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ABSTRACT 

While research in the sphere of settlement and integration is wide in scope and subject, it largely 

focuses on the labour market outcomes and economic integration of skilled immigrants. Such 

research exemptions do not capture the economic integration of other immigrant classes such as 

refugees. In light of such research gaps, this study aimed to examine the economic integration of 

former Government Assisted Refugees (GARs) and former refugee claimants in Hamilton, 

Ontario. Through a series of four interviews with former GARs and former refugee claimants 

who are working within Hamilton's social service sector, this study found that the experiences of 

refugees can be captured by a combination of human capital and social capital frameworks. 

Similar to skilled immigrants, refugees are better able to transition into professional fields upon 

enrolling in post-secondary educational institutions, volunteering, and networking with members 

outside of their own ethno-cultural community. This study also found that immediate settlement 

supports, offered by the Resettlement Assistance Program, had positive long term affects on the 

economic integration of GARs. Former refugee claimants did not have such immediate services 

and as a result had frustrating immediate settlement experiences. It is therefore argued that the 

RAP mitigates many systematic and structural barriers which otherwise pose as barriers for the 

economic integration of refugees. 
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Introduction 

Scholars and politicians alike have carried out extensive research to examine the labour 

market outcomes of skilled immigrants. Such research has found that a severe gap exists in the 

earnings and labour market outcomes of skilled immigrants compared to Canadian born 

individuals (Ferrer & Riddell, 2008; see also Wald & Fang, 2008; Reitz, 2005; Oreopoulos, 

2009; Mata, 2008; Hiebert, 2009; Girard, Smith & McGill, 2010). Contemporary research has 

predominantly employed the use of human capital, social capital and social structural 

frameworks to explain poor labour market outcomes and earnings disparities between skilled 

immigrants and native born Canadians (Ferrer & Riddell, 2008; see also Wald & Fang, 2008; 

Reitz, 2005; Oreopoulos, 2009; Mata, 2008; Hiebert, 2009; Girard, Smith & McGill, 2010; 

Dietz, Esses, Joshi & AbuAyyash, 2009). Social structural frameworks examine the ways in 

which social structures "limit the value of immigrant educational credentials ... and [argue that] 

labour markets are never neutral and the value of an individual's credential are distorted by 

gender, social class, race, and nativity" (Trache & Sweet, 2005, p. 181). Meanwhile, human 

capital theories suggest that further schooling will ensure greater labour market integration and 

increased economic returns for newcomers (Ferrer & Riddell, 2008). Where, human capital 

focuses on economic rewards of education and training, social capital highlights the role of 

weak-and-strong social ties, social networks, and connections on capital accumulation 

(Matthews, Pendakur & Young, 2009). 

While research in the sphere of settlement and integration is wide in scope and subject, it 

largely focuses on the labour market outcomes and economic integration of skilled immigrants. 

Such research exemptions do not capture the economic integration of other immigrant classes 

such as refugees. In light of such research gaps, this study aimed to examine the economic 
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integration of fonner Government Assisted Refugees (GARs) and fonner refugee claimants in 

Hamilton, Ontario. More specifically, this research project intended to investigate the tools 

which were used by former GARs and fonner refugee claimants to transition into the Canadian 

workforce. Furthennore, this research project aimed to examine the short tenn and long tenn 

effects of the Resettlement Assistance Program (RAP) on the settlement of GARs. Through a 

series of interviews with fonner GARs and fonner refugee claimants, this study aims to 

detennine if human capital and social capital frameworks can be used to understand the 

transition of refugees into professional occupations. The following research questions were used 

to guide research objectives: 

1. What were the tools used by Jormer GARs andJormer refugee claimants to transition into 

the Canadian labour Jorce? 

2. What impact, if any, did RAP have on the economic integration oJ Jormer GARs in 

Canada? 
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Government Assisted Refugees (GARs) and the Resettlement Assistance 
Program (RAP) 

Government Assisted Refugees, hereafter GARs, are selected through a United Nations 

High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) referral process. GARs are sponsored by the federal 

government of Canada or through private sponsorship, and are classified as the Convention 

Refugees Abroad Class or the Source Country Class (Navaratna, 2006; see also Debeljacki, 

2007; Murdie; 2008; Presse & Thomson, 2008). The Convention Refugees Abroad Class refers 

to refugees who are under the protection of the UNHCR, outside of their country of origin (CIC, 

2010; see also CIC, 2011). In the later case, Source Country Class refers to refugees who are 

residing in their country of origin and meet UNHCR's designation of a Convention Refugee 

(CIC, 2010; see also CIC, 2011). Currently, there are approximately 10.4 million refugees under 

the protection of UNHCR (UNHCR, 2010). This number does not include internationally 

displaced persons, nor refugees who fall under the United Nations Relief and Works Agency 

mandate (UNHCR, 2010). 

Annually, the Minister of Citizenship, Immigration and Multiculturalism decides " .. .the 

number of refugees to be brought to Canada ... under the Government-Assisted Refugee (GAR) 

Program" (CIC, 2011, pp. 5). As of2002, GARs' settlement and integration to life in Canada is 

the responsibility of the Resettlement Assistance Program, hereafter (RAP). While financial 

support and assistance is administered by local CIC officer, RAP is responsible for the provision 

of 'immediate and essential' services (CIC, 2011, pp. 6). "RAP services are generally received 

within the first 4 to 6 weeks of GARs' arrival in Canada ... " and include the administration of 

services such as needs assessments, orientation sessions, referrals to federal and provincial 

settlement programs, temporary accommodation and assistance with permanent accommodation, 
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reception services and more (CIC, 2011, pp. 6). GARs are supported by the RAP centres across 

Canada; they receive income support for twelve (12) to twenty four (24) months, and RAP 

... [is] responsible for welcoming GARs at ports of entry, providing 
temporary accommodation, assessing entitlements and needs, conducting 
orientation sessions (to ensure that GARs understand their income support 
entitlements, rights and responsibilities etc.), providing help with finding 
permanent accommodation, assessing clients for their needs and making 
referrals to other community organizations as necessary (Navaratna, 2006, pp. 
II ). 

Currently, the RAP operates in 23 communities across Canada (CIC, 2011). The RAP's staff 

often have the burden of responsibility to provide RAP and non-RAP services to GARs. 

Furthermore, CIC has found that " .. .the total number of hours provided to GARs for all the 

orientation services, excluding orientation to federal and provincial programs, has increased 

since 2005" (CIC, 2011, pp. 28). 

While the RAP provides essential and immediate settlement services for GARs, it is 

important to note that GARs arrive in Canada after undergoing violent and traumatic experiences 

of war, torture, and persecution. Furthermore, many GARs have endured living in refugee camps 

where basic and essential human needs are not met. Many GAR families arrive with children and 

youth who have never attended formal schooling. Nevertheless, there are GARs resettled in 

Canada who do immigrate with high levels of human capital and whose professional careers 

have been halted due to civil war, political unrest, or persecution. It is therefore imperative to 

study the enabling factors which contribute to the entrance of former GARs into regulated 

professions in Canada. 
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Refugee Claimants in Canada 

The government of Canada grants asylum to approximately 25,000 Convention Refugees 

through the domestic refugee protection-asylum system and the Refugee and Humanitarian 

Resettlement Program (DeVoretz et aI., 2004; see also Murdie, 2008; Simich, 2003; Krahn, 

2000; Presse & Thomson, 2008). As per the 1951 United Nations Convention on the Status of 

Refugees, a Convention Refugee is a person who 

... owing to a well founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is 
outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, 
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a 
nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a 
result of such events, is unable, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it. 
(UNHCR, 1950, pp. 46) 

As a signatory to the Geneva Convention, Canada must uphold the rights of refugees within its 

constitutional and legislative frameworks. While Government Assisted Refugees gain 

Convention Refugee status from the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) 

outside of Canada's borders, the domestic asylum system is used for inland refugees who claim 

Convention Refugee status within Canada's borders. Refugee claimants therefore have a legal 

right under both international and Canadian law to make a claim in Canada. 

Prior to the 1980's, refugees made their claims on paper, without an opportunity for a 

court hearing (Lacroix, 2004). However, following the 1985 Singh case, the Supreme Court of 

Canada" ... declared that claimants had a right to an oral hearing and that existing procedures 

violated the Charter of Rights and Freedoms" (Lacroix, 2004, pp. 150; see also CIC, 2002). In 

1987, Bill C-55 and Bill C-84 aimed to streamline the refugee determination process (CIC, 2002; 

see also Lacroix, 2004; Jayasinghe, 2011; Dawson, 2011). Both pieces of legislation worked 

together to create the Immigration and Refugee Board (IRB) and granted immigration officers 

the power to fine ships, cargo trucks, and later plains for carrying refugees. In 2002, further 
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changes were made to the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act which made the refugee 

claims heard by a single member of the IRB and eliminated the appeal process (Navaratna, 2006; 

see also Lacroix, 2004). 

Refugee determination encompasses a set of highly bureaucratized processes which begin 

when refugees declare their intention to claim asylum in Canada. Upon making this declaration 

at a local CIC office, Canada must admit the individual or family to Canada while the claim is 

adjudicated (CIC, 2002; see also Lacroix, 2004). The claimants are provided with an application 

which must be completed and returned to the IRB within 28 days (CIC, 2002; see also Lacroix, 

2004). Claimants who are found eligible are referred to the " ... Refugee Protection Division 

(RPD) for a determination of their claim ... Claimants are provided with a Personal Information 

Form to complete and send to the RPD outlining the basis of the claim" (CIC, 2002, The 

Refugee Hearing, Sec. A). The refugee claimant first waits for a hearing date from the IRB. 

Following the hearing, the claimant awaits for thc decision. If approved, the refugee claimants 

are granted Convention Refugee status and may apply for permanent residency. A negative 

decision may result in deportation from the country or an appeal for humanitarian considerations 

in the case (ClC, 2002). 

In 2007, Canada provided protection to approximately 15,000 inland protected persons 

(ClC, 2007). This number was reduced to 7,000 in 2009 and 10,000 in 2010 (ClC, 2010). While 

GARs are supported by the services and advocacy of the Resettlement Assistance Program 

(RAP), refugee claimants are seen as asylum seekers who " ... do not have access to the same 

level of settlement services" (Renaud et aL 2003, pp. 4). Refugee claimants have " .. .limited 

access to work, social welfare, health and social services and are generally separated from their 

immediate families" (Lacroix, 2004, pp. 152). "It takes refugee claimants at least three months to 
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obtain a work pennit and they must have a job offer before they are eligible for employment" 

(Renaud et al. 2003, pp. 4). Furthennore, refugees must wait for lengthy periods of time for their 

claims to be processed and are required to maneuver and adapt to the Canadian system 

independently. 

It is also worth noting that while GARs are seen as 'good' law abiding refugees who wait 

for their tum to be resettled, inland refugee claimants are often depicted as illegal migrants. The 

criminalization of the refugee process distinctively differentiates between legal and illegal 

migration. Refugee claimants are often viewed with suspicion and undergo public scrutiny in 

Canada in both legal and social realms. The negative discourse associated with claiming refugee 

status within Canada's borders can be attributed to the process of being smuggled into the 

country. The Ministry of Public Safety Canada states that ••... human smuggling undennines 

Canada's security. Large scale arrivals make it difficult to properly investigate whether those 

who arrive, including the smugglers themselves, pose risks to Canada on the basis of either 

criminality or national security" (Public Safety Canada, 201 0, pp. 1) Such a rigid response to 

smuggling is not a new phenomenon in Canada's immigration history. Asylum seekers have 

often been framed in the context of health risks, risks to national security, and a drain on public 

resources. The 2010 changes to immigration policy further reflect Canada's position on refugees. 

Such legislative measures demonstrate the ways in which laws and policies systematically other 

refugees. Alison Mountz (2004) suggests that" ... the response of the Canadian government to 

human smuggling illuminates inconsistencies regarding the global positioning of Canada as both 

humanitarian, refugee receiving nation and enforcer." (Mountz, 2004, Pp. 1) Meanwhile, the 

author correctly contends that the refugee is dehumanized and depersonalized as an individual in 

a contained crowd (Mountz, 2004, Pp. 5) 
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Human smuggling is indeed a politically charged term which incidentally reinforces ideas 

of state hood, nationalism, and state sovereignty. Canada is not alone in producing the distinction 

between legitimate and illegitimate or undocumented migration by refugees. The United Nations 

Convention on Transnational Organized Crime produced protocols pertaining to human 

smuggling and human trafficking came into force in 2003 and 2004 (Bhabha, 2005, pp. 2). 

