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Abstract 

 
This study analyzes the role of grassroots organizations in the Greater Toronto Area who 

support newcomers to Canada. A qualitative thematic analysis was used, with staff from three 

grassroots organizations and two key informants participating. The study aims, first, to gather 

practical knowledge from these organizations about the actions needed to improve settlement 

outcomes for newcomers. Secondly, it seeks to learn what challenges grassroots organizations 

face in continuing and expanding their services, and how they can be supported in their work. 

The organizations of focus do not provide direct, government-funded settlement services, but 

work towards goals of long-term immigrant success and integration. Findings included the need 

for more responsive and culturally-relevant programming among settlement organizations, the 

challenges with attaining funding, and the importance of partnerships among related institutions. 

These actors have valuable insights on newcomers’ current settlement needs and can make 

important knowledge contributions to the settlement sector.  

 

Key words: immigrants; settlement and integration; public services; grassroots organizations; 

Canada 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

 Since the 1970s Canada has been one of the main immigrant-receiving countries and has 

been recognized internationally for having a strong model for immigrant settlement and 

integration (Shields, Drolet & Valenzuela, 2016). In 2016, Canada welcomed more than 296,000 

permanent residents and had set a target of 300,000 for 2017, with projected increases up to 

360,000 in 2020 (Government of Canada, 2017a). Canada’s immigration policy emphasizes the 

important role immigrants play in meeting the needs of an expanding labour market and growing 

economy. The highest category of admissions continues to be economic class immigrants which 

included about 156,000 permanent residents in 2016. Additionally, in 2016 more than 62,000 

people were admitted to Canada as resettled refugees and 78,000 in the Family Class 

(Government of Canada, 2017a). These numbers, up from a maximum target of 265,000 

immigrants in 2014 (Government of Canada, 2013), are in part a reflection of a government 

which sees immigration as necessary for the economic and demographic viability of Canada. 

Temporary work migration and international students are also an enormous contribution to the 

Canadian economy. Those who came to Canada temporarily in 2016 contributed $32.2 billion to 

the economy, and Canada issued over 286,000 work permits to temporary workers (Government 

of Canada, 2017a).  

With a growing and dynamic immigrant population, it is crucial that Canada is able to 

provide support to newcomers settling into cities. In particular, literature on the settlement sector 

in Canada has noted a number of barriers to newcomer’s economic integration (Banerjee & 

Phan, 2014; OCASI, 2012; Shan, 2009). Increasing migration to rural areas is also becoming a 

concern, particularly because of the lack of support infrastructure set up to accommodate them, 

due to previously primarily urban migration (OCASI, 2012). The challenges to providing strong 

services have largely been attributed to limited funding, inefficiencies caused by bureaucracy, 

and intense competition in the settlement sector (Mukhtar, Dean, Wilson, Ghassemi & Wilson, 

2016). The current settlement model places non-governmental settlement agencies at the front of 

service delivery, with program funding primarily provided federally through Immigration 

Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC). The current model heavily relies on private sector 

strategies, which uses competition among service providers to lower the cost of programs, and 

rewards larger agencies who can provide services to more clients (Evans & Shields, 2014; 
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Osborne, 2006). The devolution of public service delivery from the national level to lower levels 

of government and to nonprofit organizations has been a trend throughout the industrialized 

world since the 1990s (Acheson & LaForest, 2013). Policy and program design in all areas has 

largely been influenced by neoliberal practices throughout, and in immigration policy this has 

meant a political shift towards fewer supports. Shields at al. (2016) noted the following global 

trends: reduction and restriction of welfare services to immigrants; holding immigrants 

accountable for their own integration, and limiting access to migration through increased security 

and bureaucratic racism. 

This study argues that the complexity of settlement and integration does not benefit from 

this by-the-numbers approach, with some programs and agencies being unable to adequately 

address the diverse needs of many newcomers. There is a strong body of literature that expresses 

the concerns and recommendations of these government-funded settlement agencies, many of 

whom have called for a restructuring of the settlement model that reduces intra-sector 

competition, eliminates administrative inefficiencies, and prioritizes client outcomes over the 

numbers (Ashton, Pettigrew & Galatsanou, 2016; Mukhtar, et al., 2016). These challenges are 

multiplied for smaller ethno-specific agencies or community organizations, who have to compete 

for a scarce resource pool against larger more established organizations who have greater 

capacity to compete for funding (Couton, 2014; Sadiq, 2004). Ethno-specific organizations are 

those which represent and primarily serve one ethno-cultural group and often receive fewer 

resources than mainstream or multi-service agencies which can attract more clients (Couton, 

2014). The result has been the closure of some of these smaller community-based organizations, 

which is problematic for immigrants as they can provide many benefits that the larger multi-

service agencies cannot (Sadiq, 2004; Jimeno, Urquhart, Kilito, Kilito, 2010). The value of 

community-level planning and local responses to service needs are starting to be recognized, and 

there is a call for policy interventions that work from the ground up so that solutions can be 

based on the specific needs of diverse areas and communities (Burr, 2011). 

There are also many organizations and institutions that are not part of the formal 

settlement sector, or are not mandated to provide federally-funded settlement services, which are 

playing a significant role in providing support to newcomers. Educational institutions, faith-

based organizations, and municipal departments, for example have recognized that many of those 

whom they serve may be newcomers to Canada, and thus they have to be able to respond to the 
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unique needs of people who may not speak English, may not have Canadian credentials, or 

simply be unfamiliar with navigating basic services in their new cities. Many grassroots 

initiatives and organizations are making an impact, and in many cases filling gaps where formal 

or “direct” settlement services are lacking. Grassroots and community-level organizations share 

similar advantages to the ethno-specific organizations described in the literature in that they 

work closely and personally with the people whom they seek to serve, and in many cases these 

may be different terms for the same types organizations (Couton, 2014; Sadiq, 2004).  

This study has brought to attention the prevalence and value of many grassroots 

organizations who do not provide direct settlement services, but whose work is integral to 

immigrant success and integration. Informal and grassroots actors have a level of flexibility that 

federally-funded service agencies do not. There is a call from governments, academics and 

settlement workers for “innovation” in settlement and integration services, in order to support 

improved outcomes for newcomers (OCASI, 2012; IRCC, 2017). This innovation is not 

necessarily going to come from policy-makers, but potentially from community-level actors who 

have direct contact with newcomers, and are first in understanding the dynamic and complex 

situations on the ground, in different communities. It is important to acknowledge that different 

immigrant and host communities have different needs, and that newcomers even within Canada 

reside in different economic, geographic situations, and political contexts. The community 

context is important because this is where integration truly happens, not on a national scale, but 

through comfort and acceptance in the neighborhoods that people live and work. Community 

actors on the ground have acknowledged this. Similar to ethno-specific settlement agencies, 

many grassroots initiatives have been started by immigrants themselves, who are familiar with 

the unique needs of their communities or else understand from their own experiences what types 

of supports are most helpful. They may not all serve a specific demographic, but they are 

catering to needs that they themselves identify with and have the knowledge or the capability to 

address.  

 Four non-profit organizations and one municipal worker in the Greater Toronto Area 

were interviewed about their programs, challenges, and their view of what the needs are for the 

newcomers they serve. None of the immigrant-serving organizations interviewed in this study 

were funded by IRCC but instead received their funding through a mix of sources, including 

provincial or municipal grants, private sponsors, and fundraising. While funding posed 
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challenges to all these organizations, the most common issue being limited capacity to sustain 

and grow their organization, they also had more freedom to run programs that may differ from 

the federal structure, without the accountability to IRCC that constrained many formal agencies 

(Mukhtar et al., 2016). The study aims to explore the work and impact of these grassroots and 

community-based initiatives. Also, in learning about the challenges they face and the kinds of 

supports and policy changes need to help grow these initiatives, the settlement sector and 

governments can be better equipped to support and to learn from the work that is taking place on 

the ground. The goal of this project is to provide research on practical solutions to immigrants’ 

current settlement needs by considering the potential role of grassroots organizations and 

institutions outside of the formal settlement sector. The study aims to provide insights on the 

specific contributions and challenges faced by grassroots and community organizations serving 

newcomers in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), and contribute to knowledge-sharing in the 

sector. To accomplish this the study asks: What do some grassroots and community 

organizations in the GTA see as the limitations and gaps in available public services for 

newcomers, and what distinctive service offerings or specialized knowledge can contribute to 

improving these services, both in the formal settlement sector and in the grassroots? 

Additionally, the study seeks to learn what challenges these grassroots and community 

organizations face in continuing and expanding their services and how they can be better 

supported in their work.  

