.aspx
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and abilities. Drawing inferences to the 
career advancement experiences of BIPOC 
planners in Canada from those of diverse 
health care professionals in the United 
States reveals that factors infl uencing 
career advancement have included 
supportive relationships, and sector-specifi c 
training and education, which may include 
internships. Inhibitors to success have 
included “lack of leadership development 
training and industry-specifi c expertise, 
lack of support for career advancement, 
and organizational diversity climate 
and stereotyping.”1 The lack of career 
advancement has also been associated 
with disillusionment that can set in when 
a person’s internal motivation to succeed 
is depleted by structural barriers including 
racism and gender pay inequities. The HRx 
Equity, Diversity and Inclusion Insight Survey
(October 2021) of CIP members reported 
that more senior level planning positions 
in Canada lack gender and racial diversity. 
While it is promising for the present and 
future of the planning profession in 
Canada that planners from Gen Z (those 
born after 1994) are racially diverse, their 
advancement to senior positions within 
planning fi rms and departments must be 
championed to support and sustain their 
inclusion over time.

PROFESSIONAL CANDIDACY 
AND CERTIFICATION TESTING 
One criterion for the certifi cation of 
applicants set by the Professional Standards 
Board for the Planning Profession in Canada 
(PSB) is proof of “acceptable responsible 
planning experience,” referring both to 
land development practices and services. 
For certain planners, however, especially 
in community and social planning fi elds, 
this defi nition may be too restrictive, 
and not fully refl ective of the breadth of 
planning practice, thus raising concerns 
about the inclusivity of the profession. The 
choice of planners to apply for professional 
certifi cation may have to do with gaining 
recognition, better pay, and improved 
socio-economic status. According to the 
2019 National Compensation and Benefi ts 
Survey developed for the CIP and PTIAs, 80% 
of planners who responded to the survey 
were certifi ed professionals (RPP/LPP) and 
they reported a mean annual base salary of 
about $30,000 higher than those who were 
not registered planners.

For IEP, professional certifi cation is a 
key part to successful integration in the 
Canadian labour market, and the Prior 
Learning Assessment and Recognition 
(PLAR) of their education and work 
experiences is their primary route to seeking 
certifi cation.2 Based on statistics from 2016 
to 2021 (to date) provided to the author by 
the PSB, the number of candidates who 
entered into the PSB accreditation process 
each year ranged from 296 candidates in 
2016 to a high of 434 candidates in 2019. 
The PSB typically expects to receive 20 to 
25 PLAR submissions a year; however, the 
intake of 38 submissions so far in 2021 
is signifi cantly higher than average. The 
PSB does not keep records of the length of 
time that individuals take to successfully 
complete their PLAR portfolios.

Currently, the PSB neither counts 
the number of candidates who drop out 
of the certifi cation process nor collects 
qualitative information about candidates’ 
reasons for dropping out. Without this 
data, one can only consider reasons for a 
planner to halt or to not seek professional 
planning certifi cation by drawing from 
documented experiences of BIPOC and 
IEP in other professions. For example, one 
can speculate that planning candidates, 
whose experiences of obtaining “acceptable 
responsible planning experience” have 
been precarious at best, may choose to 
halt the employment-related certifi cation 
process due to personal and fi nancial 
costs and to an overall frustration with the 
certifi cation process. If planners are, in 
fact, pulling out from the process, then this 

https://www.cip-icu.ca/getattachment/Topics-in-Planning/Equity-Diversity-and-Inclusion/EDI-Roadmap-English-Final-2.pdf.aspx
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would be symptomatic of the “leaky pipeline 
phenomenon…in which underrepresented 
talent enters the system…at early career 
stages but stagnates or leaves altogether 
when opportunities for advancement are not 
apparent and the benefits of remaining do 
not outweigh the financial and psychological 
costs of remaining in a disaffirming or 
constraining environment.”3

ACCESSING THE PROFESSION  
AND REPAIRING THE PIPELINE  
TO PLANNING CERTIFICATION 
Facilitating access into the planning 
profession and repairing the pipeline to 
professional certification, and to possible 
career advancement, requires structural 
changes. A systemic approach that 
involves everyone in the planning sphere, 
including public schools, university 
planning programs, members of BIPOC-
led community organizations, private 
and public sector employers, PTIAs, the 
PSB, and the CIP is needed. As shown by 
the lack of data about diverse planners’ 
experiences, comprehensive research 
on the value of planning certification and 
about the employment experiences of 
BIPOC and IEP professional planners is 
needed. Collective mentoring networks for 
planners, established by sector-specific 
and global planning associations, such as 
the Mentorship Initiative for Indigenous 
and Planners of Colour (MIIPOC), enable 
BIPOC (including some IEP) planners to 
find mentors and sponsors to support 
them, and to troubleshoot through the 
certification process and their careers. 
Furthermore, senior planners could receive 
training on how to be effective sponsors, 
with the aim to train, support, and then 
promote planners from equity-deserving 
groups into senior planning and executive 
positions. Coordinated action plans with 
measurable outcomes must be developed 
if the systemic inclusion of BIPOC and IEP 
planners, from their access to education and 
meaningful employment to their professional 
certification and career advancement, can be 
achieved within this decade. ¢
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