Human smuggling is defined in Article 2 of the Protocol Against the Smuggling of Migrants by 

Land, Sea and Air as "[The] smuggling of migrants shall mean the procurement, in order to 

obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit, of the illegal entry of a person 

into a state party of which the person is not a national or permanent resident" (Bilger et aI., 2006, 

pp 2). Where, human trafficking is conceptualized as a coercive act which creates victims, 

human smuggling is described as a service provided for consenting clients (Bhabha, 2005). 

The experiences of inland asylum seekers who later become refugee claimants in Canada 

can best be characterized as a time of crisis. Refugee claimants flee persecution and become 

" ... confronted with a refugee determination system" (Lacroix, 2004, pp. 149). 

Tom between humanitarian and economic, social, political and post-September 
11, security concerns, policies are primarily directed at reducing the number of 
asylum-seekers by any administrative means and many argue 'the logic of 
exclusion predominates' (Lacroix, 2004, pp. 149). 

Both the former refugee claimants and former GARs interviewed for this research project, as will 

be shown later, identified with experiences of persecution, being smuggled across borders and 

undergoing refugee determination processes. While former GARs underwent the refugee 

determination process abroad, former refugee claimants waited for the same outcome in Canada. 
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Background 

After conducting a thorough review of the literature, this paper finds that research on the 

economic integration and labour market outcomes of both Government Assisted Refugees and 

refugee claimants is scarce. Where some research does address the economic integration of 

refugees, work on GARs tends to emphasize the broader settlement experiences of various GAR 

groups across Canada. It is important to note that the economic integration of the two groups, 

GARs and refugee claimants respectively, have not been compared by immigration researchers. 

Previous studies conducted in the last ten years indicate that the labour market integration 

of GARs have not been the primary objectives of studies. Research projects often concentrated 

on other areas of GAR settlement such as language ability, social inclusion, or housing outcomes 

and briefly mentioned economic integration (Debeljacki, 2007; see also Murdie, 2008; SRDC, 

2002; Simich et a1. 2002; Yu et a1. 2007). It is also evident that the bulk of research pertaining to 

GARs aimed at evaluating the effectiveness of the Resettlement Assistance Program in 

delivering settlement supports to GARs (Navaratna, 2006; see also SRDC, 2002; Power Analysis 

Inc, 2002; Presse & Thomson, 2008). Consequently, scholarly work on GARs can be grouped 

into two broad areas of research; a) the settlement of GARs in the Canadian society and b) the 

evaluation of the Resettlement Assistance Program. Meanwhile, a review of the literature on the 

economic integration of non-GAR refugees reveals that researchers employ the use of similar 

theoretical frameworks to study the labour market outcomes of refugees as skilled immigrants. 

Scholarly works on the economic integration of refugees draw on human capital, social capital, 

and social structural frameworks to explain earnings disparities between refugees and Canadian 

born workers. As we will later see, this may be appropriate given that similar tools are used by 
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both skilled refugees ~nd the skilled immigrant class to transition into the Canadian labour 

market. 

This section of the paper will first provide a thorough account of academic research 

which has addressed the settlement of GARs in Canada. Subsequently, this literature review will 

present an overview of research which evaluates the effectiveness of the RAP in providing 

resettlement services and supports to GARs. Finally, this section will discuss the limited, yet 

important body of research which has addressed the labour market integration of refugee 

claimants in Canada. 

Settlement of Government Assisted Refugees 

Although contemporary scholarship does not frequently distinguish between various 

refugee classes, some academics have begun to investigate the integration of GARs in Canada. 

This section will highlight key research findings which examine the role of social supports, 

housing outcomes and language acquisition on GARs' settlement and integration in Canada. 

While this section provides a thorough background, it is evident that contemporary academic 

research projects have only begun to investigate the economic 

GARs. 

labour market integration of 

In 2003, Simich, Beiser and Mawani conducted a qualitative study to examine the role of 

" ... social support as a determinant of refugee well-being and migration patterns during early 

settlement." (Simich et al. 2003, pp. 872) The study employed a social support framework and 

aimed to describe the appraisal of infoffilation sources by GARs. Specifically, the authors aimed 

to explain reasons for GARs' secondary migration upon landing in Canada. Simich et al. (2003) 

asked: I. Under what circumstances do GARs seek support? 2. JVhy do GARs choose the sources 

of support they do? and 3. Why do they perceive this support to be significant? The authors 
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interviewed 47 GARs and 38 key informants which included settlement service providers, 

Canadian immigration officials, and overseas visa officers (Simich et al. 2003). 

Simich et al. (2003) found three salient themes. Simich et al. (2003) suggested that GARs 

refer to 'information as social support' when describing formal and informal sources of 

information about housing, employment, education and Canada as a destination. The authors 

explained that "[under] stressful circumstances, refugees search for what they perceive to be 

reliable information about their futures." (Simich et al. 2003, pp. 879) Secondly, "[upon] arrival 

in Canada, refugees appraise potential source of instrumental support by weighing the formal 

points of contact with government services - the airport, reception houses, and immigration 

offices - against sources of informal support such as personal contacts and perceived support in 

the community at large." (Simich et al. 2003, pp. 881) Finally, the authors suggested that 

affirmation and shared experience from integrated community members is a critical element for 

the settlement of GARs. "Affirmation support provides not only emotional coping assistance but 

also a cultural bridge in adaptation through shared experience. The need for this type of support 

proved to be the overriding concern for [GARs] interviewed in this study." (Simich et al. 2003, 

pp. 886) Simich et al. (2003) found that secondary migration of GARs is characterized as a 

support seeking behavior (Simich et. a12003; see also Simich et al. 2002; Simich, 2003). Similar 

to other studies, Simich et al.'s research highlighted the fundamental role of social supports in 

the integration and settlement process of GARs (Simich et al. 2003; see also Simich, 2003; 

Simich et a12002; Michalski & Habib, 1997; Sherrell et al. 2005). 

Although scholars have yet to thoroughly compare the labour market outcomes of GARs 

with those of refugee claimants, contemporary research has compared settlement outcomes such 

as access to housing, language acquisition, and use of social assistance between the two groups. 
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A recent study completed by Murdie (2008) examined the housing outcomes of GARs 

and refugee claimants from temporary accommodation to permanent accommodation in Toronto. 

Specifically, the research aimed to account for the role offormal settlement assistance for GARs, 

through the RAP, in provision of safe, comfortable, and permanent housing options (Murdie, 

2008). The author compared GARs to refugee claimants or asylum seekers who lack a formally 

sanctioned support system such as the RAP (Murdie, 2008). Murdie (2008) employed the use of 

in-depth interviews and focus groups with 24 refugee claimants, 20 GARs, service providers, and 

members of the Immigrant and Refugee Housing Task Group (Murdie, 2008). Similar to the 

research findings of other scholars, Murdie (2008) found that GARs are at an advantage and 

experience a comfortable transition into permanent housing due ..... to the more extensive 

[formal and informal] social support network" (Murdie, 2008, pp. 14; see also Renaud et a1. 

2003; Rose & Ray, 2001). Murdie (2008) found that refugee claimants were regularly sharing 

residences and occupying smaller units than sponsored, GARs. 

Meanwhile, DebeIjacki's (2007) work with key informants and quantitative data from 

Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada (LINC) found that compared to other immigrant 

groups, GARs had lower graduation rates and are least likely to enroll in LINC classes after 

undergoing language assessment (Dcbcljacki, 2007). The research findings suggested that GARs 

had difficulties in acquiring language skills due to challenging domestic conditions, high levels 

of traumatic experience, health related difficulties, lack of employment opportunities and 

financial scarcities (Debeljacki, 2007; see also Michalski & Habib, 1997; Hyndman & McLean, 

2006; Brunner, 2010). 

In 2006, Craig Watson carried out a quantitative analysis of federal immigration data 

along with provincial data on social assistance or welfare. The author aimed to identify and 
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describe the predictors of social assistance, also known as income assistance or welfare, for 

GARs destined to British Colombia from 1998 to 2004 (Watson, 2006). The study found that 

" .. .it does not appear that source area can be consistently correlated with receipt of income" 

(Watson, 2006, pp. v). While the Canadian public may suppose that most GARs receive 

provincial income assistance, this study indicates that out of the 3,608 GARs destined to BC, 

only 902, or 25% received income assistance (Watson, 2006). Watson's (2006) study affirms the 

relativity of research findings on the settlement and integration outcomes of GARs. First, it is 

clear that GARs' country of origin does not predict the likelihood of accessing social income 

assistance. Second, the author also concluded that GARs integration outcomes may also vary 

geographically, depending on where they settle in Canada. 

As previously mentioned, the exisdng literature on the economic integration of GARs is 

limited in scope. Scholarly work which does comment on the economic integration of GARs 

treat transition into the workforce as a secondary objective of the studies. Research conducted by 

Michalski and Habib (1997), Danso (2002), Sherrell et at. (2005), Hyndman and McLean (2006) 

are examples of work on various elements of GARs' settlement in Canada. In the 

aforementioned studies, researchers focused on GAR groups from Iraq, Ethiopia and Somalia, 

Kosovo, Malaysia, and Indonesia respectively (Michalski & Habib, 19997; see also Danso, 2002; 

Sherrel et al. 2005; Hyndman & McLean, 2006; Brunner, 2010). All five studies suggest that 

social exclusion, housing instability, language acquisition, and lack of familiarity with the 

Canadian culture were the most significant barriers to the general integration of GARs 

(Michalski & Habib, 1997; see also Danso, 2002; Shcrrel et al. 2005; Hyndman & McLean, 

2006). Authors also indicated that high rates of unemployment or underemployment, inability to 

access the paid labour market, and weak employment prospects were indicators of poor 
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integration and settlement outcomes of GARs (Michalski & Habib, 1997; see also Danso, 2002; 

Sherrcl et a1. 2005; Hyndman & McLean, 2006; Brunner, 2010). While the aforementioned 

research docs shed light on GARs' settlement barriers, researchers are not comparing the 

experiences of GARs to those of refugee claimants. 

This literature review found only one study which conducted a comparative analysis 

between the settlement of GARs and refugee claimants. Renaud, Piche and Godin (2003) 

conducted a study on the systemic circumstances which enable or disable job seeking abilities of 

GARs and refugee claimants. The authors suggested that although GARs and refugee claimants 

undergo traumatic experiences before arrival, 

" ... sponsored refugees have greater access to formal sources of information and 
place greater reliance on these sources while refugee claimants [are forced to 1 
rely more on informal sources ... refugee claimants declare their status to 
immigration officials and are dependent on an immigration officer, or perhaps a 
friendly taxi driver ... for initial information about shelters or other 
accommodation" (Renaud et al. 2003, pp. 5). 

Renaud et a1. (2003) indicated that from the initial landing to finding permanent housing 

accommodation, GARs have the " ... distinct advantage in that counselors are available to 

advocate on their behalf... [GARs] are helped with household furnishings and deposits for 

utilities. Most importantly, sponsorship gives these newcomers credibility ... " (Renaud et a1. 

2003, pp. 5) The authors suggest that the RAP provides GARs, who are assessed on 

humanitarian grounds rather than human capital models, with immediate tools which contribute 

lasting settlement effects (Renaud et a1. 2003). This study found that "[GARs] had much faster 

access to their first job than refugee claimants and were more likely to be employed than 

claimants ... By two and a half years after arrival, 54 percent of the sponsored refugees had 

employment compared to 27 percent of the refugee claimants" (Renaud et a1. 2003, pp. 4). 
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Evaluations of the Resettlement Assistance Program 

A considerable amount of literature evaluates the effectiveness of the Resettlement 

Assistance Program. For the purpose of this paper, this section will provide a brief overview of 

reports commissioned by Citizenship and Immigration Canada, hereafter CIC, and scholarly 

research which examines the role of RAP in the settlement of GARs. 

In 2002, CIC sponsored the Social Research and Demonstration Corporation, hereafter 

SRDC, to facilitate two day policy seminars in Toronto and Calgary (SRDC, 2002). "The 

primary purpose of the workshops was to discuss possible interventions to help improve the 

integration of government-assisted refugees (GARs) into the labour market" (SRDC, 2002, pp. 

1) CIC aimed to investigate and find " ... effective ways to increase language acquisition in order 

to improve labour market outcomes of [GARs] in the few years immediately following their 

arrival to Canada." (SRDC, 2002, pp. 1) SRDC (2002) proposed various 'interventions' in the 

form of pilot projects to forty eight (48) participants from eight (8) provinces (SRDC, 2002). 