This MRP will first provide an overview of the formal IRCC-funded settlement sector in 

Canada and critiques of the current federal settlement model. It will then detail current issues for 

newcomers to Canada and for service providers and discuss the roles of various types of 

organizations, including the informal or grassroots settlement sector. The theoretical basis for 

and methodology used for conducting the research will then be detailed. Finally, the research 

findings from interviews with study participants, and the analysis of the research will be 

presented.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

Overview of the Formal Settlement Sector in Canada 

The Federal Settlement Model: Government to Governance 

 

Settlement services in Canada have endured a long history of political instability 

(Vineberg, 2012) and scholars have noted a number of challenges for these organizations due to 

budget cuts, administrative requirements, and increased competition in the sector largely as a 

result of changes made in the mid-1990s (Mukhtar, et al., 2016; Acheson & Laforest, 2013). In 

1995, the federal government downloaded provision of settlement services to the provinces that 

were able to enter into special agreements with the federal government, in part to alleviate 

pressures on the budget for the federal department of Citizenship and Immigration (Vineberg, 

2012). This funding arrangement between the federal and some provincial governments and 

immigrant settlement agencies limited these agencies in their ability to invest in innovations and 

long-term planning, and to adequately serve all their clients (Ashton, Pettigrew, & Galatsanou, 

2016; Mukhtar et al., 2016; Sadiq, 2004). More recently, Canadian municipalities have taken on 

more of this responsibility, a necessity due to the implications of increased immigration to their 

communities, including housing and employment needs and supports for social integration, 

particularly in cities receiving disproportionately high numbers of immigrants (Guo & Guo, 

2016; Rose & Preston, 2016). Some of the other major issues that have been identified for 

immigrant settlement include: addressing services and employment in response to changing 

residential locations of newcomers; discrimination in employment; availability and access to 

healthcare; lack of housing and affordable housing; political participation and social inclusion for 

newcomers (Ashton et al.; Mukhtar, 2016; OCASI, 2012; Richmond & Shields, 2005; Sadiq, 

2004; Vineberg, 2012).  

 Multiculturalism was adopted as an official policy in Canada in 1971, and throughout the 

1970s the federal government increased funding for settlement services with the goal of 

encouraging immigrant integration and fostering interaction between cultural groups (Acheson & 

Laforest, 2013). The Immigrant Settlement and Adaptation Program, and employment and 

orientation programs were created, and the Secretary of State under the Citizenship Branch and 

the Multicultural Service Program Grant offered operational grants and funding to service 

provider organizations (SPOs) for infrastructure development. Immigrants began to organize, 
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primarily forming organizations representing and serving their own ethno-cultural groups, and 

began to make an impact in mainstream institutions. There was core funding available for these 

organizations, and federal programs dedicated to fostering individual and collective participation 

of new Canadians (Acheson & Laforest, 2013). Umbrella organizations like The Ontario Council 

of Agencies Serving Immigrants (OCASI) were formed throughout Canada during this period, 

acting as a collective voice for SPOs, thereby able to lobby among high levels of government 

(Acheson & Laforest, 2013; OCASI, 2018). They called for greater access to services, more 

equitable allocation of funding and representation in the policy formation surrounding 

immigration (Acheson & Laforest, 2013).  

 By the early 1980s, however, politics brought the multiculturalism program into question 

by the Canadian public. Previously the main source of funding for citizenship-building programs 

and for specific ethno-cultural grassroots organizations in immigrant communities, distributing 

over $20 million in grants, the program lost much of its budget and was moved from IRCC (then, 

Citizenship and Immigration Canada) to the Department of Canadian Heritage (Acheson & 

Laforest, 2013). It has since been juggled between IRCC and Canadian Heritage serving 

different mandates, but today functions in funding multicultural events, public education, 

international engagement, and support of federal and institutional initiatives, with grant 

contributions of about 6.8 million in 2010, and 4.2 million in 2009 (Government of Canada, 

2012; Griffith, 2015). The populist rhetoric of the 1990s and the broader neoliberal discourse 

further disavowed the policy, instead calling for the promotion of a “national” culture (Acheson 

& Laforest, 2013). The public perception of immigrants has a significant impact on the amount 

of government funding that is available to SPOs. OCASI (2010) recognizes that governments are 

sometimes faced with negative perception of immigrants by the public, particularly in regards to 

funding for immigrant services, and often due to misconceptions about immigrants, sometimes 

incited by politicians themselves. Canada’s limitations on settlement spending and 

professionalization of the sector in part represents the dominant view in the West that much of 

the burden of integration should fall on the immigrant and not the state (Ko, 2017). This 

sentiment, along with the lack of beneficial outcomes of some immigrant settlement programs, 

including high unemployment rates or challenges with language and social engagement puts the 

federal government under pressure to reduce the costs of settlement programs (OCASI, 2010).  
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 The ideas of New Public Management (NPM) for cost reduction and efficiency in service 

provision took root, and by the late-1990s the Ontario Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration 

under the Harris Conservative Government withdrew completely from direct delivery of 

settlement services, devolving the responsibility to lower levels of government and to local 

actors, while there were also reductions to federal funding (Acheson & Laforest, 2013; Mukhtar 

et al., 2016). It was during this period that the NPM approach became widespread in the 

settlement sector. Community organizations lost core funding and began operating through 

contracts and purchase-of service agreements with the government (Acheson & Laforest, 2013; 

Evans & Shields, 2014; Mukhtar et al., 2016). The influence of neoliberalism in order to address 

inefficiencies during this period created a free-market structure to public service delivery, and a 

shift away from the ideals of the welfare state (Evans & Shields, 2014; Shields, Drolet & 

Valenzuela, 2016; Trudeau & Veronis, 2009). NPM aims to mirror the structure of the capital 

market, with emphasis on financial efficiency in the provision of public services. However, while 

private corporations value their outputs in profits, the success of the public service sector, 

including settlement services, cannot be measured the same way. Brodkin (2011) states that 

NPM, as a decentralized form of management holds an implicit claim to political neutrality, but 

argues that this belief is misguided. Defining the desired outcomes for public service 

organizations which NPM’s performance metrics aim to quantify are a highly political issue.   

 Since the 1990s, the Canadian government has been implementing these principles of NPM 

and undergoing a structural change from government to governance through devolving 

responsibility for social services from the state to lower levels of government and to local actors 

(Acheson & Laforest, 2013; Richmond & Shields, 2005). This is a global trend that has affected 

immigration policy among most major receiving countries (Shields, Drolet & Valenzuela, 2016). 

Shields at al. (2016) provide a cross-national perspective on settlement policy in immigrant-

receiving nations, surveying Australia, the US, and 11 European countries. The similarities that 

emerged included the following: the downloading of public services to subnational jurisdictions 

and non-profit organizations, while holding immigrants more responsible for their own 

settlement; the reduction of welfare services and often restricted access for newcomers; and an 

emphasis on competition and financial accountability for service providers (Shields et al., 2016). 

Public services have thus been increasingly privatized in developed states and influenced by the 

principles of NPM (Evans & Shields, 2014).  
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 Siemiatycki and Triadfilopoulos (2010) state that the role of sub-national governments in 

immigration has increased internationally, and there is increasing participation of states and local 

governments in immigration decision-making. Further, they note that decentralization of 

governance is happening across multiple policy fields, including immigration. IRCC’s process of 

devolving delivery and funding responsibility of immigrant services mirrors that of many other 

immigrant-receiving countries, such as the US, Australia, and European countries (Shields at al., 

2016; Siemiatycki &Triadfilopoulos, 2010). In fact, subnational governments have also taken up 

roles in immigrant selection, deportation, legislation of civic rights of newcomers, and “setting 

the tone of newcomer integration” (Siemiatycki & Triadfilopoulos, 2010, p. 22). However, the 

authors found that in situations where responsibility was devolved to lower levels of government 

but without adequate federal funding, the result was poor service provision. In the United States, 

for example, there is no systematic strategy for immigrant settlement, and the federal 

government has a very limited role in direct immigrant services which resulted in both social and 

economic costs for the nation. They found that immigrants had lower levels of language 

acquisition, income and naturalization, compared to Canada (Siemiatycki & Triadfilopoulos, 

2010). The recommended model for effective service delivery is a balance of local decision-

making and the involvement of community partners, with enough federal funding support. The 

involvement of multiple stakeholders and bottom-up program development would theoretically 

allow for more flexible and thus relevant programming (Siemiatycki & Triadfilopoulos, 2010). 

While the authors recognize the relative strength of Canada’s settlement model, this ideal 

structure has not been fully realized in Canada.  

 Despite growing provincial and municipal roles in settlement, the federal government 

has decision-making power in regards to immigration to the provinces, with the exception of 

Quebec. Prior to 2013 and 2014, the provinces of British Columbia and Manitoba respectively 

had full jurisdiction over immigration and settlement in their provinces. However, as part of 

IRCC’s goal to attain uniformity and improve information-sharing, this model was foregone in 

favour of a centralized decision-making structure (IRCC, 2017). This federal emphasis on 

standardization and accountability extends to the non-profit settlement sector where strict 

bureaucratic controls places significant strains on SPOs. Organizations that are dependent on 

government contracts are also limited in their use of funding, as funding contracts specify the 

service or program that the money can be used for, the client group that can be served and the 
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quantitative outcomes that should be measured in order to determine the program’s success 

(Mukhtar et al., 2016). A major concern for settlement service providers are the client criteria, as 

IRCC funding requirements limit most programs to permanent residents, excluding refugee 

claimants, temporary foreign workers, international students, or those who otherwise do not have 

legal status in Canada (Ashton et al., 2016). However, studies have noted that some 

organizations do not turn people away because they are ineligible, but simply operate off the 

books, not claiming staff time and other costs associated with programming, or else seek private 

funding or refer clients to organizations who are privately funded (Trudeau and Veronis, 2009). 

This is one key example of the inefficiencies of this bureaucratic funding model and supports the 

notion that many of the policy mandates are out of touch with the realities on the ground. 

 The difficulties for organizations operating under this model are two-fold. First, SPOs are 

unable to invest in long-term strategic planning, in-depth evaluation and needed changes to 

programming. Secondly, administrative requirements to satisfy funders are costly and time-

consuming. One of the major challenges occurs when government-mandated performance 

measures are not relevant to what is happening at ground level (Evans & Shields, 2014). This 

top-down approach can become a hindrance rather than a mechanism for ensuring effectiveness. 