Such pilot projects would be able to compliment the services provided through the RAP. The 

seminars created a discourse oriented environment where professionals could weigh the merits of 

each proposed pilot project based on their frontline experience (SRDC, 2002). The pilot projects 

suggested the creation of alternative language instruction and employment programs (SRDC, 

2002). While the policy seminars did not yield a clear consensus for one particular model, 

"[most] participants supported the idea of testing interventions to help improve the labour market 

integration of government-assisted refugees ... " (SRDC, 2002, pp. 11) 

In the same year, CIC funded the Power Analysis Inc. to investigate the effectiveness of 

RAP in Ontario. Power Analysis Inc. (2002) reviewed documents and contracts, conducted 

interviews with key informants of crc, surveyed clients, conducted facility visits, and reviewed 
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administrative data (Power Analysis Inc., 2002). The client survey indicated that " ... RAP clients 

were pleased with the program overall, bestowing a B+ grade. Ninety percent said it was 

excellent or good." (Power Analysis Inc, 2002, pp. vi) It is important to note that as of 2003, CIC 

brought strategic changes to RAP by increasing the number of clients receivcd, administering 

LINC instead of ESL for GARs, and opening a RAP office in Hamilton (CIC Report to 

Parliament, 2007). 

Along with CIC sanctioned evaluations, RAP has also been explored in an academic 

research paper by Pradeep Navaratna (2006). The author aimed to provide a critique of the RAP 

by studying the settlement experiences of GARs in Hamilton, Ontario (Navaratna, 2006). 

Through the use of a purposive sample of participants, the author explored various dimenstions 

of the GAR experience which included; the a) pre-migration experience, b) arrival in Canada, c) 

settlement services and the resettlement process, and d) socio-economic status (Navaratna, 

2006). Navaratna (2006) found that RAP was of vital importance for clients. However, the 

author suggested that the program, with assistance from CIC, must steer away from short term 

service delivery to a long term settlement support program (Navaratna, 2006). The author states 

" ... overall, it can be concluded that the objectives of providing protection to refugees is met 

under Canada's Refugee and Humanitarian Resettlement Program" (Navaratna, 2006, pp. 44). 

Most, if not all, evaluations of the RAP suggest that the program provides immediate 

settlement services in a timely manner. The critiques of the program generally advocate for the 

continuation of the program for GARs following the one year period. 

Economic Integration of Former Refugee Claimants 

Contemporary scholarship on the labour market integration of non-GAR refugees 

employs the use of the same theoretical frameworks which are used to study the economic 
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integration of skilled immigrants. As previously mentioned, the three overarching theories which 

will be explored arc social stmctural frameworks, human capital theories, and social capital 

theories. While social stmctural frameworks investigate barriers posed by discrimination on the 

basis of gender, race or nativity; human capital frameworks aim to examine increased returns to 

educational and professional training (Trache & Sweet, 2005; see also Ferrer & Riddel, 2008). 

Meanwhile, social capital theories suggest that transition into the labour market requires 

immigrants to tap into their social ties to secure jobs. Here, social capital theories emphasize that 

what you know rather than who you know is valued in the labour market (Matthews, Pendakur & 

Young, 2009; see also Delattre & Sabatier, 2004; see also, Wahba & Zenou, 2005). 

In the Canadian context, human capitai frameworks have been used by DeVoretz, 

Pivncko and Beiser in 2004 to examine the economic integration and labour market outcomes of 

refugees from 1980 - 2001. Specifically, DeVoretz et a1. (2004) aimed to investigate ways in 

which Canadian policies affected refugees' economic perfonnance after arrival (DeVoretz ct at, 

20(4) The authors examined a) length of time required for refugee economic integration, b) 

refugees' usc of Canada's social safety net, c) refugee poverty levels and d) the economic 

perfonnancc of refugees compared to the family immigrant class (DeVoretz et aL, 2004). The 

main research findings indicated that the employed refugees' earnings equaled the earnings of 

the family class reference group" ... both at the time of their arrival and in each successive year 

of residence" (DeVoretz ct aI., 2004, pp. 29: see also DeSilva. 1997). The authors found that 

most newcomer groups, including refugees, needed the same amount of time to integrate into the 

Canadian economy (DeVorctz et aI., 2004). Similar findings were evident in DeSilva's (1997) 

study of male immigrants who had landed between 1981 and 1984 (DeSilva, 1997). This study 

also indicated that " ... although independently selected immigrants were the highest foreign born 
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income earners, they experienced the smallest earnings growth after arrival. In conlrast, lhe 

designated refugee class reported the most rapid increase in earnings." (DeVoretz ct aI., 2004, 

pp. 8: referencing DeSilva, 1997) Such research findings are remarkable, given that refugees had 

the weakest command of both of the official languages upon landing (DeSilva, 1997). 

Social structural frameworks were used by Krahn, Derwing, Mulder and Wilkinson in 

2000. Krahn et a1.'s (2000) study used the Settlement Experiences of Refugees (1998) survey to 

investigate the accessibility of 'high-status' occupations for high-skilled refugees. The study 

incorporated interviews with 525 adults who were resettled in Alberta between 1992 and 1997 

(Krahn et aI., 2000). In terms of the educational and occupational qualifications prior to arrival, 

the study indicated that 25% of the refugees in the sample were highly educated and came to 

Canada with a university degree (Krahn et aI., 2000). Of the 525 adults in the sample, 16% had a 

strong affiliation with a certain trade or had participated with vocational programs prior to arrival 

(Krahn et aI., 2000). Furthermore, 43% of the entire sample participated in some sort of post 

secondary program such as colleges, universities, vocational schools or private training (Krahn et 

aI., 2000). "The comparable figure for the Alberta population of 20-to 64-year-olds is 49% [with 

postsecondary education], according to the 1996 Census, with only 18% reporting a university 

degree" (Krahn et aI., 2000, pp. 63). By comparing the refugee population with the mainstream 

population of Alberta, the study found that 25% of refugees had a university degree compared to 

18% of the mainstream population (Krahn et aI., 2000). Furthermore, while the population of 

Alberta had a slightly larger percentage of total persons who attended some sort of post 

secondary program, the differences bctween the two groups was only 6% (43% - refugee group, 

49% Alberta population). The study demonstrated that while refugees are granted asylum based 

on humanitarian need rather than human capital, they are often highly educated and have made 
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tremendous contributions in their countries of origin. While there may be an assumption that 

immigrants from European countries of origin have higher human capital, in telIDS of educational 

attainment and professional background, this study indicated that refugees from Africa, Central 

America, and Southeast Asia had a larger percentage of professionals than European countries 

such as Yugoslavia (Krahn et at., 2000). Nevertheless, the author concluded by stating that 

barriers to the economic integration of skilled refugees were associated with visible minority 

status, lack of Canadian work experience, credential recognition difficulties and a variety of 

other structural factors (Krahn ct al., 2000: see also Hiebert, 2009: Zietsma, 2010: Trache & 

Sweet, 2005). 

While the presence of credentials in the country of origin and visible minority status may 

playa role in the economic integration of refugees, some scholars suggest that it is more 'who 

you know' rather than 'what you know', The use of social capital frameworks is evident in 

Lamba's (2003) work on the economic integration of refugees and social networks. Lamba's 

(2003) work also draws on the Settlement Experiences of Refugees (1998) survey carried out in 

Alberta to investigate the role of social capital on refugees' quality of employment Lamba's 

work examined a) the role of refugees' fonner occupations and education, b) level of fluency in 

the English language, and c) training received in Canada in relation to the worth of social 

nehvorks in gaining meaningful employment (Lamba, 2003). The author asked participants about 

a variety of social networks including a) their proximity to close family members, b) the 

presence of extra-familial ties, and c) the network ties which were responsible for helping 

refugees find a job (Lamba, 2003: see also Zietsma, 2010). The results indicated that most 

refugees' quickly forged social ties and networks to accommodate or compensate for the 

inefficient use of their human capital (Lamba, 2003). The study found that 'i4 of all participants 
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interviewed, used social ties and networks to find employment (Lamba, 2003). Lamba's (2003) 

study found that although" ... network tics, particularly in-group ties, may be helpful in locating 

employment for refugees ... they cannot restore refugees' previous occupational status" (Lamba, 

2003, pp. 58; see also Dorantes & Mundra, 2004). 

Trache and Sweet (2005) correctly suggest that "[while] social structures obviously 

constrain immigrant integration, employers nevertheless do take into account the human capital 

and personal [individual] characteristics of their current and potential employees" (Trache & 

Sweet, 2005, pp. 182). Previous work experiences, educational background, field of study, 

linguistic aptitUde, or networking ability are all variables which enable newcomers, including 

refugees, to integrate into the Canadian workforce. 

While a comprehensive analysis and review of the literature has provided a thorough 

background of current research findings, it is clear that research in this area is scarce. Given the 

steady flow of refugees from diverse countries of origin, " .. .it is appropriate to ask how these 

various refugee groups fare over time in the Canadian economy" (De Voretz et aI., 2004, pp. 4). 

Previous research on GARs has primarily focused broadly on their immediate settlement 

experiences. Relatively little scholarly debate has been devoted specifically to the labour market 

experiences of refugees. While some scholars have briefly addressed the economic integration of 

inland refugees, minimal attention has been paid to the economic integration of GARs. 

The economic integration of GARs has not been explored and their economic outcomes 

have never been compared to those of refugee claimants in Canada. While refugee claimants face 

logistic barriers, with respect to claim processing. social barriers such as isolation, and status 

constraints; GARs become permanent residents upon landing and are provided with a formal 

resettlement program. This program plays a crucial role in the immediate settlement and long 
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term integration of GARs. This literature review suggests that there is a gap in the available 

research. Although researchers have minimal1y studied the settlement and integration outcomes 

of refugees and GARs separately, it is imperative to further investigate, compare, and contrast 

the labour market integration of GARs to those of refugee claimants. Conducting such a 

comparative study between GARs and refugee claimants will also identify the role of RAP as an 

effective mechanism, or lack thereof, in the immediate settlement and long term integration of 

refugees. Such an endeavor will also be able to demonstrate which theoretical framework or 

collection of frameworks best explain the labour market integration of GARs and refugee 

claimants into the Canadian workforce. 
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l\lcthodologics 

The purpose of this research project is to investigate, compare, and contrast the labour 

market integration of former GARs and former refugee claimants. This research study aims to 

identify the tools used by two refugee groups to transition into the Canadian workforce. To do 

so, this study employed the use of qualitative research methods by conducting semi-structured 

interviews with former GARs and former refugee claimants. In this study,former GARs refer to 

individuals who were sponsored by the federal government upon immigrating to Canada. former 

GARs gained permanent resident status and ultimately became Canadian citizens. Similarly, 

former refugee claimants arc individuals who were once seeking convention refugee status in 

Canada. Former refugee claimants gained convention refugee status, applied for permanent 

residency, and ultimately became, or are on the way of becoming, Canadian citizens. 

To recruit volunteer participants for this study, six service provider organizations in 

Hamilton and in Toronto were used as avenues for recruitment. Administrative bodies within 

these organizations were briefed about the research project and assisted in the circulation of 

recruitment flyers and emails amongst their employees. The research project sought to recruit a 

purposive sampLe of participants who: 

1. Wereformer Government Assisted Refugees or former Refugee Claimants 

2. Have resided in Canada between 5 to 15 years 

3. Are currently working in service provider organizations or within the social service 

sector 

Approximately 600 employees working at service provider organizations in Hamilton and 

Toronto were contacted through email and provided with information pertaining to this research 

project. Information provided to organizations highlighted that participation in this study is 

voluntary. Both the email and recruitment flyer specified that employees should not feet 
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compelled to partake in the study simply because the origin of recruitment is from the workplace. 

Furthennore, the project overview emphasized that refraining from participation will not affect 

the employees' relationship with their employers. 

Service provider organizations included the St. Joseph Immigrant Women's Centre, the 

Good Shepherd Centres, YMCA Immigrant Settlement Services, COSTI Immigrant Services, 

and the Centre for Women of Colour. The aforementioned service provider organizations 

provide programs, services and settlement supports to members of diverse communities 

including newcomers. The programs and services include, but are not limited to, shelters, 

housing supports and advocacy, mental health programs, therapeutic services, language 

assessment programs, language instruction programs, interpretation services, violence and crisis 

support, food banks, recreational programs and referrals to other agencies. 