Brodkin (2011) voices the concern that in models of NPM staff may cope with these measures 

through practices meant to “meet the numbers,” sometimes sacrificing client outcomes to 

achieve this. Türegün (2013) suggests that some of the challenges that the settlement sector faces 

today can be attributed to its lack of professionalization. Despite the long tenure of formal 

immigrant settlement supports Canada, the sector today still has no legal jurisdiction (Türegün, 

2013; Vineberg, 2012). In terms of professionalism, settlement work is only recognized within 

the broader field of social service work, and to this day relies heavily on volunteers, with 

minimal training for workers. Additionally, short-term contractual funding causes job instability 

within the sector, and limits the work that settlement workers are able to do in terms of program 

delivery (Türegün, 2013). Brodkin (2011) talks about the very significant impact that 

organizational resources have on individual agency within organizations. A 2017 report by IRCC 

evaluating the Settlement Program stated that 42% of SPOs have between 1 and 5 full time 

equivalent employees (FTE) providing IRCC-funded settlement services, 19% between 21 and 

50 FTEs, and 9% with more than 50, while 79% of SPOs use volunteers to support the provision 

of services (IRCC, 2017). While acknowledging the concerns with professionalism as a system 
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of inequality and stratification based on specialized knowledge, Türegün (2013) proposes under 

the sociology of work approach coined by Abbot (1988), that technical terms of work are key to 

establishing a form of jurisdiction. Türegün argues that this jurisdiction contributes to the relative 

stability of professional fields such as education and healthcare. While not acknowledged by 

government under NPM, the provision of services to new immigrants is a form of specialized 

work, and the expertise required for it is valuable. 

 

Government-Funded Programs and Services 

 

 Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) funds the majority of direct 

services and programs for immigrant support in settlement. Projects funded by IRCC operate on 

three-year funding contracts after a national call for proposals (IRCC, 2017). According to IRCC 

(2017) federally-funded services can be divided into three streams: direct service delivery, 

support services and indirect services. The direct services stream funds SPOs to deliver programs 

under six main areas: needs assessment; information and orientation; language training; 

translation; employment services; and Community Connections (which matches newcomers with 

people in their neighborhoods, peer support groups, and community events). These services are 

available without charge to permanent residents of Canada (IRCC, 2017). 

 IRCC also funds support services, which are meant to assist immigrants in accessing 

settlement programs, such as childcare, translation and interpretation, transportation, disability 

support and crisis counseling. These services are expected to comprise more than 20% of 

funding for direct services within a contribution agreement. The final category, referred to as 

indirect services, is geared towards supporting partnership development, capacity building and 

the knowledge-sharing between SPOs. IRCC states that this funding should support research, 

develop innovative practices, or fund updated training. Local Immigration Partnerships, for 

example, are one of the most significant products of indirect service funding (IRCC, 2017). 

 Until 2008, IRCC primarily funded newcomer settlement and integration services through 

three separate streams: language instruction; Immigrant Settlement and Adaptation Program, 

which provides assistance in employment, housing, information, etc., and supports research 

within the settlement sector; and Community Connections (previously, the Host Program) which 

funds place-based initiatives, such as Library Settlement Partnerships, Settlement Workers in 
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Schools and In-School Supports (Burr, 2011; Government of Canada, 2018; Lim, Lo, 

Siemiatycki, and Doucet, 2005). After a 2004 review of these programs revealed a number of 

issues with the federal settlement model, these three streams were consolidated into The 

Settlement Program in 2008 (Government of Canada, 2018; Neodorf, 2016). While maintaining 

a decentralized approach in which community organizations are the primary service providers 

funded through IRCC, the new model was meant to address some of the major concerns within 

the sector. First, The Settlement Program was meant to have performance measures more aligned 

with outcomes, rather than outputs such as number of clients served, as was previously the case 

(Neodorf, 2016). These private-sector efficiency measures often hindered non-profit settlement 

agencies from providing consistent and effective programming to their clients (Brodkin, 2011; 

Evans & Shields, 2014). As organizations often applied for funding under multiple streams under 

the previous model, the new model also aimed to consolidate programs, reducing the 

administrative burden of multiple applications and accounting reports. With this program there 

was an increase to three-year contribution agreements, as well as incentives for collaborations in 

planning and service delivery between organizations (Neodorf, 2016). Addressing the challenges 

that motivated this change, however, is still a work-in-progress with many settlement 

organizations claiming they still struggle with contract limitations and inadequate funding, 

particularly a lack of core funding for daily operations (Evans and Shields, 2014; Mukhtar et al., 

2016; Türegün, 2013). 

 According to IRCC, there are many cases where provinces provide funding support for 

settlement services, in cases where newcomers are ineligible under federal parameters (IRCC, 

2017). In Ontario, for example, the Newcomer Settlement Program (NSP) is funded by the 

Ontario Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration (MCI), and fills some of the gaps left by the 

federal streams. Whereas federal newcomer programs will pay for those who have been in 

Canada for less than three years and who are not citizens but have some form of legal status, 

NSP covers newcomers up to five years after arrival and includes refugee claimants, permit-

holders, permanent residents and citizens (Ontario, 2012). In addition to NSP, Ontario supports 

bridge training programs, youth programs, language interpretation, and projects aimed at 

supporting the non-profit sector. Foundations and the private sector also provide funding support 

to immigrant-serving organizations. The 2005 Canada-Ontario Immigration Agreement led to 

enhanced funding for settlement and integration services, expanded programming, co-funded 



 

 12 

bridge training projects, increased professionalization of the settlement sector, and greater 

inclusion of municipalities, particularly Toronto (Rose & Preston, 2005). 

 

Evaluation of Canada’s Settlement Program 

 

 The Settlement Program is the largest federal grant and contribution program for the 

support of immigrant settlement and integration, and IRCC noted an increase in demand for 

services over the past few years (IRCC, 2017). In a 2017 evaluation of the Settlement Program, 

IRCC stated that the program was effective in meeting their expected outcomes (IRCC, 2017). 

However, a number of scholars and practitioners have expressed concern with increasingly 

negative outcomes for long-term integration of immigrants, particularly in regards to the goals of 

fostering belonging and societal engagement (Mukhtar et al., 2016; Omidvar & Richmond, 

2003). According to IRCC, they found in their evaluation that employment-related services had 

the greatest impact in terms of improving language skills and providing knowledge of the 

Canadian labour market. In contrast, Language Training, Information and Orientation, and 

Community Connections provided weaker results (IRCC, 2017). Those who gained the most 

benefit from IRCC-funded services were economic immigrants and immigrants with higher 

levels of education and English proficiency upon arrival in Canada (IRCC, 2017). This raises 

concerns about how services are catering to immigrants from other streams, or who have lower 

levels of education or language proficiency.  

  IRCC (2017) also identified a number of areas that needed improvement, including the 

ability of services to cater to different demographics and individual needs such as mental health 

issues. They also noted particular concerns with the effectiveness of Language Training. Overall, 

IRCC noted a need for supports that would enable immigrants to access available services, 

including mainstream community services that are not funded by IRCC. They noted a need to 

strengthen data on service outcomes with an ongoing survey to clients and non-service users. 

The results of the study also raise the question of accessibility, with roughly 39% of newcomers 

having accessed at least one IRCC-funded Settlement service in their first two years in Canada. 

This leaves 61% of newcomers who did not access services in this time frame. While some may 

have voluntarily chosen to forgo the use of formal services, it is likely that there were many in 

need of services who were unaware of their existence or else unable to access services due to 
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barriers such as transportation, work hours, or language constraints (IRCC, 2017). There is also 

the possibility that eligibility restrictions prevented many newcomers from accessing services 

due to their immigration status, or else that the specific services they needed were not available 

to them in their area. A survey of client outcomes showed that many clients of IRCC-funded 

services also used alternate supports, whether getting help from friends and family, informal 

training, internet research, or community events (IRCC, 2017). 

 IRCC found variation in service access among specific demographic groups. 72% of 

refugees used settlement services in their first two years in Canada, compared to 31% of 

economic immigrant principal applicants. Family class immigrants were also noted to have a 

particularly high need for services. Interviews of settlement staff indicated that vulnerable 

populations, i.e. those experiencing trauma, mental health needs, isolation or language barriers, 

had a greater need for services (IRCC, 2017). There were varied opinions on the length of 

eligibility for services, in which immigrants are ineligible once they qualify to apply for 

citizenship. Some participants believed that the service window was too short, while others felt it 

should remain only three years so as to “not [be] unfair to Canadian citizens that are not provided 

with the same suite of services” (IRCC, 2017; IRCC 2017, p. 19). Scholars have noted, however, 

that the eligibility criteria of the Settlement Program limit the types of programs that can be 

funded as well as the clients who can be served, based on their citizenship status and length of 

time in Canada (Mukhtar et al., 2016; Trudeau & Veronis, 2009). These restrictions leave out 

many newcomers who are in need of support, including temporary foreign workers, asylum-

seekers and new citizens. Moreover, many great programs are not eligible for funding because of 

the inflexibility of the federal criteria (Siemiatycki & Triadafilopoulos, 2010). Some settlement 

workers have claimed that this arbitrary segregation of immigrants who qualified for services, 

and those who did not, went against their principles of serving those in need of support. But 

IRCC is restricted by the rules of the federal Treasury Board, which are based on the idea that 

Canadians would not want to pay for those who may not permanently stay in the country (Ashton 

et al., 2016). 