Working in social service occupations enables the employees of these organizations to 

work with Canadian born populations as well as newcomers. Conducting interviews with 

individuals who have qualities such as a) firsthand experience in integrating into the Canadian 

labour force, as a fonner GAR or fonner refugee claimant, as well as b) having professional 

expertise in facilitating the settlement of other refugee groups makes them ideal candidates. 

These individuals will simultaneously be able to act as key infonnants and interview participants. 

Given the stringent time constraints, over the duration of one (1) month, four (4) 

individuals contacted the principal investigator to partake in the research project. By recruiting 

fonner GARs and fonner refugee claimants who are currently employed in similar spheres of 

work this study was able to control for approximate linguistic aptitudes. Furthennore, this 

recruitment method would ensure that participants' educational background in their country of 

origin or the education they acquired in Canada are from similar fields of study. Given that the 
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participants have lived in Canada between 5 to 15 years, ensured that the participants were 

permanent residents or citizens and could confidently reflect on their experiences. 

Prior to partaking in the study, the participants were briefed about a) the extent of their 

participation, b) any harms/risks associated with their participation, c) their ability to opt out of 

the study at any given time, d) their right to abstain from answering any questions, and e) matters 

of confidentiality. Consent forms outlining the aforementioned ethical areas were signed by 

participants of this research project. 

The participants and principal investigator took part in one to two hour informal 

interviews using guiding questionnaires. While the same guiding questionnaires were used for all 

four participants, the content of the discussions varied. Participants discussed themes, concerns, 

and memories relating to their experiences transitioning into the Canadian labour force. 

The interviews were audio recorded, with the permission of the participants, and were 

professionally transcribed. Following transcription of the audio files, the semi-structured in­

depth interviews were analyzed and common themes were identified. 

While in-depth interviews do yield rich qualitative data, such research methods also have 

limitations. First and foremost, the power imbalance which occurs between the researcher and 

the 'study participant' or 'research subject' must be addressed. During interviews, it is often the 

participants which reveal " ... personal and intimate detail of their lives, only then to have these 

accounts objectified, dissected and scrutinized" (Reynolds, 2002, pp. 300). The researchers offer 

little personal accounts and tend to control the research process (Reynolds, 2002). Furthermore, 

the researchers are in control of how the data is to be analyzed and what conclusions can be 

drawn from the experiences of the participants. To ensure that participants felt comfortable, the 

interviews were strategically conducted in quiet locations such as public library rooms. 
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Furthennore, it was made clear to the participant that they may inquire about the researcher's 

experiences relevant to the discussions as well. 

Time constraints also posed as a shortcoming of the recruitment methods. As a result, this 

research project had approximately one month to begin and complete recruitment of participants. 

If more time was allocated for the recruitment of participants, perhaps a more representative 

sample of infonnants could have been interviewed. Furthennore, an equal number of fonner 

GARs and fonner refugee claimants could have been recruited. This would have provided for a 

more thorough analysis of the similarities and differences between the two groups, when 

transitioning into the Canadian workforce. 
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Research Findings 

Participant Profiles 

In part due to stringent time constraints and a recruitment period of one month, four 

informants contacted the primary investigator to participate in the research project. Although 

four interviews certainly cannot provide a representative sample of all former GARs and former 

refugee claimants, the interviews provided for a careful glimpse into the lived realities of the 

refugee experience. The participants' shared their lived, and often painful, experiences which 

serve as the most objective depiction of the refugee experience. This research project utilized 

qualitative research methods and as such aimed to analyze in-depth interviews with participants 

who were former refugees and simultaneously key informants. The participants recruited for this 

project did not only discuss their own personal memories and recollections but also their 

professional expertise. Having worked with other refugees in different capacities, their feedback 

and insight provided for interesting and rich interviews. While overall it was very difficult to 

recruit willing participants, it was less difficult to locate and recruit former GARs than former 

refugee claimants. Although many variables may have impacted this outcome, it is important to 

consider that former GARs may have better tools to integrate into various social service 

professions than former refugee claimants. Finally, for reporting purposes I am emphasizing a 

desire to preserve the confidentially of participants. I will therefore be referring to interviews 

based on former refugee status and continent of origin. 

The profiles of the participants were as follows: 

• The informants came from different countries of origin. The countries of origin included 

Middle East, Southern Africa, Western Africa, and Eastern Europe 

• The age of informants ranged between 24 to 51 
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• The participants consisted of three women and one man 

• Three of the participants were former Government Assisted Refugees and one participant 

was a former refugee claimant 

• All four ofthe participants worked in social service provider organizations in Hamilton 

• The participants work as settlement counselors, managers and executive directors of 

immigrant serving organizations, and personal support workers 

• The research participants lived in Canada between five to fifteen years 

• For three of participants in this study, Canada was a secondary migration destination. 

Meaning that they moved from their homeland elsewhere, prior to coming to Canada. 

• Three of the participants chose to stay in Hamilton, upon immigrating to Canada 

• Three of the participants had a university education and worked in professional 

occupations prior to displacement 

• All four participants attended post-secondary educational institutions following their 

arrival to Canada 

Refugee Experiences 

The main objectives of this study are to investigate and understand the paths used by 

former GARs and former refugee claimants to transition into the Canadian workforce. The semi­

structured interviews provided a rich source of data. Although the main purpose was to focus on 

the economic integration of the participants, all four informants included brief accounts of their 

refugee experiences prior to immigrating to Canada. Such accounts are important to consider 

since they shape the informants' refugee experiences and memories of displacement. While 

experiences discussed by the four participants varied it was clear that most of the informants, 

three out of four to be exact, moved to a secondary, host country, prior to immigrating to 
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Canada. In all four interviews, informants experienced forced displacement from their countries 

of origin due to civil war, political persecution, and religious persecution. 

I'm Baha'I and we're discriminated against in [my country of 
origin] and all thaLI actually had an uncle who was murdered 
too ... we've had a few incidences where my dad was taken away 
and brought back .... all we had was our backpacks on our backs. 
That is all we had going into another country. (Middle East, 
FormerGARJ 

I came as a refugee of the war, when the war broke out in [my 
counf1:v of origin). [Eastern Europe, Former GAR] 

After fleeing to the host countries, the informants' continued to experience poor living 

conditions, ill treatment, and even war which contributed to a difficult refugee experience. 

I was born in [Southern Africa] and I was a journalist in 
[Southern Africa] ... and then because of my profession, there was 
a time there where my government started prosecuting and 
persecuting journalists and so I left, I fled I fled through m'o 
African countries to get to the United States. (Southern Africa, 
Former Refugee Claimant] 

[We] sold our stuff and paid a smuggler ... I know it sounds 
horrible ... and then we came to Turkey through the mountains and 
the mines. If you are in Turkey you can get deported if your case is 
not accepted by the UN. We were thankful that we got accepted 
after like a year ... we first arrived to Toronto. [Middle East, 
Former GAR] 

We came from [Western Africa). During our Civil War in 1990, we 
fled to [another fJ'estern African country] and war started [there] 
in 2002. We fled to Kenya ... Republic of Kenya. So we moved to 
Mo countries before coming to Canada. (Western Africa, 

Former GAR) 
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During the interviews the infonnants recalled specific incidents which embodied their refugee 

experience. One participant recalled the experience of being detained in the host country, prior to 

being resettled in Canada. 

We got caught by the Turkish soldiers. I remember this exactly. 
They started shooting and our smuggler ran away. It was just my 
family and we dropped to the ground They started shooting at us 
and I had goosbumps. I thought my dad was dead I started crying. 
I still remember the shooting... it was so loud. [Middle East, 

FormerGARJ 

We were just thankful that there were other people in the same 
boat as us. We would gather and we would pray ... I remember the 
jail and the prayers. They shaved my dad's head He was in a 
small cell by himself Me, my brother, and my mom were in 
another bigger cell and we were still treated like shit. (Middle 

East, Former GAR} 

Although the participant has been residing in Canada for 14 years, listening to Turkish music 

reminds her of her family's struggles in the host country. The infonnant shared that while being 

caught and detained in the Turkish border was dangerous, the family attempted to escapc again 

in search for a bettcr and bearable life. Similarly, all four informants recalled incidents during 

which their family's physical well being may have been jeopardized. Nevertheless, the 

infonnants had no choice but to take on the risk in search for a safe life free from persecution. 

The three infonnants who were former GARs reported that the role of the UNHCR prior 

to their resettlement in Canada was necessary for their livelihood. Infonnants recalled having to 

move to the nearest UNHCR office for assistance. Participants also shared that they received 

information, protection, and minimal assistance with basic needs prior to being resettled. Fonner 

GARs did not have many personal resources while under the protection of the UNHCR in the 

refugee camps. 
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Right there in Africa ... they had people that tell us what not to 

do ... lhat the government will support you and they will stop. So 

that people can get prepared. They told us the government will 
help us. [\Vestern Africa, Former GAR] 

If the UNHCR did not have refugee camps at the host country, displaced refugees would often be 

provided with other forms of accommodation while waiting for the processing of paperwork or 

to be resettled. 

Everyday my dad would have to go to the UN and sign papers and 
there were so many things that I wasn't aware of If you are in 

Turkey you can get deported if your case is not accepted by the 

UN. You get deported back to [my country of origin] and that '$ it, 

your life is shit. We were thankful that we got accepted after like a 

year. Usually for some people it would take two or three years. But 
we were so lucky. (Middle East, Former GARI 

Meanwhile, the former refugee claimant reported that the decision to move to neighboring 

countries and claiming refugee status in tl).e United States and later Canada was a personal 

decision. The informant was well established in the country of origin and had the financial 

resources to be able to sustain her family in Canada while her claim was being processed. Both 

former GARs and the fonner refugee claimant underwent a period of uncertainty which further 

made their refugee experiences difficult. 

Immediate Settlement Experiences 

\\'hile all four participants shared similar refugee experiences prior to being resettled or 

immigrating to Canada, the informants' settlement experiences differed along status Jines. More 

specifically, the interviews indicated that the settlement experiences of former Government 

Assisted Refugees and former refugee claimants depended on their eligibility, or lack thereof, for 

services and supports in Canada. From conducting interviews with informants who were former 

GARs and former refugee claimants, it is clear that the support, guidance, and advocacy which 

are provided to GARs are not provided to refugee claimants. When in-land asylum seekers claim 
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refugee status, they often undergo a lengthy claims processing period in Canada while waiting to 

become convention refugees. The research participants reported that the period during which 

their refugee claim is processed is filled with uncertainty and causes a great deal of frustration 

and stress. 

Jf11en I first came to Hamilton they told me straight out, they told 
me the government that there is no organization that is going to 
help you. You are on your own ... refugee c1aimants ... that itselfwas 
a very frustrating status to be and to have. I went through no 
credit, I went through racism, I went through living in slums and 
when 1 asked to get preferential treatment because my son is [i/l}, 1 
didn'l get it ... Here is my reality I hated being a refugee claimant. I 
could not go to school. I could only go to remedial school because 
1 was a refugee claimant... wherever I went, my status stood in the 
way. Everywhere 1 went, my choices were closed and they were 
limited. [Southern Africa, Former Refugee Claimant] 

The stress and frustration is caused by uncertainty and ineligibility of services due to refuge~ 

claimants' status. The participant reported that from the onset their status stood in the way of 

their active settlement and integration in Canada. The participant felt as though their life was on 

hold until their status was determined. Omidvar and Richmond (2003) refer to this period of 

uncertainty as a 'legal limbo' during which refugee claimants " ... face significant barriers in 

access to social services ... [refugee claimantsJ can't get a bank loan, or vote, or work in certain 

professions, they can't travel intemationally ... and they can't get loans for post-secondary 

education" (Omidvar & Richmond, 2003; pp. 5; see also Wayland, 2006). The authors add that 

..... it is common for this situation to last five years, or more." (Omidvar & Richmond, 2003; pp. 

5; see also Wayland, 2006) 'legal limbo' serves as a negative immediate settlement 

experience for refugee claimants ..... during the first few years of their life in Canada the years 

most important to successful settlement." (Omidvar & Richmond, 2003; pp. 5; see also Wayland, 

2006;~oharned,2002) 
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Contrary to the experiences of former refugee claimants, former GARs did not recollect 

the same frustration and stress. Instead, former GARs reported that they experienced a period of 

adjustment to the weather; taste of food and to certain social norms upon their arrival to Canada. 

Because when we got here, we slept one night in a hotel. The next 
morning it was snow. It was our first time seeing snow, my son 
went outside, ran from the hotel to his sister's house thinking he 
didn '( A710W that snow is cold. He put on his jogging shoes and got 
sickfor a week. (Middle East, Former GAR] 

We first lived in Toronto for like a week. AliI remember is like we 
were given a room with bunk beds. I guess they were trying to do 
the papentv'ork with my parents. 1 remember me and my brother 
would go to programs and we spoke no English. We didn't know 
the language and my parents too. We were given support. 1 mean 
when you first come here you are homesick. It's a huge chance. 
Especially if you don '( know the language and you don't have 
supports. [Middle East, Former GAR] 

When we are going, we didn't know you have to walk side by side, 
we make a long line behind one another. Right there in Africa. 
They had people that tell us what not to do. [\Vestern Afrjca~ 
FormerGARl 

Similar to Navaratna's (2006) findings, former GAR informant's first impressions of Canada 

were positive. Given that GARs become permanent residents upon arriving to Canada and are 

provided with the assistance of the RAP, feelings of uncertainty and frustration are minimized. 

Former GARs reported that the first point of contact with interpreters at the airport signaled a 

welcoming feeling, The major changes experienced by former GARs can best be characterized 

by a feeling of adjustment. 

Both former refugee claimants and former GARs informants reported that the presence of 

social supports such as members of the same ethno-cultural community, religious community or 

extended family were very important to their immediate settlement experiences. While the 

presence of such supports alleviated stress and served as sources of information, the absence of 
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extended family members caused the infonnants additional discontent. Similar to the findings of 

Simich et a1 (2003) one infonnant reported that presence of extended relatives in another city 

persuaded the family to move from Toronto to Hamilton. 

Q: JJlhy did you decide to move to Hamilton? 

R: Yes because we had an uncle here. He had moved here a while 
ago, about 15 years before 1997. He escaped right away when the 
whole Revolution happened... Tfle lived with him for a month or 
two. We were given support. I mean when you first come here you 
are homesick It's a huge change. Especially if you don't know the 
language and you don " have supports. 

Q: What is the role of the presence of a community ... say for 
example [the] Baha'i community's presence upon coming 10 

Canada? 

R: Huge. Of course ... When you come here, they can tell you their 
ways of coping and adjusting and you can adopt their ways. They 
give you the feeling that everything is going to be okay. You 
become friends and they are there for you when you need it. 

[Middle East, Former GAR] 
The fonner GAR informants shared that while the presence of extended family members was 

useful; the RAP facilitated the family's introduction to their ethno-cultural and religious 

community members. Such connections further reassured the informant's family and assisted 

with their immediate settlement needs. Meanwhile, the absence of social supports caused greater 

aggravation for former refugee claimants who had limited resources from the onset. The 

informant reported that the absence of social supports lead the infonnant to forge alternative 

social ties. The informant also suggested that due to the ineligibility to services refugee claimants 

must learn to 'maneuver the Canadian system' on their own. 

Q: Did you have any family or friends in Canada, prior to coming 
here? 
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R: No. Just my son and 1... yes my son and 1. I didn '/ have friendr; 
or family. I still don't ... My iaHyer, believe it or not }llas my best 
friend and he was my consort and my confidant that ." to him I 
went and it was to him '" you know he would tell me what to do 
and how to do it. He didn't have to. But he did He for /ike the two 
years ... he supported me and he l1'ou/d tell me well maybe not this 
try that try this ... he said . .it 's going to be ver), tough for you. So I 
logically used my own ... because I travelled to South America so I 
used my expertise to maneuver and it was not easy. Not easy at all. 
[Southern Africa, Former Refugee Claimant] 

It is also important to note that even after convention refugee status has been granted, former 

refugee claimants continue to struggle with accessing services due to immediate settlement 

experiences of isolation. 

When I first came to Hamilton they told me straight out, they told 
me the government that there is no organization that is going to 
help you. You are on your own ... You have to sort yourself out and 
go with iLSo I did not really use the system, because every time I 
tried to use the system ... they were biased 

Q: Because you were a refugee claimant? 

R: Yes ... but there were other services they could have given me. 
They didn't refer me, they didn 'f do anything. I was bored oul of 
my mind [Southern Africa, Former Refugee Claimant} 

The interviews revealed that all three former GAR benefited from the initial resettlement 

services provided by RAP. Informants recalled that the services and supports were at times basic 

but well needed. One informant suggested that the RAP's services and supports served as a 

'cushion' for GARs which assisted with their settlement process. Furthermore, RAP's services 

allowed former GARs to adjust to life in Canada . 

... the only type of connection that we had in the city of Hamilton 

was a distant relative ... but really in terms of services we did not 

depend at all on that we depended largely on settlement services in 

Hamilton. [For] Government Assisted Refiigees ... basically at that 

point it was support with some paper work with information about 

very basic settlement services. [Eastern Europe, Former GAR] 
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We were given rent for J year, foodlor a year ... basic furniture, 
and [LINC]. In terms f.?l ... the rent for one year helped a lot, the 
food, the furniture... especially if you don '( have the money. .. we 
did live with my uncle for a few months , .. Then we found a place. 
We came here with nothing ... what they provided us with was great. 
I mean one year rent was good ... the food is amazing, and the 
jurniture is well needed We got the very basic help that you get 
when you get here. (Middle East, Former GAR] 

Q: How did the resettlement program help you .... in what way? 

R: To know what to and not to expect. They taught us to keep every 

receipts ... what the RAP program did for us was again that had 
been tremendous help for us. We went through it. Right now we are 

glad that we are here. Even that first year, it was difficult but we 
are glad that we are here. We started helping people back home, 
the little money the government was giving we started sending 
back home to help. [Western Africa, Former GAR} 

Informants reported that having permanent residency and a fomlal organization assist in their 

settlement process gave them confidence. Former GAR informants began to adjust to life in 

Canada shortly after arrival, while former refugee claimants experienced 'legal limbo'. More 

importantly, it is apparent that the immediate settlement experiences of both former refugee 

groups affected their long term perceptions of life in Canada. All four informants identified the 

existence of social supports as an additional form of assistance in their settlement experience. 

Transition into the Workforce 

Upon discussing transition into the Canadian workforce, both former refugee claimants 

and former GARs shared experiences with similar themes. All four informants reported that 

several elements contributed to their entrance into desired social service related fields in Canada. 

Participants suggested that the key pathways used to transition into the workforce were a) their 

educational background in the country of origin, b) their professional background in the country 

of origin, c) further post secondary studies in Canada, d) volunteering experience after arrival, 
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and e) networking with professionals in the desired fields. While this section will provide a 

thorough overview of these elements, an in depth analysis of these findings will take place in the 

discussions section. 

The interviews revealed that three of four participants held university degrees and had 

professional experience within their fields prior to immigrating to Canada. The one informant 

who did not have a university degree or professional experience from their country of origin 

came to Canada as a student and pursued further secondary and post secondary schooling. 

Informants confidently shared details about their former occupations and, in most cases, desired 

to work in the same fields. When asked about their professional background in their countries of 

origin the interviews revealed that they held highly prestigious positions in their capacities as 

lawyers, social workers, and journalists. One participant worked for the Ministry of Internal 

Affairs while another " ... won lots of journalism awards in New York". All three participants who 

came with foreign qualifications identified themselves with their professions in the present rather 

than in the past. 

Q: Prior to coming to Canada, what was your professional 
background in your country of origin? 

R: I was a lawyer ... I am still a lawyer but was a practicing lawyer 
at that time. Now my [spouse] is a fam ily physician back there but 
[my spouse] managed to go through the process and [they are] 
now practicing here ... same as my [siblings] ... now that was a very 
stressful process. [Eastern Europe, Former GAR] 

Overall, informants were highly educated and skilled prior to arrival and held prestigious 

professional positions. All four informants reported that upon arrival to Canada, immediate 

settlement needs took precedence over educational and professional aspirations. Informants 

worked hard to learn the language, become informed about their rights and responsibilities, gain 

knowledge about the healthcare, education and transportation systems, find permanent housing 

36 



and adapt to the Canadian way of life. FOlmer GAR informants reported that they were provided 

with advocacy, counseling, and life skills assistance throughout this process. Income assistance 

supported the former GARs by ensuring that they use their first year in Canada to adapt to their 

surroundings, the climate, and the Canadian way of life. 

Government sponsored programs of any kind are extremely helpful 
for [GARs] because they provide that initial financial 
support ... GARs who come through that program, because 
of .. trauma and all of that stress ... because they come mostly from 
wars or living in a camp ... or refugee like camps ... overseas ... they 
go through many different issues, personal issues and emotional 
issues and they would not really be ready for work right away so 
that program gives them a little ... like a cushion time so they can 
recuperate like emotionally ... [Eastern Europe, Former GAR] 

Contrary to former GAR informants, the former refugee claimant reporteii that while the claim 

was being processed, the participant actively sought out volunteering and educational programs 

to secure employment. However, the participants' status continued to pose constraints and now 

stood in the way oftransitioning into the Canadian labour force. 

AU four participants attended post secondary institutions, including universities and 

colleges, after arrival in Canada. One participant completed a college diploma and is now 

working on a university degree. In all four cases. informants were required to juggle financial 

responsibilities, managing the home. and child rearing while simultaneously attending programs 

at post secondary institutions. The financial and emotional toll was repeatedly emphasized by 

informants. 

My dad got a job at Swish Chalet ... but he went to school while he 
worked there. He went to Mohawk to be a mechanic because that's 
what my uncle was. He was really interested in that... They 
couldn't go to school back home they didn 'f have the opportunity 
back home so when they came here they were motivated to go back 
to school .... My mom ... she went back to school also. She went to 
dental assisting schooL She 's had a hard time finding a job but 
she still volunteers with them. (Middle East, Former GAR) 
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I do my nursing ... I do evening and night shifts. During the day I go 
to school. At first I wanted to go into the Social Work field .. .!t was 
not easy and I studied hard but I couldn 'f so I changed to women's 
studies. I worked with women and children a lot back home. So it's 
nothing new to me. I am doing courses to get into nursing and 
women's studies courses are sometimes accepted for nursing. So I 
amjust crazy with courses. At my age, with 5 children, their going 
to school and I am going to school, it is just not easy. [Western 
Africa, Former GAR] 

I am doing two degrees at the same time and I will be finished next 
year. It's a lot of work. But I'm thoroughly having fun and I will 
get into a masters degree. And then after I do my masters degrees 
next year, I will do my PhD ... At the end of the day I want to teach 
at a University or College. Teaching will enable me to write and it 
will enable me to be an activist. [Southern Africa, Former 
Refugee Claimant] 

I took a couple years after high school off and I didn '( know what I 
wanted to do. I was so lost and I didn '( know what to do with my 
life. But then I came to university because I realized that my 
parents worked so hard to bring me here. What am I doing, I was 
wasting my life ... Me graduatingfrom university was a big deal for 
them. I was the first person in my family to graduate from 
university and so it was huge for them. [Middle East, Former 
GAR] 

Now education, it is again very important, especially in 
professional fields ... if you want to go. Because of license 
requirements, unless you have certain credentials you cannot 
become a practicing social worker in Canada or physician, or 
dentist or engineer or architect. You name it. (Eastern Europe, 
Former GAR] 

The three participants who had professional experience and university degrees from their 

countries of origin reported working in different professional fields in Canada. Infonnants 

reported that difficult accreditation processes and the burden of unrecognized foreign 

qualifications deterred them from pursuing fanner professions. 

It was tough. .. you either need to completely change your 
profession ... or if you decide to go in your field of occupation you 
may [need to 1 count on a couple of good years for example 5, 6, or 
7 years it took for my all rest of the family doctors to go through 
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rhe process and ),011 know start to practicing here and getting their 
Iiccllse. I Eastern Europe, Former GAR) 

Journalism is a specialized field. It is like medicine ... So it's 
dU/icult to get a job as a journalist with foreign qualifications 
anywhere in the world. .. I think that the government of Canada lets 
people down ill that instance because these are their rules and 
their regulations. No foreign qualifications of any kind, no foreign 
this, no foreign that you have to be strictly Canadian. You have to 
be at a totally Canadian school to get an English diploma 
otherwise you don't got English. [Southern Africa, Former 
Refugee Claimant) 

It was a stressful time because ... when you are a professional and 
you are aware of certain knowledge and skills that you bring and 
yet because of your credentials are not recognized, you have two 
choices, either give up which I think is not a choice for most 
rejilgees or any newcomers to Canada, or just continue to struggle 
with... between finding a job, working, and studying. [[Eastern 
Europe, Former GAR] 

It is also important to note that prior to gaining employment to in their current, social service 

related professions, infonnants undertook strenuous, labour intensive jobs, which required little 

specialized skills. Such jobs included working in packaging factories, telemarketing, and fast 

food delivery. However, both fonner GAR and fonner refugee claimant infonnants reported that 

previous education from their countries of origin provided them with a foundation whieh was 

necessary to adapt to the Canadian labour force. Transitioning into the workforce was made 

manageable since infomlants came with a certain professional and educational background. The 

knowledge informants had gained in their countries of origin provided them with the skills 

necessary to navigate various educational processes as well as seeking employment. 