Sixty-three per cent of SPOs in the study indicated that they received funding from 

sources other than IRCC. 40% of this alternate funding was used to serve clients who were not 

eligible under IRCC restrictions, while 51% was used for both non-eligible clients, while also 

filling funding gaps for eligible clients (IRCC, 2017). IRCC called this a “complementarity” of 
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federal and provincial funding, suggesting that provincial funding was serving its intended role 

in filling gaps in federal funding (IRCC, 2017, p.21). However, extensive literature notes the 

difficulties that this funding structure causes for immigrant-serving organizations. Firstly, the 

narrow eligibility requirements can mean that SPOs must either turn away people in need of 

help, or else serve them unofficially, which places strain on staff and organizational resources 

(Ashton et al., 2016). Additionally, the fact that some alternate funding is used for eligible clients 

supports the literature in suggesting that federal funding is not enough even for serving 

permanent residents. The need to seek alternate funding provincially or through private sponsors 

contributes to an already heavy administrative burden for many SPOs. IRCC also noted a 

number of clients through IRCC Needs Assessment and Referral Services who identified “non-

IRCC program needs,” or who needed services that were not federally-funded and thus were 

referred to other available community services (IRCC, 2017). 

 

Ethno-Specific and Community Organizations 

 

In 2010, the Ontario Council of Agencies Serving Immigrants (OCASI) released a report 

in response to the modernized settlement approach that was then in the process of being 

implemented by Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC). In discussing the outcomes that 

they hoped to see from the remodel, OCASI placed heavy emphasis on looking at policy in terms 

of how it will be implemented in practice. They noted the need for programs and services to be 

tailored to specific demographic characteristics, acknowledging the unique and intersectional 

experiences created by factors such as age, immigration status, language ability, education, 

gender, sexual orientation, ability, race, ethnicity and residential location (OCASI, 2010). 

Scholars have noted the strengths of ethno-specific organizations in being better equipped to 

serve the unique needs of their communities, and the ability of small community organizations to 

respond with more flexibility and innovation than the larger SPOs (Jimeno, et al., 2010; Sadiq, 

2004). The inflexibility of the current federal model, however, poses a challenge to these 

organizations.  

Sadiq (2004) observed that Ontario newcomer services operate under a “two-tier” system 

of dependency, in which the federal and provincial governments provide settlement funding 

mostly to larger multi-service agencies to deliver specific programs. Small organizations are 
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often seen as less favorable for government contracts as they are not able to demonstrate the 

same capacity or serve the same scope of clients. They also may lack the administrative capacity 

to undergo the process of applying for many competitive contracts (Sadiq, 2004; Jimeno, et al., 

2010). Jimeno et al. (2010) in their study of ethno-specific organizations in Ottawa, demonstrate 

why it is crucial that these organizations are able to remain in operation and increase their 

capacity. Aside from being more receptive to the needs of specific immigrant groups, because 

they are often not fully restricted by IRCC mandates, ethno-specific organizations are able to 

provide programs that address the long-term process of integration rather than simply tackling 

short-term settlement needs. Workers at these organizations identified some of their clients’ 

concerns, for example: the desire to preserve cultural values and practices; the challenges with 

the changing roles of men and women caused by migration; or adjusting to the different norms 

associated with the individualist culture of Canadian society (Jimeno et al., 2010). These 

organizations provide culturally-relevant services, including orientation, information and 

accompaniment, and appropriate cultural supports, often serving to connect newcomers to other 

community members or to mainstream services. Whereas government-funded mainstream 

services often do not have a cultural understanding of how to serve many newcomer 

communities, small community organizations do not have the resources to fill gaps in direct 

services. Ethno-specific organizations are instead able to provide services to their community in 

their own language and culture, and have networks, personal connections and trust within the 

communities that mainstream organizations do not have. It is clear that strong partnerships are 

needed between these two levels of service, but for this to work there must be equal sharing of 

resources, mutual understanding, and willingness of workers in mainstream organizations to 

respond appropriately to the needs of culturally diverse clients (Jimeno et al., 2010) 

Stakeholders in the settlement field have proposed best practices for SPOs in providing 

effective newcomer services. These suggested practices are largely in response to limited 

resources in the sector, and recommend standardization in order to increase effectiveness 

(Burstein, 2010; Jimeno et al., 2010). This is important as many funders are using this language 

of “best practices” when assessing an organization’s potential for grants, but the widely accepted 

outline of best practices can exclude small ethno-specific organizations because they are created 

by funders and mainstream organizations. They therefore may be the result of assumptions that 

do not reflect the realities of the communities they seek to serve (Jimeno et al., 2010). For 
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example, the ability of an organization to demonstrate accountability and professionalism is 

dependent on the organization taking on a Western non-profit model, with a Board of Directors, 

specific administrative and operational measures, etc., and which can be very challenging for 

small groups with limited financial resources and staff capacity (Jimeno et al., 2010). Certain 

programs or services may be disregarded by funders, because of a Western understanding of 

what is seen as acceptable. As an example, the authors refer to programs for children under a 

certain age, which may disregard a mother with children of different ages who is accustomed to 

keeping her children together. Best practices also emphasize “empowerment” of clients, which 

does not have the same applications in all cultures. The exclusive promotion of client autonomy 

and empowerment may cause tensions if the value of collectivism in some cultures is ignored, 

and this mindset might disregard the strengths of a united community (Jimeno et al., 2010). 

These best practice solutions to resource limitations often propose ways for organizations 

to “build capacity.” These include learning strategies for writing more competitive funding 

applications, and often talk about partnerships. These recommendations might be disregarding 

the precarious position of some of these smaller organizations who may not have the 

administrative capacity to apply for multiple grants, or may not provide the programs that would 

entitle them under the strict requirements of funders. Such recommendations may also disregard 

the difficulties in seeking partnerships with larger organizations, who are themselves often faced 

with scare resources, and whose mandates may compromise the independence of these ethno-

specific organizations (Jimeno et al., 2010; Sadiq, 2004). Given the need for creative ways to 

address dynamic immigrant needs and the call for innovation in the sector (OCASI, 2012), these 

challenges for smaller organizations must be considered. The inflexible and market-centric 

structure of government funding should be reconsidered, and barriers to new and smaller entrants 

in the settlement sector must be removed, particularly for smaller or ethno-specific organizations. 

Working closely with immigrant communities, thus better in touch with the needs of immigrant 

communities, these community organizations have valuable knowledge to bring to the settlement 

sector and should be supported as equal contributors.  
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Current Issues in Newcomer Settlement and Integration 

Economic Integration 

  

A 2012 study, Making Ontario Home (MOH) by the Ontario Council of Agencies 

Serving Immigrants (OCASI) provides a comprehensive overview of settlement services in 

Ontario. The study contained survey responses from 2530 immigrants who had arrived in 

Ontario between 2000 and 2010, with 158 countries represented. Survey responses were gathered 

from refugees, refugee claimants, migrant workers, and those without legal immigration status, 

while focus groups and interviews were held with settlement service providers. The study asked 

about use of services, satisfaction with the type of services, satisfaction with providers and 

service types, and challenges with accessing services. They sought to understand which 

immigrant and refugee needs were being met, where were the service gaps, and the reasons some 

immigrants did not use services (OCASI, 2012). This study identified finding employment as the 

highest concern for immigrants in Ontario, with almost 62% of respondents stating this was the 

most important concern. OCASI and other stakeholders in the immigrant-serving sector 

recognized that “economic integration is critical to the social and political integration of 

immigrants” (OCASI, 2010, p. 3). Settlement providers also emphasized the fact that newcomers 

level of need in terms of overall settlement is closely related to whether or not they are able to 

find adequate employment (OCASI, 2012). 

It is crucial that there are effective and accessible employment services for newcomers 

and the MOH study showed that there is ample room for improvement. While about 60-70% of 

survey respondents expressed overall satisfaction with various employment services, only about 

32% said that IRCC employment and skills training helped them find employment. A much 

higher percentage, 58%, said that the training had helped them understand the “culture” of the 

Canadian workplace. Only about 20% said that the services helped them to find work that 

matched their skills or education, with another 20% stating that they were help with getting their 

credentials recognized in Canada (OCASI, 2012). While OCASI placed heavy focus on 

immigrants’ difficulties with accessing services, for example due to transportation costs or hours 

of service, the outcomes for those who did access services speaks clearly of need to reassess the 

programs themselves. The need for continued improvement, particularly in regards to 
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employment services, is supported by research on overall economic outcomes for newcomers to 

Canada.  

According to Burstein (2010) high poverty rates among immigrants, particularly visible 

minorities, is a serious concern in and around major cities. This “racialization of urban poverty” 

has been called a threat to Canada’s social stability (Shields, 2002 as cited in Omidvar & 

Richmond, 2003, p.2). A 2017 report by Statistics Canada noted chronic low-income among 

Canadian immigrants as an issue since the 1990s. Low-income was defined in this report by a 

variation of the Low Income Measure (LIM), by which the low-income cutoff was set at half of 

the median income of Canadians, adjusted by region to account for variations in cost of living 

throughout Canada (Picot & Lu, 2017). Chronic low-income was defined as five or more 

consecutive years below this LIM, and recent immigrants defined as those who had lived in 

Canada for five years or less. The report stated that while the low-income rate decreased among 

the Canadian-born during the 1990s, the rate increased among newcomers overall, resulting in a 

low-income rate among recent immigrants that was 1.4 times higher than that of the Canadian-

born in 1980, 2.5 times higher in 2000, and 2.7 times higher by 2010 (Picot & Lu, 2017).  