It was an opportunity but what helped me get that settlement 
worker job at that time {and] was my ability to become familiar 
with the services in the community and that is where my previous 
education played a role because I could use some of the skills and 
figure alit how the system ·works and where I should focus and 
what I should concentrate on and how should I prepare for 
potential jobs. (Eastern Europe, Former GAR] 
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It is difficult to get employment. The only reason I did is because I 
am me ... I am not saying I am special but I came with a certain set 
ofskills ... that helped a lot. Comingfrom the US helped me a lot. It 
gave me a cushion and at work they would acknowledge America. 
It makes me think of that rtifilgee who comes straight from Africa 
or }vho comes straight fi'om the Middle East who does not have ... 
[Southern Africa, Former Refugee Claimant1 

The interviews also revealed that both former refugee claimants and former GAR participants 

placed great emphasis on volunteering their time. Informants acknowledged that volunteering 

would enable them to socialize within professional settings and introduce them to potential 

career opportunities. Overall, informants perceived volunteering as a means of being introduced 

to work environments and serving as source of information. 

I just said okay my country taught me that volunteering is a 
wonderful thing and why don't I just go do thaLI decided to 
volunteer and I was still a rtifiJgee claimant. I decided to volunteer. 
I went to [an organization in] Hamilton, I went and said I'm a 
writer , .. I'm a published author ... 1 want to volunteer. They took 
me, I guess at that time they must have thought 1 was very good at 
what I did ... [Southern Africa, Former Refugee Claimant] 

... because of my transferable skills and because I started 
volunteering. I was employed very early... [Eastern Europe, 
Former GAR] 

Informants reported that being surrounded by other immigrants who are working empowered 

them. Participants were felt encouraged and regained the confidence needed to seek employment. 

Furthermore, volunteering provided informants with an opportunity to better their linguistic 

skills and gain Canadian experience. 

Three of four participants suggested that along with volunteering and enrolling in post 

secondary educational programs, networking with professionals from their desired fields was 

very important. In fact, networking was perceived to be a vital element which led both former 

GARs and the former refugee claimant in securing employment in Canada. The specific type of 

networking which was deemed to be a significant resource was identified as forging ties with 
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individuals outside of one's own ethno-cultural community. Informants placed great emphasis on 

forging networking tics with other professionals within social service fields. Similar to the 

findings of Mathews, Pendakur and Young's (2009) study on the role of networks, the 

informants suggested that forging social ties with individuals from targeted occupational 

backgrounds supported them in securing employment. Like Lamba's (2003) findings, 

participants reported that in group ties with individuals from their ethno-cultural communities 

aJso provided opportunities for securing work. However, such work opportunities often did not 

fall into professional fields which required a specialized set of skills and knowledge. Instead, 

participants reported that ethno-cultural or in group ties offered informants work in labour 

intensive jobs (Lamba, 2003). Informants were very clear about the different types of social ties 

and the different ways in which such networking is used to secure employment. 

I did not find that the community from my own ethnic group was 
helpful at all I mean it was not because most of the people were not 
doing ... 1 mean professional education... but what I did find 
helpful was connecting with mainstream professionals and 
education ... these two helped me go ahead I think and exceed my 
careers in Canada. (Eastern Europe, Former GAR) 

The Baha'i community is not just Iranians. The Baha'ifaith is very 
multicultural so you get that exposure. You talk to [Middle 
Easterners] and [non-A:fiddle Easterners] and you are learning the 
language .. . Finding jobs is that's the one thing ... even though it's a 
religious organization or group you are able to find jobs and learn 
the language; because it's a diverse group and community. __ 
(Middle Easter, Former GAR) 

Social networking is immense. Now social networking specifically 
within your own specific ethno-community group ... that kind of 
networking leads you to certain jobs ... Lets say communities that 
are ... pretty much into pizza business. Not to generalize because 
that is really not true. But lets say you think of pizza stores, and 
most of them in Hamilton are run by people who are Persian or 
Iranian ... in thaI sense community is crucial to find those kind of 
labour driven jobs. But social networking is hugely important if 
you are in a professional field. If you are an Afghan engineer and 
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you want to make it into that field and explore different 
opportunities with different companies then ... you will find much 
less support or importance of your Afghani community in that 
field. But it would be crucial to know mainstream Canadians 
regardless of how you define them ... you need to be able to connect 
with associations, with people involved in that field who will 
provide you with some mentoring and support in that field. .. 
IEastern Europe, Former GAR] 

Overall, fonner GAR and fonner refugee claimant informants placed great emphasis on 

educational aspirations. While former GAR participants transitioned into the workforce after 

meeting their immediate settlement needs, the former refugee claimant was required to address 

settlement needs and seek work simultaneously. Former GAR informants also reported that the 

RAP assisted them in forging in group social ties with members of their ethno-cultural and 

religious associations. One former GAR from West Africa shared that RAP facilitated her 

transition into her current profession by referring her to a bridging college program in Hamilton. 

Former GAR informants also reported that referrals to other service providers and programs in 

the city provided them with further networking opportunities. One informant shared that a RAP 

referral introduced her to an arts organization which began assisting her by funding her artistic 

endeavors. This infonnant was able to sell her art work to supplement her income from her 

current position. 

That's why we came here; our safety and education; because they 
could not go to school and they wanted us to go to school. That 
was our safety, a better lifestyle and education. [Middle East, 
Former GAR] 

what helped me get that settlement worker job at that time was the 
ability to become familiar with the services in the community 
... because of my transferable skills and ability to gain some of the 
language skills and because 1 started volunteering, 1 was employed 
very early... exactly in 2 years time ... 1 was employed by a 
settlement agency in Hamilton as a settlement counselor. That is 
how 1 got into the labour force. [Eastern Europe, Former GAR] 
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The average number of years spent in Canada, for al1 four research participants, was eight and a 

half years. The three participants who arrived with educational and professional experience from 

their country of origin began working within two years after arrival. Figure 1.1 provides a visual 

depiction of the reported pathways to professional fields as identified by former GAR and former 

refugee claimant participants. The visual representation of the research findings clearly displays 

the similarities between informants who are currently employed in service provider fields of 

work. 

Fi ure 1.1 

Pathways to Professional Fields 
by Former GARs and Former Refugee Claimant 

University Professional 
Degree from Experience in 
Country of Country of 

Origin Origin 

Acquired 
University 
Degree in 
Canada 

Working 
towards 

University 
Degree in 
Canada 

College 
Diploma in 

Canada 

Volunteering Networking Working in a 
in Canada with Other Different 

Professionals Field than 
Held in 

Country of 
Origin 

Pathways to Professional Fields 
As Reported by Informants 

Working with Other Newcomers & Suggested Changes 

Not only did all four of the participants have personal insight into the refugee experience, 

the informants have also been working with other newcomers and refugees in various capacities. 
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The infonnants' current professions. within Hamilton's social service sector, have enabled them 

to gain specialized knowledge and skills pertaining to the settlement process of immigrants. As 

settlement workers, executive directors of non-for-profit support agencies, managers of 

settlement programs and personal support workers, the participants contributed insight into ways 

in which a) programs and services meet the needs newcomers, b) ineligibility of refugee 

claimants to programs and services, c) systemic barriers for newcomers, and d) proposed 

changes to the current system of service provision. 

Both fonner GAR and fonner refugee claimant infonnants thought that the RAP provided 

GARs with key programs and services, neeessary for immediate settlement in Canada. 

Informants reported that the advocacy and support provided by the RAP aimed to empower 

GARs into comfortably adapting to their new surroundings. While memories of war and trauma 

from the refugee experience may continue to impact the settlement and integration experience of 

GARs, the RAP aims to provide refugees with an opportunity to re-establish their lives. 

Q: So what was the role of the RAP program? If you came to 
Canada and the RAP program wasn't there how ... 

R: It was going to be difficult very very difficult. We are learned 
people in Kenya and were assisted by the RAP program. Instead 
we would go through problems like these. Then what about those 
who came here and who did not know the language ... How did they 
manage? I feel sorry for people who came before us. I feel sorry 
for people who did not have this RAP ... [\Vestern Africa, Former 
GAR1 

Participants also emphasized that while the RAP follows a supportive framework and a client 

centered approach, there is always room for improvement. Infonnants suggested that RAP 

services should not only be available to aid the immediate settlement of GARs, but should also 

provide long tenn coaching, counseling, and advocacy. The infonnants also acknowledged that 

GARs are resettled in Canada after undergoing violence, war, and being uprooted more than 
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once. As such, informants suggested that the therapeutic supports and services necessary for high 

needs clients' must continue following the six week settlement period. 

Sometimes people need help that you cannot see and identify. 
There was a friend of mine }1,'ho through a translator, spoke to a 
family. And the family had seen their daughter get raped .. ./ mean 
these people may seem normal but they may need help. How are 
they going to excel or get past it? I guess assigning that one person 
to the family would be well knowledged with all these areas. Really 
trying to pick out the needs ... [and] talk to them. [Middle East, 
Former GAR] 

As per their experience in working with newcomers, informants reported that refugees are less 

settled then other immigrant groups such as family sponsorship or the business class. However, 

between GARs and refugee claimants, GARs are provided with the timely, tools necessary for 

settlement and long term integration. Furthermore, after gaining Convention refugee status, 

former refugee claimants remain detached from support services and referrals to appropriate 

programs. 

I would say in most cases why they lack or why they are behind is 
because in cases of refugee claimants, it's because they don't have 
access to services. In some cases for both refugee claimants and 
when later on they become Convention refugees and it's pretty 
much because of the way [in which] they came to Canada. But 
again some traumas and family circumstances and people left 
behind and all of that affects them emotionally and kind of keeps 
them backfrom accelerating. [Eastern Europe, Former GAR] 

All four informants emphasized the positive effects of providing timely services and supports for 

refugees. Participants added that timely settlement services provide all newcomers with vital 

information. This information serves an important role in the immediate settlement as well as 

establishing long term goals. Informants felt that GARs received such services while refugee 

claimants did not. Refugee claimant's status was reported to be the cause of ineligibility for 

services. 

. . .in refugee claimants' case most of these services would not be 
available to them ... because they would be deemed as we call them, 
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not we call them but the government funding sources calls them 
ineligible. So and as long as they cannot access these [services]. .. 
in a timely manner everything becomes more difficult and most 
cases you don't see any ... progress [of} how those refugees who 
access settlement services has made towards those who cannot 
access services it is different. The outcomes, not only in 
employment but otherwise are different between the two ... 
(Eastern Europe, Former GAR) 

Informants were also adamant about the fact that many, approximately sixty (60) percent, of 

inlandasylum seekers are granted convention refugee status and remain in Canada (lRB, 2009). 

Participants felt that further attention needs to be paid to the transition from immediate 

settlement to the long term integration of refugee claimants. 

I am aware that refugee claimants don 'I get services and I try to 
understand the government's perspective .... the statistics of 
government most of them [refugee claimants] or above 60% get 
accepted. The question is... is the government wise not to provide 
services for that body of newcomers who will become citizens and 
why not provide services right away and have them start well. So 
that is why I ... services for refugee claimants I have a fixation 
about that. I feel like they are not sufficient and they are not 
provided on a timely manner and etcetera. In terms of government 
assisted refi1gees, we do have services a lot of services that are 
going on for them, not to say that there is no room for 
improvement. Of course there is room for improvement. (Eastern 
Europe, Former GAR] 

Infonnants also provided insight into the different ways in which the Canadian immigration 

system can be altered to provide equal footing for refugee claimants. while they wait for their 

claims to process. The suggestion here was to adopt policies similar to the United States, where 

refugee claimants are provided appropriate documentation, social security information, work and 

education permits upon claiming convention refugee status. In this instance, although the claim 

may take years to process, refugee claimants are able to work and attend schools. The informant 

also added that the greatest barrier to transitioning into the labour force was the lack of bridging 

programs for professionals educated abroad. The informant suggested that the Canada needs to 

ensure that foreign qualifications arc recognized. 
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I think Canada need~ to be rnore like the United States to recognize 
international qualiflcations. It needs to recognize that this is what 
you came with and you are good at what you do. Tell us what you 
can do and you are going to do it. The process is very smooth. If 
Canada could copy that it would be very good. They recognize 
international qualifications and they make it easy for the 
qualifications to be recognized. [Southern Africa, Former 
Refugee Claimant} 

Other infonnants were also concerned that credential recognizing bodies as well as Canadian 

employers have contributed to the devaluation of foreign credentials and foreign experience. 

Participants argued that skilled newcomers, including refugees, have to work physical labour 

driven jobs or work with little specialized skills due to credential barriers. Meanwhile, these new 

Canadians are highly skilled professionals who have great plenty to contribute in the workforce . 

... with no intention of generalizing ... if you are of South Asian 
background, Indian or Pakistani or Somali, most likely you are 
going to drive cab. Should that be the case though? Because most 
of those people come highly knowledgeable with huge 
experience ... we know that their schools are run by professors from 
us or Great Britain and the study of language is English. 
So ... knowing that the [Canadian] labour market is fluctuating. I 
think that communities or cities can do a better job in having 
strategies to better absorb the newcomers in the labour market. 
[Eastern Europe, Former GAR] 

While the participants were eager to share their concerns they were also adamant about 

expressing their frustrations. Three of the infonnants reported that institutional and structural 

barriers which prevent new Canadians from gaining meaningful employment systematically 

inhibit the economic integration of immigrants. Infonnants also suggested that the barriers 

preventing newcomers from entering professional occupations do not only prevent newcomers 

from reaching their full potential, but also their communities. Participants made the case that the 

Canadian economy and local communities are not able to benefit from the diverse set of 

professional experiences which newcomers have to offer. 

Q: Having worked with newcomers and particularly refugees for 
many years, do you think that refugees are successful in Canada? 
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R: No ... the system is not createdfor us to be successful. The system 
is createdfor us to do mundane jobs. To be sweepers and cleaners 
and street people. You know what I'm saying? And when you think 
of how old you are and how much time... and family 
responsibilities ... how are you going to start? I think that the 
government of Canada created it that way because they are not 
looking for educated people ... They are not looking for people like 
me, they are looking for people ... who come into this country and 
working the factories as cheap labour. [Southern Africa, Former 
Refugee Claimant] 

While infonnants did attribute the difficulties faced by immigrants to institutional barriers, 

infonnants also reported that discrimination and racism are elements which further contribute to 

the inability of refugees to transition into the workforce. All four participants addressed issues of 

discrimination and racism within the work environment. 

I suffered amazing, and debilitating racism... it wasn't just from 
the fellow employees it was from Canadians themselves. One 
Canadian male came to me and said why are you working here you 
should be outside there telling little black boys not to dress like 
that and not to be in gangs. (Southern Africa, Former Refugee 
Claimant] 

She's involved now but she's had a hard time finding a job .... she 's 
good but because of the accent they would rather hire a younger 
girl who isfluent. (Middle East, Former GAR] 

... your own workers, they look down on you. They do anything to 
get you out of your job, they will lie on you. Yes the treatment is 
different. They make us clean the hea}y patients. That was surely 
discrimination. I\Vestern Africa, Former GAR] 

... new immigrants coming from [European backgrounds]. .. even 
though you have less and less of those ... they tend to do better than 
the immigrants coming from visible minority origins. Although if 
you talk to individual immigrants such as myself. my story was no 
different than any other story of any refugee that I have worked 
with. I tend to believe that social structures play a huge role there. 
And I can tell ... especially lately that people have the tendency to 
look at immigrants with a certain level of suspicion. And that for 
sure hinders their success rating with respect to employment or 
education or you name it. (Eastern Europe, Former GARl 
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Although all four informants shared experiences of discrimination within the workplace, the 

former refugee claimant reported that both the racism and discrimination was caused by the 

participants' status as a refugee claimant. The participant suggested that this status enabled the 

co-workers and Canadian born clients to discriminate against the participant and assume 

prejudicial inequality. For this participant. permanent residency or Canadian citizenship were 

seen as mediums which could guarantee the rights and equality of immigrants similar to those of 

Canadian born . 

... the US [gives] you the paper work that makes you even and 
equal with everyone else. Even though you are still waiting for 
your papers and what not, they give you what you need to go out 
there and do what you 'got to do. So they give you access to equal 
opportunities as everybody else ... lf Canada could do that it would 
be ... because lots of refugee claimants they come to a new country 
with new ideas and dreams. [Southern Africa, Former Refugee 
Claimant] 

However, former GAR informants reported that the discrimination they faced was due to their 

recent transition into the workforce. Former GARs shared that initially, elements such as their 

accents or lack of Canadian experience contributed to ill treatment in the workforce. However, 

former GARs became more empowered when they learned about their rights and responsibilities 

in the workplace. Their ability to defend their rights assisted them in securing their current 

positions and working with confidence. 
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Discussion 

The findings of this research project provide a wide ranging account of the refugee 

settlement and resettlement experience in Canada. This section will discuss the most salient 

themes which have emerged from the interviews. In analyzing the rich experiences and expertise 

contributed by research participants, this project has been able to tap into the lived experiences of 

participants on two levels. First, informants have been able to share personal insight from their 

own settlement and resettlement processes in Canada. Second, participants have been able to 

contribute insight, as professionals and key informants, into the immigration and settlement 

experiences of other refugees in Hamilton. The informants contributed an invaluable array of 

suggestions, expertise, and experiences. It is also important to note that the research participants 

continue to advocate for all newcomers, including refugees, in their professional capacities and 

as grassroots activists. 

One of the most significant findings of this research project is directed at the effects of 

the refugee experience and immediate settlement experiences on the long term integration of 

refugees in Canada. Both former GARs and the former refugee claimant provided in depth 

accounts of their refugee experiences and the ways in which such experiences shaped their 

expectations and readiness for life in Canada. An four participants underwent crisis situations 

which included; civil war for two participants,. political persecution for one participant and 

religious persecution for another participant. Participants paid smugglers to cross borders in two 

of the four cases. In three of the four interviews, informants reported that they were required to 

pass through more than one country to safely wait for the refugee determination process. All of 

the aforementioned experiences exposed participants to traumatic stress which continued to 

affect their emotional and mental wellbeing after arrival to Canada. The three former GAR 
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participants demonstrated a ccrtain level of ease after arrival to Canada due to the timely 

supports, services and referrals which were provided by RAP. In describing their immediate 

settlement experiences, former GARs emphasized that they were at ease during their first year in 

Canada. These three participants highlighted that they had the opportunity to adapt to life in 

Canada. The RAP provided former GARs with timely information, referrals to other agencies, 

and facilitated their contact with various ethno-cultural and religious organizations. Overall, the 

former GARs were very informed about the healthcare, transportation, and educational systems 

in Canada. 

While interviews with former GARs indicated that they were well equipped to begin their 

integration process, the former refugee claimant continued to face stressful situations upon 

arriving to Canada. Ineligibility to settlement serviccs, inadequate supports, lack of credible 

information, and experiences of discrimination posed as barriers to adapting to life in Canada. 

Q: If you had the authority and power to change some major 
things. In terms of refugee claimants, once receiving convention 
refugee status, .. ·.'hat you would do to change their outcomes? 

R: I would make the resources that are available to government 
assisted refugees also available to refugee claimants .. should be 
available to refl/gee claimants. I mean that is the least the 
government of Canada can do. This is my opinion. Because when 
you walk through that border, they are taking responsibility for 
your wellbeing. ff'hich is dtfferent from the US. They give you 
everything you need and say, you are on your own bye bye. 
[Southern Africa~ Former Refugee Claimant] 

The former refugee claimant reported that the largest contributor to her success in Hamilton was 

that she resided in the United States prior to immigrating to Canada. The informant shared that 

the linguistic, cultural, and institutional similarities between the countries prepared her for the 

challenges ahead. The informant also shared that had she not been exposed to the lifestyle in the 

US, as a refugee claimant she would have struggled much more. 
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Coming from the US helped me a lot. It gave me a cushion and at 
work they would acknowledge America. It makes me think of that 
refugee who comes straight from Africa or who comes straight 
from the Middle East who does not have [this 
experience). .. [Southern Africa, Former Refugee Claimant] 

Similar to Morton Bieser's (1999) work, the research findings indicated that the initial settlement 

experiences were crucial in shaping the settlement and long term integration of refugees in 

Canada. Beiser (1999) suggests that " ... each newcomer to Canada develops his or her new 

unique pattern of integration, balancing past with present to create a synthesis of attitudes, skills 

and vision of future that is useful to the individual" (Beiser, 1999, pp. 150). As a result, refugees 

who have access to supports, advocacy, and services are able to make more informed decisions 

about their future goals and aspirations. Meanwhile, refugee claimants who do not have access to 

timely support and services are individuals who are at risk of isolation (Beiser, 1999; see also 

Lacroix, 2004). For these refugees, the ineligibility to services lengthens the settlement process 

and hinders their long term economic integration. The largest obstacles faced by the former 

refugee claimant upon arrival were the barriers posed by her status. The former refugee claimant 

was neither able to attend post secondary institutions nor gain meaningful employment during 

the 'legal limbo' period (Lacroix, 2004) As investigated by Lacroix (2004) and Renaud & 

Gingras (1998) refugee claimants may very well find access to jobs in Canada after having spent 

three or more years in Canada (Lacroix, 2004). 

One of the principal ways in which the experiences of the three former GARs and one 

former refugee claimant deferred pertains to the availability of the formally administered RAP. 

The RAP was able to alleviate the frustration and stress associated with initial settlement in 

Canada. The program provided the informants with a support system, information, and guidance. 

The former GAR informants often returned and sought assistance or information from RAP staff 

after the 12 to 24 month period. Overall, RAP's contributions to the resettlement process of 
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former GAR were plentiful. The program worked to alleviate the immediate and long term 

pressures of settlement. The program contributed to a comparatively positive immediate 

settlement experience for former GARs. These timely services allowed former GARs to adapt to 

life in Canada while the former refugee claimant continued to struggle. The former refugee 

claimant also expressed her frustrations and reported that it was her own persistence, knowledge 

of the country, and previous experiences which allowed her to maneuver various systems. The 

lack of timely services increased her stress and she \vas required to gain access to information by 

herself. In the case of the former refugee claimant, the absence of extended family members 

further marginalized her and contributed to a negative immediate settlement experience. 

The RAP did not only play a positive role on the immediate settlement and long term 

integration of former GARs, but the program also mitigated against systematic and structural 

barriers which otherwise restrict or limit the economic and overall integration of refugees. The 

RAP provided former GARs with the tools, in the form of timely services, necessary to 

maneuver various institutions and systems. Such tools included, but were not limited to, direct 

referrals and information sessions. It is argued that the RAP, itself a federally funded government 

program, was able to alleviate and mitigate the barriers posed by other institutions such as 

credential recognizing bodies or professional organizations. 

One informant thoroughly shared his expert opinion on the benefits of timely services for 

refugee claimants and GARs. 

[I was told} that if you have finished university back home. you 
will be able to do that again here. And that was kind of at that 
moment, momentum. It was a moment for me that made me believe 
that I can do things again that 1 have done before. That is what 
some of these services they do for the settlement of 
newcomers ... still those information that you get from settlement 
services and most definitely through the RAP program at some 
point translate to positive outcomes and they enhance future 
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employment outcomes ... once you provide services, timely ("o .. ";p,,,,<, 

and lets say in the case of the GARs for the first six months or one 
year ... most likely they will produce positive outcomes in terms of 
employment at some point. Why? Because if you have that support 
right from the beginning from the RAP program or any other 
settlement program you would be more informed. You would feel 
that you are supported and that you can do things. Sometimes 
these programs, all they do for certain individuals is convince 
them ... not that they convince them ... settlement professionals they 
work with a clients to regain that confidence that they can do 
things the way they did before ... because don', forget that most of 
GARs or immigrants or refugee claimants for that matter, they are 
people who had their jobs and they had their families and they had 
their regular everyday lives. Once they come here for any of those 
reasons like war and displacement and there's a feeling 
that they have lost all of that. [Eastern Europe, Former GAR] 

Since "the number of refugee arrivals has stabilized at fewer than 25, 000 per year, 

roughly tcn percent of the immigrant [arrivals to Canada]", it is imperative to ask how refugees 

fare in the Canadian labour force (DeVoretz et al., 2004, pp. 2). It is therefore important to 

examine the tools used by the two refugee groups to transition into the workforce. This section of 

the discussions will attempt to provide an assessment of the different tools used by participants 

to transition into the Canadian workforce. Similar to the findings of Beiser (1999), the 

informant's interviews demonstrated that " ... the longer refugees stayed in Canada, the more self-

sufficient they became ... " (Beiser, 1999, pp. 178; see also DeVoretz, 2004; DeSilva, 1997). 