Picot & Lu (2017) also noted that economic conditions varied across cities and regions, 

impacting earnings and low-income levels. They suggest that economic integration may be more 

difficult in cities that attract large numbers of immigrants, such as Montréal, Toronto and 

Vancouver, even if they have a strong economy. Levels of social assistance as well as other 

policy differences also play a role, particularly with traditionally immigrant-receiving areas like 

downtown Toronto having stronger settlement infrastructure than urbanizing areas around the 

GTA (OCASI, 2018; Picot & Lu, 2017; Sadiq, 2004). The communities that had very little 

improvement in the chronic low-income rates among immigrants between 2000 and 2012 were 

almost all located in southern Ontario, including Oshawa, Toronto, Hamilton, St. Catharines-

Niagara, Kitchener, Guelph, London and Windsor (Picot & Lu, 2017).  

Picot & Lu (2017) noted significant differences in low-income levels among 

demographic groups. Age was the most significant factor in 2012, with immigrants over 65 

having the highest rates of chronic low-income, at 50%, compared to a chronic low-income rate 

of Canadian-born seniors of only 2%. In the same year, immigrants from Northwestern Europe, 

the Philippines, Australia, New Zealand and the United States had rates between 4% and 5%, 

while those from East and South Asia had rates four times higher, between 17% and 19% (Picot 
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& Lu, 2017). Controlling for differences in education level and official language proficiency at 

landing, immigration class, and years and geographic location in Canada, place of birth still 

accounted for 75% of the difference in low-income rates (Picot & Lu, 2017). In 2012, there was 

almost no difference in chronic low-income rates by education level at landing. Adjusting for 

other characteristics the rate of chronic low-income for those with only secondary school 

education was only 1.1 times the rate for those with a non-university postsecondary education. 

The rates for those with trade, university and postgraduate education upon landing were all just 

over 10%, while the rates for those with secondary school education or less were at around 14% 

(Picot & Lu, 2017). According to Somerville & Walsworth (2009), the greatest difference in 

low-income rates between the Canadian-born and recent immigrants was among university 

graduates, particularly those with engineering and applied science degrees, professions which 

offer some of the highest incomes in the Canadian labor market. Regulated professions and 

trades account for upwards of 20% of the Canadian workforce, and the requirement for Canadian 

certification to enter many of these jobs puts immigrants at a disadvantage (Shan, 2009). As a 

result, skilled immigrants in regulated professions experience more significant occupational 

downgrading upon migration than those in unregulated work (Banerjee and Phan, 2014). These 

findings allude to the prevailing issue of underemployment among immigrants, due largely to 

lack of credential recognition and other barriers to professional work in Canada, and also raises 

concerns about discrimination and other structural barriers to labour market entry (OCASI, 

2012). 

This trend of negative employment outcomes for immigrants has been increasing, with 

many studies showing that they attain lower wages generally than Canadian-born workers, and 

face layers of barriers to professional work (Banerjee & Lee, 2012; Jimeno et al., 2012; 

Somerville & Walsworth, 2009). Studies also show that racialized immigrants experience worse 

outcomes in terms of employment and wages than their white counterparts (Statcan, 2016; 

Banerjee, 2009; Shinnaoui & Narchal, 2009). The fact that many immigrants experience 

occupational downgrading upon arrival in Canada has been attributed to lack of English 

proficiency, visible minority status, and lack of Canadian education (Shinnaoui & Narchal, 2010; 

Banerjee & Lee, 2012). Visible minority immigrants face a higher disadvantage in two ways: 

firstly, upon arrival in Canada, starting income for visible minority immigrants is lower than that 

of European immigrants; secondly, while Europeans experience accelerated income growth 
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within a few years to achieve similar income to the Canadian-born population, visible-minorities 

tend to have slower rates of growth, so that many are unable to catch up to Canadian-born wages 

within their lifetime (Banerjee, 2009). Couton (2014) notes that many low-wage business sectors 

have become enclaves for racialized immigrants, for example about half of taxi drivers in 

Canada’s major cities, including Montreal, Ottawa and Toronto, are from a specific immigrant 

background (Couton, 2014). Many new immigrants are forced to work in low-wage “survival 

jobs” due to limited opportunities. This type of work allows little time and insufficient financial 

resources for them to learn English or get skills training, thus creating a cycle of poverty that is 

at best extremely difficult to escape (OCASI, 2012).   

These economic outcomes point to a broader issue of barriers to immigrant integration 

into Canadian society. There is a contradiction in policies that emphasize the need for new 

immigrant workers to support the Canadian economy, with approximately 60% admitted under 

the economic class, and with programs like the Provincial Nominee Program and Local 

Immigration Partnerships seeking to attract immigrants (Government of Canada, 2017b; IRCC, 

2017), but without the supports and interventions needed to facilitate their full participation. A 

2001 study estimated that the underutilization of immigrant skills costs Canada $1.6 billion a 

year (Shan, 2009). Not only does this suggest a need to look at employment supports for new 

immigrants, it also requires acknowledgment of the impacts of employer discrimination and 

discounting of foreign skills. This adversely affects Canada as a whole, which loses the full 

benefits that highly skilled and knowledgeable newcomers can offer. 

 

Social, Cultural and Civic Participation 

 

The goal of supporting newcomer integration is for them to be fully engaged in the social, 

economic, political, and cultural life of Canada (Burr, 2011; IRCC, 2017). Integration has been 

described by policy-makers and scholars as a “two-way street,” requiring equal participation of 

both newcomers and Canadian society (IRCC, 2017; OCASI, 2010; OCASI, 2012). However, 

the supporters of the “two-way street” concept must acknowledge the fact the immigrants are 

excluded in many cases, and there is progress to be made in ensuring that Canada is truly an 

inclusive and welcoming society. 
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Inclusion also means removing the barriers caused by attitudes or systemic problems, 

which may impede an individual’s ability to participate (City for All Women Initiative, 2015). 

These barriers may not be unintentional, but rather built into existing policies, practices, and the 

assumptions and stereotypes that reinforce them (City for All Women Initiative, 2015). 

Removing them means changing the one-size-fits all approach when it comes to services, and 

placing emphasis on making the labour market more accessible, for example through addressing 

barriers to credentialed professions or cases of unfair hiring practices.  

The Social Inclusion Perspective says that in order to allow newcomer participation in all 

dimensions of life in Canada, racism and prejudice must be addressed in all its forms. This 

means ensuring all policy recommendations are evidence-based, and advocating towards policy 

changes that remove systemic barriers (Omidvar & Richmond, 2003). Immigration has been 

predominantly to urban areas in Canada, and segregation of ethnic communities within cities has 

led to the growing phenomenon of the racialization of urban poverty (Omidvar & Richmond, 

2003). The formation of ethnic enclaves can facilitate the development of religious, cultural and 

community institutions, creating spaces where people can share common cultural interests and 

form strong social networks. Certain groups, for example, those who are not yet fluent in 

English, can especially benefit from support from these communities. However, the problem 

occurs when certain groups are increasingly segregated due to prejudice and exclusion from the 

broader society, and this segregation often coincides with low-income neighborhoods and poor 

housing (Omidvar & Richmond, 2003). A settlement service system that does not acknowledge 

racism and systemic barriers will be ineffective in combating the persistence of an immigrant 

underclass (Omidvar & Richmond, 2003). IRCC initiatives such as Local Immigration 

Partnerships (LIPs) have more recently placed emphasis on the need to create “welcoming 

communities,” one where newcomers have access to a full range of services, where they are able 

to participate and are openly received into an inclusive environment (Burr, 2011, p. 2). The 

effectiveness and accessibility of social supports can have a significant effect on whether 

newcomers decide to move to and stay in a particular community. Adequate social supports have 

been shown to enhance social networks and empowerment, facilitate employment, and improve 

overall health (Burr, 2011).  

It is also important to acknowledge the contribution to society that newcomers can make if 

provided with the resources and opportunities to do so, not only economically, but in a civic and 
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social capacity. When they have the ability and resources to share their culture, as employees, 

volunteers and community members, society as whole gains this benefit. In studying the work of 

Chinese volunteers in a Vancouver immigrant organization, Guo (2014) demonstrated the value 

of ethnic diversity in fostering social and civic participation, challenging the stereotype of the 

passive immigrant. Guo found that Chinese volunteers were brought together through their 

collective identities as immigrants and that an ethno-specific community organization could 

provide this space for volunteerism. Volunteering was a means for these immigrants to do 

something for themselves that would help them to feel more a part of their new communities. 

Participants felt that volunteering helped them to increase their knowledge of Canada, acquire 

job skills, and build new social networks. Being a part of the organization in a volunteer capacity 

also meant helping new immigrants to settle in Canada, helping their community, and building 

bridges between newcomers and current residents (Guo, 2014). The study is one small example 

among many which suggests that immigrants can be, and are eager to be, active citizens in more 

than an economic capacity, if only they are given the opportunities to do so. 

 

Municipal Concerns and Community Infrastructure 

 

 With the changing residential patterns of newcomers who are now locating in more 

suburban or urbanizing regions than before, SPOs are faced with capacity challenges in these 

areas where there is less service infrastructure (Mukhtar et al., 2016). The location of available 

services affects who is able to access them, and spatial mismatch of services to newcomer 

residences is increasingly becoming a concern (OCASI, 2012; Sadiq, 2004). Immigrants settle 

unevenly across Canada, which poses challenges for services and infrastructure in high-

concentration areas. On the other hand, many smaller municipalities across Canada, not just 

major receiving centres, have been looking at ways to attract and retain newcomers to contribute 

to their economy (Burstein, 2010). As of 2017, 48% of immigrants who received services from 

the federal Settlement Program listed Ontario as their intended province of destination (IRCC, 

2017), with the most popular destination cities being Canada’s 33 census metropolitan areas 

(CMAs) (Guo & Guo, 2016). More than 60% of recent arrivals to Canada settled in the three 

largest CMAs of Toronto, Vancouver and Montreal, which hold more than a third of Canada’s 
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total population. It is predicted that most new immigrants, especially visible minority 

immigrants, will continue to choose these larger cities until 2031 (Guo & Guo, 2016). 