Interestingly, while refugee experiences and immediate settlement experiences of participants 

were distinct to refugees, the toots used by both former GARs and the former refugee claimant 

informant to transition into the workforce were similar to the techniques used by skilled 

immigrants. 

While, the greatest differences between former GARs and the former refugee claimant 

participant were discovered when discussing their immediate settlement experiences, it is clear 

that most informants shared similar educational and professional backgrounds in their country of 
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origin. Three of the informants completed secondary school and university degrees in their 

country of origin. All three of these participants undertook extensive professional and further 

educational training within their professional fields in their country of origin. Having 

experienced the process of gaining secondary and post secondary education, the informants had a 

good understanding of social and cultural competencies within educational systems. While some 

refugees remain outside of formal educational systems for years, the research participants in this 

project were not only extensively exposed to the school and university environments, but they 

held highly prestigious occupational positions. The three informants who came to Canada with 

previous educational and professional experience reported that previous knowledge and 

professional experience played pivotal roles in their successful settlement and long term 

integration. Furthermore, informants shared that their previous educational backgrounds assisted 

them in understanding the ways in which institutional structures such as educational systems, 

service provider organizations, healthcare systems, housing or taxing systems operated in 

Canada. Informants were aware of interview processes, the significance of resumes, and various 

job searching techniques. Similar to skilled immigrants, participants' educational achievements 

coupled with their professional experience from their countries of origin provided the informants 

with the human capital, necessary to successfully transition into the workforce in Canada. 

Such findings were parallel to the findings of Ferrer and Riddell (2008) who found that 

although skilled immigrants receive lower returns to years of schooling than do Canadians, 

immigrants' credentials were useful and valued in Canada (Ferrer & Riddel, 2008; see also 

Girard et aI., 2010). Relative to newcomers without post-secondary degrees, skilled immigrants 

who completed foreign educational programs received earning gains (Ferrer & Riddell, 2008). In 

55 



this instance, the foreign education and professional experience acquired by refugees and skilled 

immigrants had similar, positive, effects on their labour market outcomes. 

Most importantly, the former refugee claimant and former GARs understood and 

acknowledged the benefits of volunteering. Three of four participants began volunteering at local 

organizations within two years of their arrival. The remaining participant was too young to 

volunteer and attended elementary school. However, this participant's parents also began 

volunteering within two years of their arrival to Canada. All four informants explained that 

volunteering provided them with an opportunity to further learn about the Canadian culture, 

community resources which are available, and professional competencies. Similar to the findings 

of Kelly Ng (1993), volunteering facilitates the "[immigrant] involvement as volunteers in the 

mainstream society" (Ng, 1993, pp. 32). While Ng's (1993) research findings suggested that 

volunteering assisted in the settlement outcomes of Chinese immigrant women, this study finds 

that volunteering was used as a tool to transition into the workforce. This research project found 

that two of three participants, who were of working age upon settling in Canada, found 

employment within the social service sector as counselors and administrative assistants. These 

participants suggested that it was their volunteer experience which provided them enough 

exposure and familiarity within the social service sector. This familiarity translated to confidence 

and empowerment which led the informants to apply for positions and secure employment. 

The informants were also adamant about discussing the guidance, support and 

information they received from their social networks. As such, this paper will differentiate 

between different types of social networks. Subsequently, we will provide a thorough analysis of 

the ways in which social networks facilitated the transition of the informants into their current 

professions. 
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There is an abundance of research which addresses the effects of social networks on 

immigrant settlement, emotional wellbeing, employment outcomes, and more (Matthews et aI, 

2009; see also Lamba, 2003; Zietsma, 2010; Ryan et aI, 2008; Xue, 2008 Dclattre & Sabatier, 

2004; Wahba & Zenou, 2005). Most, if not all, of the research projects have thoroughly 

differentiated between various forms of social capital. Such distinctions between types of social 

capital often aim to categorize social capital based on the degree and significance of social 

interactions. Putnam (2007) and Ryan et al (2008) make a distinction between " ... bonding 'ties to 

people who are like me in some important way', and bridging 'ties to people who are unlike me 

in some important way' ... " (Putnam, 2007; as cited in Ryan et ai, 2008, pp. 676). Meanwhile, 

Xue's (2008) work suggests that the size of social networks is also a significant variable to 

consider (Xue, 2008). 

Interviews carried out with all four informants supported the notion of social capital 

translating to and contributing to the economic outcomes of immigrants. Similar to the findings 

of Beiser (1999) " ... regular contact with Canadians in the majority culture ... and relationships that 

extend beyond ethnic boundaries" were used as tools to transition to the workforce and 

participate in the Canadian society (Beiser, 1999, pp. 180). More specifically, informants 

participated in the Canadian society by securing employment. An important distinction was 

made by the informants between the utility of two different types of social capital. Similar to 

Lamba's (2003) research, while the existence of relationships with members of informants' own 

ethno-cultural communities provided refugees with emotional support, relationships beyond their 

ethno-cultural communities with mainstream Canadians were used for professional networking 

purposes (Lamba, 2003; see also Dorantes & Mundra, 2004). Affiliations with one participants' 

religious community did lead to professional advancement. However, this participants' religious 
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community consisted of a diverse congregation whose members were from a wide range of 

ethno-cultural, newcomer, and mainstream communities. Such findings were consistent with 

research which was carried out on skilled immigrants' labour market outcomes by Matthews, 

Pendakur & Young (2009) (Matthews et a1., 2009; see also Xue, 2008; Woolcock, 2000; Stone et 

a1,2003). 

While volunteering and professional networking were useful tools, infomlants reported 

that enrolment in post secondary educational institutions such as colleges or universities were 

essential in securing professional positions. Informants shared that their efforts in furthering their 

educational aspirations in Canadian universities or colleges gave them a competitive edge when 

seeking employment. Three of four participants had a university degree from Canada and one 

participant was working towards the completion of the degree. The participant who was 

completing their university degree had already acquired a college diploma in Canada. 

Volunteering, networking with other professionals, coupled with gaining a degree or diploma 

ensured a successful transition into professional occupations. Such research findings on the 

benefits of education are similar to those of Girard, Smith & McGill (2010) who concluded that 

access to regulated occupations increases with additionallevc1s of education. Ferrer and Riddell 

(2008) also found that the human capital of immigrants who completed their education in Canada 

is rewarded in the Canadian economy. 

However, none of the three tools restored the infonnants' previous professional status or 

prestige from their country of origin. Such findings also concur with contemporary research on 

the labour market outcomes of immigrants. Although immigrants, including refugees, have a 

greater advantage in terms of measured human capital, they are often underemployed or work in 
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unregulated professions (Ferrer & Riddel, 2008; see also Wald & Fang, 2008; Reitz, 2005; 

Oreopoulos, 2009; Mata, 2008; Hiebert, 2009; Girard et aI, 2010). 

Research participants have shared an abundance of valuable expertise. Both fonner 

GARs and the fonner refugee claimant's experiences have contributed to the creation of an 

intimate glimpse into the realities of being a refugee in Canada. Truly, while the policy 

framework aims to provide holistic regulations and procedures, the lived human experience 

indicates that there are plenty of gaps in the provision of services for inland refugees. With 

respect to transitioning into the Canadian workforce, the findings clearly indicate that increased 

attention needs to be paid to highly skilled refugees, both GARs and refugee claimants. The 

provision of timely services, including employment and professional training services, for 

refugees will translate to greater entrance into regulated professions. 
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Recommendations 

Receiving a 'Welcome to Canada' upon arrival to the country 

GOVERNMENT ASSISTED 
REFUGEES 

Current 
Services 

GARs receive a 
welcome by RAP 
staff upon arrival to 
Canada. 

RAP staff greet 
GARs at the airport 
in an accessible 
language. 

Benefits 

GARs remember 
their first moments 
in Canada and this 
contributes to a 
positive arrival 
experience. 

REFUGEE CLAIMANTS 

Current 
Services 

Non-GAR refugees 
must independently 
declare their 
intentions to claim 
asylum to a local 
crc office. 

They are given PIF 
applications which 
must be completed 
and returned in 28 
days. 
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Recommended 
Services 

Upon initial contact 
with CIC 
staff/officers, 
refugees intending 
on claiming asyl um 
must receive an 
official 'Welcome to 
Canada'. 

Local CIC 
staff/officers must 
have a current 
understanding of the 
services and 
supports available to 
refugee claimants in 
the city. 

Upon initial contact 
with crc 
staffi'officers, 
appropriate and 
current settlement 
information needs to 
be given to refugee 
claimants. 

Benefits 

This small gesture 
will continue to 
shape their 
immediate 
settlement in 
Canada, given that 
on average, 60% of 
refugee claimants 
are granted 
convention refugee 
status. 

Upon receiving 
Convention Refugee 
status, former 
refugee claimants 
are well equipped to 
maneuver various 
institutional systems. 

Upon receiving 
Convention Refugee 
status, former 
refugee claimants 
are settled in Canada 
and equipped to 
further integrate: 



Receiving information sessions upon arrival to the country 

GOVERNMENT ASSISTED 
REFUGEE CLAIMANTS 

REFUGEES 
Current Benefits 

Current Recommended 
Benefits 

Services Services Services 
GARs receive in Although this Refugee claimants Non-GAR refugees The refugee 

depth information process is fast are not provided must be provided determination 
sessions within 10 tracked, the with orientation with information process will be 
days of arrival on information GARs sessions or sessions pertaining understood by 
their legal rights and obtain is accurate settlement services to: refugee claimants. 
responsibilities, the and ensures that by CIe. 1. Their rights and 
healthcare system, families and responsibilities as Refugee claimants 
Canadian currency individuals make Refugee claimants refugee claimants will be more 
and budgeting, well informed are not eligible for 2.The refugee informed about their 
housing rights and choices while most, if not all, protection rights and 
responsibilities, adapting to life in settlement services process, rules, responsibilities 
educational system, Canada. provided by SPOs. regulations and while their status is 
referral to what to expect determined. 
employment services 3. Housing 
and more. regulations in Refugee claimants 

Canada, will make more 
accessing social informed decisions 
assistance, and when addressing 
educational their housing, 
programs economic,and 

4.How to apply for educational needs. 
permanent 
residency; what Informed refugee 
are the required claimants will 
documents; how contribute to a faster 
long will the refugee 
process take determination 

While the system. 
information sessions 
provided to refugee Informed convention 
claimants do not refugees will be able 
have to be as to apply for 
rigorous nor as permanent residency 
exhaustive as those with ease. 
provided to GARs, 
they must address Informed convention 
insti tutional refugees will be able 
frameworks or to understand the 
processes which institutional 
refugee claimants framework available 
will be confronted to them for their 
with. settlement needs. 

I 
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Receiving employment support services upon arrival to the country 

GOVERNMENT ASSISTED 
REFUGEE CLAIMANTS REFUGEES 

Current 
Benefits Current Recommended 

Benefits Services Services Services 
GARs become GARs are able to Refugee claimants Employment Eligibility to access 
permanent residents access the tools are not eligible for programs and employment 
upon arrival and necessary to professional services must be programs will 
have access to most transition into the development available to provide an endless 
settlement services Canadian labour programs and permanent residents, array of benefits for 
including HOST, market. services. refugee claimants, all refugees educated 
ISAP, LINC and convention refugees, abroad. 
employment GARs are able to and citizens. 1. Cost effective 
programs. contribute to the employment 

Canadian economy. Employment programs will 
RAP refers GARs to programs empower ensure that 
settlement agencies GARs are able to all newcomers, and foreign educated 
and facilitates their better strategize and facilitate their professionals 
introduction to create long term and successful transition who are refugees 
various employment short term goals. into the workforce. are aware of the 
programs to direct opportunities 
referrals. GARs are able to available to them 

quickly access in Canada, 
As a result, GARs educational pending the 

are able to access programs if needed. determination of 

employment their status. 

searching, resume 2. Convention 

writing, mentorship refugees awaiting 

programs, as well as permanent 

accessing credential residency will 

recognizing and benefit by 

accreditation bodies. actively 
searching for 
employment, 
beginning their 
degree 
accreditation 
processes, 
volunteering or 
participating in 
professional 
mentorship 
programs. 

A larger portion of 
former refugee 
claimants will be 
able to enter 
regulated 

• occupations or 
! similar professional 

fields 
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