However, despite these major cities being the primary recipients of immigrants, tasked 

with providing adequate housing, employment, education, and social services, they do not have a 

formal role in developing immigration policies and programs (Guo & Guo, 2016). 

Municipalities, particularly those who had not previously experienced high rates of immigrant 

arrivals, are playing a greater role in coordinating and providing newcomer settlement support, 

yet they lack the decision-making power, funding and resources to act independently (Guo & 

Guo, 2016). While Toronto has a limited consultative role in immigration decisions under the 

Canada-Ontario Immigration Agreement (Rose & Preston, 2017), there is still a disconnect 

between the federal role in immigrant selection and program design with the fact the complex 

dynamics of settlement and integration at the local level (Guo & Guo, 2016). Drawing lessons 

from other settlement models internationally, if the federal government devolves settlement 

services to municipalities without providing the adequate funding, this will result in long-term 

costs social costs such as inadequate labour market integration and low rates of naturalization for 

newcomers (Siemiatycki & Triadfilopoulos, 2010) 

 Local Immigration Partnerships, IRCC-funded networks of government workers and 

community members and organizations, began as an initiative of the 2005 Canada-Ontario 

Immigration Agreement (COIA) (Burr, 2011). COIA recognized the important role of 

municipalities with respect to the integration of newcomers in Ontario. Municipalities across the 

province have identified attraction and retention of newcomers, as well as successful settlement 

and integration as key priorities. Further, they identified the need to propose new strategies for 

addressing complex social issues and service gaps and in response LIPs were introduced through 

COIA (Burr, 2011). In 2008, Citizenship and Immigration Canada established these LIPs 

throughout the province, and as of as of 2011 there were 45 LIPs in Ontario, including 15 in 

Toronto neighborhoods (Burr, 2011). The initiative was created largely in response to labour 

market needs in smaller municipalities and the increasingly limited capacities of traditional 

destination cities like Vancouver, Montreal and the Toronto core. The push towards higher levels 

of immigration to these smaller municipalities, through the Welcoming Communities Initiative 

and other initiatives such as the Provincial Nominee Program (PNP), has driven significant 

economic growth for some of these regions (Government of Canada, 2017a; IRCC, 2017).  
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The Welcoming Communities Initiative was meant to address the factors that according 

to Citizenship and Immigration Canada (now IRCC), would contribute to a welcoming 

community: employment opportunities, social capital, affordable housing, acceptance of cultural 

diversity, and effective newcomer services (CIC, 2013). Another prominent concern over the last 

decade has been the lack of social infrastructure in these municipalities who have few immigrant 

supports compared to cities like Toronto, but also more limited physical infrastructure such as 

affordable housing or religious and cultural centers (Sadiq, 2004; OCASI, 2012). 

 Committees like LIPs can play an important role in helping municipalities address some 

of these concerns. They support planning and delivery of newcomers services across sectors, 

assist in community planning, seek to improve social, economic and civic participation of 

newcomers, and support labour market access and the creation of “welcoming communities” 

(Burr, 2011). In 2017, LIPs reported that they were conducting research on community needs 

and believed that they were having some impact on knowledge-sharing of immigration research 

(IRCC, 2017). However, many stakeholders also noted that there is greater opportunity for 

knowledge gained by LIPs to be disseminated throughout the communities they serve, as well as 

for their research to be considered in policy (IRCC, 2017). 
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Chapter 3. Theoretical Perspective 

The Influence of Neoliberalism on Immigration and Settlement 

 

The analysis of this MRP is theoretically based on the concept of the neoliberal state, its 

influence on immigration and settlement, and more broadly on public services in general. 

Neoliberalism as a policy orientation “is based on the belief in the value of the free movement 

and accumulation of capital, minimal state intervention in the private sphere of markets and 

individual rights” (Nihei, 2010 as cited in Shields at al., 2016, p.12). According to Shields at al. 

(2016), it has resulted in the shrinking of state responsibility in the public domain, and 

consequently resulted in the shift towards market-based settlement service provision, with less 

federal support. Thus, according to Shields (2014), the mid-1990s in Canada saw a devolution of 

support and services from the federal government to sub-national jurisdictions and to the 

nonprofit sector (Shields et al., 2016). Another influence of neoliberalism and globalization in 

the field of Canadian immigration was the creation of immigration categories based on human 

capital value with emphasis on expanding acceptance to migrants from developing countries 

(Shields et al., 2016). Multiple studies by Hannan, Bauder and Shields (2016); Sassen (1999); 

and Sassen (1998) note that these policies also involved the acceptance of newcomers to occupy 

the low-wage, non-professional sectors of the economy as temporary workers and “illegal” 

immigrants (Shields et al., 2016, p.12). Along the same lines, immigrants under the neoliberal 

structure are held largely accountable for their own settlement, and are considered for acceptance 

based on their human capital value. Aliweiwi and Laforest note that services are heavily focused 

on supporting their economic integration, as opposed to social and civic participation (Shields et 

al., 2016).  

Neoliberal policy has led to a structural change in public services, in the form of 

devolution of power over services from the state to lower levels of government and to local 

actors (Acheson & Laforest, 2013; Richmond & Shields, 2005). Delivery of services under this 

structure is largely the responsibility of third party non-profit organizations who are funded by 

government and foundations through short-term, competitive contracts, based on specific 

programs dictated by funders (Shields et al., 2016). According to Grey and Statham (2005); and 

Evans, Richmond and Shields (2005), settlement programs are purposefully underfunded due to 

market-based logic, which assumes that voluntary and charitable contributions will fill service 
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gaps (Shields et al., 2016). However, the majority of settlement organizations in Canada rely 

heavily on federal funding contracts, and because they are limited and competitive, the 

government still maintains strict control over how the funding is used, what services are 

provided, and which newcomers are eligible for support (Mukhtar et al., 2016; Sadiq, 2004). 

Funders determine the most “efficient” use of money, often out-of-touch with the realities of 

organizations working on the ground, an arrangement based on neoliberal values of competition 

and cost reduction (Shields at al., 2016).  

Under this current structure, Sadiq (2004) proposes that Wolch’s (1990) theory of the 

“shadow state” is relevant to the settlement sector in Canada. According to Sadiq, the financial 

dependency of non-profit organizations on the federal government allows the state to maintain 

control over the public service sector. Sadiq questions whether settlement agencies are able to 

“democratize the delivery of newcomer settlement services” and advocate for progressive change 

in immigration and settlement policy, or whether they are unable to exercise autonomy due to 

government control over their operations (Sadiq, 2004, p. 25). Kim (2016) argues that under the 

neoliberal mandate, while there is a struggle for non-governmental organizations to exercise 

“grassroots democracy,” there is still opportunity for community organizations to be a space of 

resistance. Community service workers and volunteers are independent actors, who maintain the 

ability to mobilize support, and to “counteract the control of the dominant system in inflected 

ways.” (Kim, 2016, p.110).  

 

Theories of Assimilation and Integration 

 

The neoliberal approach has often argued that there is inadequate return on investment 

for newcomer supports, and to raise concern about creating “dependency” on welfare and public 

services (Shields et al., 2016). The strategy has thus shifted to ensuring immigrant-selection 

matches the needs of the Canadian labour market, and with that the expectation that newcomers 

be more self-reliant in supporting themselves. Skilled and educated immigrants, and those in 

need of fewer supports, are seen as “ideal immigrants” (Ko, 2017; Shields et al., 2016). Those 

with higher education and English-language proficiency are also valued higher because they are 

seen to be able to “adapt” better to their new country, and require less investment in settlement 

services.  
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Dubois-Shaik (2014) notes that migration is problematized in discourse in Western 

European nation-states. Dubois-Shaik references discourses and national policies on immigrant 

integration in Europe to demonstrate the relationship between the two. In response to 

controversial political debates on immigration and multiculturalism the narrative of “integration” 

is often used. The language of migration and integration is translated by politicians and policy-

makers which creates policy from this discourse. Migrant membership practices in Western 

European countries is restrictive because of the discourse which problematizes migration, and 

subsequently, policy which remains exclusive (Dubois-Shaik, 2014). According to Mitchel 

(2003), the problematization of migration, and of culture, is a platform that serves the neoliberal 

state, through which the goal is to assure the specific role of migrants in the Western capitalist 

market (Mitchel, 2003 as cited in Dubois-Shaik, 2014). These problems are defined by those in 

power, and thus the policy solutions serve those in power rather than those whom they purport to 

help. Dubois-Shaik (2014) argues that this problematization persists in integration policy and 

processes through translation into the public sector. The role of educating migrants on the logic 

of social democracy, with the sole goal of allowing them to contribute to the labour market, may 

prevent development of social citizenship and restrict the development of individual identity 

(Dubois-Shaik, 2014). This discourse, however, promotes the idea that immigrants are to blame 

if they fail to integrate (Shields et al., 2016), and shifts the fault away from a receiving society 

who exercises discriminatory practices which hinder successful integration. 

John Berry (2003) identifies four modes of acculturation, or sociocultural integration of 

immigrants from minority ethno-cultural groups. In determining these he posed the questions of 

whether there is value in maintaining one’s cultural identity and customs, and whether 

intercultural interaction is important. The four modes are integration, assimilation, separation and 

marginalization. Integration occurs when both cultural maintenance and intercultural contact are 

achieved, assimilation allows for high levels of intercultural contact, separation supports the 

maintenance of one’s culture without connection between immigrant groups and mainstream 

society, while marginalization undervalues both cultural identity and contact with others (Paz 

Alencar, & Deuze, 2017). Assimilation theories, in which the goal is that migrants adopt the 

culture and norms, and adapt to the institutions of mainstream society (Gordon, 1964), have been 

criticized for failing to acknowledge the cultural influence that immigrants have on their new 

society. If assimilation did not occur, and the result being the formation of a low-income 
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immigrant underclass (Boyd, 2002), the fault was placed on the immigrant for being unable to 

adapt, under the assumption that this was a shared goal of everyone (Bloch, 2002). Glazer and 

Moynihan (1970) highlight the importance of the aspirations of migrants themselves in the 

settlement process. There is the possibility that migrants may not assimilate as a matter of choice 

(Bloch, 2002). 

Increasing immigration on a global scale has increased ethnic and racial diversity in a 

growing number of societies, but has raised questions in the political sphere about integration of 

“ethnic” and “racial” groups into Western society (Reitz, Breton, Dion, Dion, Banerjee & Phan, 

2009). Canada has embraced support in integration as a policy, at least in rhetoric, and 

emphasizes the “two-way street” – the role of mainstream society in ensuring inclusion and 

cultural acceptance of newcomers (IRCC, 2017; OCASI, 2010; OCASI, 2012). The idea of 

integration in Canada has often been framed in opposition to the American “melting pot,” or 

assimilationist model. In contrast to the rhetoric of immigrants giving up their culture for that of 

the host society, multiculturalism requires “mutual adjustment,” that the native-born also adapt to 

the changes immigrants bring to their new country (McCoy, Kirova, & Knight, 2016). McCoy et 

al. (2016) suggest that the real concern for integration is Canada’s role, rather than that of 

immigrants. However, the generally lower economic standing of immigrants and racial 

minorities suggests that prejudice or structural inequalities still have a significant presence in the 

labour market and in access to societal resources. The narrative of concern over whether 

immigrants are able to adapt to Canadian society due to “cultural differences” has served as a 

means of “depoliticizing” race, while framing the cultural differences of immigrants as being to 

blame for preventing social cohesion with mainstream society (McCoy et al., 2016). 

Despite Canada’s reputation for being an inclusive and multicultural society, Canadian 

institutions, including those responsible for providing immigrant settlement support, more 

closely reflect Gordon’s model on which the basis of organizational, program, and funding 

models are based on Western structure. Thus, many settlement programs are centered around the 

goal of teaching immigrants how to live and work in Canadian society. With a national narrative 

that problematizes immigrants and the prevalence of different cultures, programs and services 

catered to immigrants will be formed in response to these problems, rather than catering to the 

needs of immigrants. When policy is influenced by a Western narrative that currently does not 

view immigration and cultural diversity in a positive light, what is missed are the complexities of 
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individual experience and situations, and the aspirations, skills, and strengths that immigrants 

bring to their new home. Aliweiwi and Laforest state that supporting diversity means going 

beyond economic support, and requires support for social integration, and fostering a sense of 

belonging; this is where many government-mandated programs fall short (Shields et al., 2016).  

This study argues that there is great value in ground-up approaches to services, which 

allows for responsive, innovative and relevant services to be provided to the people who need 

them. Solutions defined through policy, if policy is not in touch with the realities on the ground, 

will not be effective. Even with extensive research, organizations held to strict program 

guidelines cannot be equipped to respond in a timely manner to the needs of diverse local 

communities (Mukhtar et al., 2016). This view is in contrast to the principles of New Public 

Management, which has guided the settlement sector over the past two decades, and assumes 

efficiency of programming based on performance outcomes (Evans & Shields, 2014). However, 

these measures are out of touch with ground-level realities, which is why the work of smaller 

community organizations and volunteers is invaluable. Front-line people working in local 

communities have a rich knowledge base which the formal sector and policy-makers can gain 

from (Jimeno, et al., 2010).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 30 

Chapter 4. Methodology 

Research Design 

 

The question this study sought to answer was:  

What do some grassroots and community organizations in the Greater Toronto Area see 

as the limitations and gaps in available public services for newcomers?  

The two main objectives were, first, to discover what distinctive service offerings or 

specialized knowledge, can contribute to improving these services, both in the formal settlement 

sector and at the grassroots. Secondly, the study seeks to learn what challenges these grassroots 

and community organizations face in continuing and expanding their services, and how they can 

be better supported in their work. 

A qualitative thematic analysis research approach was used for this study. The purpose of 

using a qualitative approach is to understand a particular phenomenon from the perspective of 

those experiencing it (Vaismoradi, Turunen, & Bondas, 2013), in this case the perspective of 

those working in grassroots and community organizations in the GTA, who provide support 

services for newcomers. Vaismoradi et al. (2013) cite multiple research studies by Giorgi (1992), 

Holloway and Todres (2005), and Sandelowski (2010), noting that qualitative description 

“presents and treats research methods as living entities that resist simple classification, and can 

result in establishing meaning and solid findings” (Vaismoradi et al., 2013, p.399). Qualitative 

approaches are generally person-centered, and begin with an open-ended starting point 

(Holloway & Todres, 2003 as cited in Vaismoradi et al., 2013). This method supports the goal of 

contributing the unique perspective of the participants to existing literature on the settlement 

sector. This desire to begin the research open-ended, and to allow opportunities for new insights 

to be gained from the participants is the logic for employing semi-structured interviews, so as not 

to be bound by a pre-determined list of questions, as with structured interviews or surveys.  

Thematic analysis is used when the researcher wishes to employ a low level of 

interpretation to the data to allow a more nuanced account of the data (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). 

It takes a more descriptive approach to presenting the information gained from the interviews. 

Thematic analysis involves “analytically examining narrative materials from life stories by 

breaking text into small units of content and submitting them to descriptive treatment” (Sparker, 

2005 as cited in Vaismoradi et al., 2013, p.400). Thematic analysis is used to identify, for 
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example, the concerns of people about an event, or in this case a particular situation (Vaismoradi 

et al., 2013). Participants were asked why there was a need for the particular service they offered, 

what they identified as the greatest needs for newcomers based on their experience, and where 

they faced challenges in obtaining the resources they need to continue and grow their programs 

or services offerings.  

There is a wide body of literature on the Canadian settlement sector, but less research has 

been done on the contributions of grassroots and community level organizations, particularly 

those that are not part of the formal settlement sector. Their work theoretically is less influenced 

by immigration and settlement policy, but instead by direct observation of the needs of their local 

communities. Similarly, a ground-up approach was used in researching these community 

organizations and initiatives, with the hope of expanding the findings beyond the biases of 

immigration literature and analyses from government and larger players in the sector. The goal is 

to contribute to knowledge-sharing in the sector through local, ground-up learning. There is the 

possibility that some of this learning might influence the work of larger players in the settlement 

sector, policy, or else garner stronger support for the work of community groups. The study will 

explore the work and impact of grassroots and community-based initiatives supporting 

newcomer communities in the Greater Toronto Area. Additionally, the study seeks to learn about 

the challenges they face and provide recommendations for relevant actors, including 

governments and settlement sector organizations on how and why to support these initiatives. 

Finally, the study seeks to offer insights on practical solutions to newcomers’ current settlement 

needs, by considering the distinctive knowledge of organizations who work in close personal 

contact with newcomer communities.  

 

Participants 

 

 Participants from three organizations in the Greater Toronto Area were interviewed for 

this study: Newcomer Kitchen, Neighborhood Arts Network, and Culture Bridge Initiatives. 

Additionally, input was taken from two key informants who collaborate with similar 

organizations in their roles: a member of the Social Planning Council of York Region, and a staff 

member working for the municipality of Newmarket, under the umbrella of Recreation and 

Culture. Both these participants work closely with community organizations, and are looking at 
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ways to support them and create connectivity in terms of social services for immigrants in their 

communities. These organizations or initiatives began because of people living and working in 

their communities who identified a need for newcomers and responded. A total of six 

participants from five organizations were involved in semi-structured interviews which discussed 

their work, their perception of the needs of newcomers, and the challenges their organization 

faced in providing these services.  

Newcomer Kitchen is a program that has existed since 2015, and began to support Syrian 

refugees in Toronto when they were in hotels without a place to cook. It gave the women a space 

to cook, to have familiar food for themselves and their families at no cost, and expanded to 

become a source of income and a way to create social opportunities among the Syrian 

community. The program is also a way for them to share with their new communities, to have 

experience working and to gain the independence that comes with that (Newcomer Kitchen 

participant, June 19, 2018).  

Neighborhood Arts Network, an initiative of the Toronto Arts Foundation, is a Toronto-

wide network of over 1700 members, including artists, arts organizations, cultural workers and 

community agencies (Toronto Arts Foundation, 2018). It was launched in 2011 with the goal of 

connecting artists to the arts community and to resources. They also provide specific programs 

for newcomer artists through initiatives like the RBC Arts Access Fund, which supports 

newcomer artists who want to kick-start a project in Toronto but don't have the funds or 

resources to do so (Neighborhood Arts Network participant, July 12, 2018). 

Culture Bridge Initiatives is working in York Region, which contains more suburban and 

urbanizing municipalities, where the context of immigration is very different than Toronto. 

Immigrant arrivals have been increasing in York Region, and Culture Bridge Initiatives saw the 

need to give people opportunities to socialize, to celebrate and to share their culture. They have 

been running cultural events and programs throughout the region since 2011. Initially, focus was 

primarily on the South Asian community in York Region, through programs such as cricket in 

schools and traditional Indian dance classes, but they have expanded to seek programming that 

caters to the various diverse cultures of the Region, primarily through their annual multicultural 

festival (Culture Bridge Initiatives participant, July 16, 2018).   

 A staff member working for the municipality of Newmarket in York Region, under the 

umbrella of Recreation and Culture, participated. She is responsible for the development and 
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delivery of arts and culture programming, and also works with various community groups to 

support their infrastructure development and progress. She is seeking to see her role expand, 

particularly as Newmarket continues to become a more culturally diverse community through 

immigration. She believes that the municipality and various organizations outside of the 

settlement sector have a significant role to play in supporting immigrant settlement and 

integration (Newmarket Recreation and Culture participant, June 28, 2018).  

 The Social Planning Council of York Region has been around for about twelve years in 

York Region. They address economic and social challenges that marginalized populations face, 

including those with low income, newcomers, women, or homeless youth, and partner with other 

organizations in the region who serve the same causes. The member who participated also 

worked in collaboration with settlement organizations and other grassroots organizations serving 

immigrants (Social Planning Council of York Region participant, July 17, 2018).   

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

 

The participants were recruited through snowball sampling and cold-calling, with the 

inclusion criteria being broadly set to organizations providing services to immigrants which the 

researcher understood to be unique or innovative (i.e. in contrast to language classes or referral 

services). Purposive sampling of organizations was used, and diverse cases were sought out to 

provide the study with variation in an attempt to understand the broader picture (Symon & 

Cassel, 2012). High level staff, managers, or founders of these organizations were asked to 

participate, as they have strong first-hand knowledge of the services and inner workings of the 

organization. For the purpose of confidentiality, however, they will henceforth be referred to by 

generic titles such as “staff” or “member.” Permission was received from both the participants 

and their organizations to name these organizations in the study.  

Through semi-structured interviews, the study sought to learn what similar themes, and 

what differences arise from asking more generally about these organizations; their contributions 

to immigrant settlement, their understanding of immigrant needs, and challenges they face in 

trying to support them. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed for prevalent and topics 

and sentiments within and throughout the five data sets. In thematic analysis, according to 
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Vaismoradi et al. (2013), the researcher should consider both latent and manifest categories in 

the data, and cite the following steps by Braun and Clark (2006).  

The analysis stage began with familiarization with the data through multiple readings of 

the interview transcripts, and initial codes were identified based on prevalence and depth of the 

topics discussed in each interview, and whether the topic was noted throughout in multiple 

interviews, and relevant data was collated to each code (Braun and Clark, cited in Vaismoradi et 

al., 2013). Initially, 26 categories were listed as the result of the open-coding process, including 

funding constraints and funder requirements, community infrastructure and investment, arts and 

culture, social participation, partnerships, innovation, economic and skills-building support, 

integration, direct or formal services, basic service needs, awareness of services, intra-sector 

competition, cultural awareness, municipal settlement structure, and newcomer contributions. 

The listed categories were considered in more depth due to their significance within the 

framework of learning more about newcomer needs from the perspective of the participants and 

considering the organizations’ capacity. These categories were then collated into initial themes, 

drawing on initial ideas to form latent meanings within the data that were supported throughout 

multiple interviews. For example, it was noted that many of the categories referenced deeper 

institutional issues which reflected the challenges faced by settlement agencies. As instructed by 

Braun and Clark (2006), once themes were developed, they were checked to see whether they 

work in relation to the data collated into initial categories, and with the entire data set 

(Vaismoradi et al., 2013, p.402). 

Three major themes were finally developed: responses to the needs of newcomer 

communities; the need for culturally and contextually relevant programming; and the need to 

build partnerships and to invest in people. Given the diverse sample, in analyzing participant 

responses, it was important to keep in mind the specific roles of participants and the 

organizational context in which they were working which could influence their viewpoints. 

When interpreting the data, the participant and organizational context must be kept in mind, and 

variations in responses were assumed to be partially influenced by the resources and the 

environment in which the participant works. When inducing meaning from the data, the 

following questions were kept in mind: Who are the participants and what influence does their 

professional role play in framing their understanding of the situation? What lens are they 

speaking from? In addition, the explicit and implicit reasons for the situations they described 
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were incorporated into the analysis (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). The influence of federal 

immigration and settlement policy is important; this was not explicitly referenced in all the 

interviews, which could in part be because most of these organizations are at arm’s length from 

the formal settlement sector.  

The analysis of the data was influenced by critical discourse analysis, which offers a 

valuable lens from which to view immigration and settlement policy, and would suggest that the 

policy outcomes as a partial byproduct of societal discourse on migrants and migration. Critical 

discourse analysis emerged in the late 1980s in European discourse studies, led by Norman 

Fairclough, Ruth Wodak, Teun van Dijk, and others (Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000). The purpose 

of critical discourse analysis, as referenced by Wodak (1997) is to examine “structural 

relationships of dominance, discrimination, power and control as manifested in language” 

(Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000, p.448). It studies the relationship between language and the 

structures of society, and according to Chouliaraki & Fairclough (1999), it is based on the notion 

that the processes that shape our economic, social and cultural landscape are influenced by the 

discourses created and distributed by those in power (Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000). Fairclough 

(1992) outlines three dimensions of discourse analysis: discourse as text; discourse as discursive 

practice, or as the distribution and circulation of text in society; and discourse as societal practice 

(Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000). The last dimension, discourse as societal practice, contains the 

“ideological effects of hegemonic processes in which discourse is a feature” (Blommaert & 

Bulcaen, 2000, p.449). Foucault proposes that hegemony in every society is achieved through the 

control, selection, organization and redistribution of discourse (Foucault, 1971, p.8). Critical 

discourse analysis is based on the notion that these discourses inform societal practices, and 

subsequently our collective values and perceptions. It suggests that discourse forms power 

relations and ideology, and these relationships are seen by theorists in critical discourse analysis 

as problematic (Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000). The social dimensions of language are “the object 

of moral and political evaluation,” and they are analyzed with the goal of influencing practical 

change in society, such as exposing abuse of power, giving voice to those without power, or 

mobilizing people against social injustice (Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000, p.449).    

According to Blommaert & Bulcaen (2000), critical discourse analysis seeks to offer 

prospects for change in society, through correcting discourses that enforce injustice and 

inequality. With this in mind, this study is influenced by discourse of migration and integration 
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policy, and offers alternative discourses through gaining insights from those working most 

closely with migrants. This is significant because the dominant view of migrants in West, is 

arguably negative, or at the very best, tolerant; and the discourses that influence this ideological 

standpoint also have an impact on migration policy and settlement spending. Through the lens of 

critical discourse analysis, the view of migration as a ‘problem’ influences a political agenda of 

reform, in response to controversial notions of migrant membership, or belonging (Dubois-Shaik, 

2014, p.715). 

 

Concepts 

 

This study conceptualized “settlement services” as “programs and supports designed to 

assist immigrants to begin the settlement process and to help them make the necessary 

adjustments for a life in their new country.” “Integration” is the ability to contribute, free of 

barriers, to every dimension of Canadian life, including economic, social, cultural and political 

(Shields et al., 2016). The term “newcomers” is broadly used due to the analysis of the informal 

services sector. Depending on the level of government providing the service, new immigrants are 

defined as those who have been in Canada for 3-5 years and are not Canadian citizens. Refugees 

have specific terms and categories, with separate eligibility requirements, while those without 

status in Canada most often are not legally eligible for any formal settlement services. These 

concerns are less relevant in the informal sector, whose services do not often require a 

presentation of status nor restrict based on years since landing. Thus, the term “newcomer” will 

encompass all people who have recently arrived in Canada and who might benefit from formal 

and informal settlement services, regardless of legal status; whereas “immigrant” will 

differentiate from refugees, naturalized Canadian citizens, and those without status. 

In the context of this study, settlement services or supports encompasses a diverse range 

of programs and services for newcomers to Canada, provided by a diverse range of 

organizations. They may be serving immigrants, refugees, or residents without status in Canada, 

or else seeking to support the agencies or communities that work to foster successful integration 

of these new Canadians. These include, but are not limited to, settlement and employment 

agencies, community centers, schools, faith-based organizations, umbrella organizations, 

municipal departments and community organizations. The Greater Toronto Area (GTA) has a 
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vast and complex network of immigrant-serving organizations, the majority of which are heavily 

reliant on government funding to sustain their operations. In contrast, the formal settlement 

sector will specifically refer to organizations who are primarily funded by Immigration, 

Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) to provide direct settlement services to immigrants. 

These services are heavily focused on language supports, job assistance, and referrals to 

available community services, and will be referred to by IRCC’s term of Service Provider 

Organizations (SPOs). 
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Chapter 5. Findings 

Responses to the Needs of Newcomer Communities 

Limitations to Institutional Programming 

 

A major contribution of community organizations and grassroots initiatives is their ability 

to fill gaps in service needs. The participants noted distinct needs which they identified through 

working with their clients, which may not be addressed by the formal programs currently 

provided by SPOs.  

 

I think that's more of a limited practical resource that's offered there, and I think to really 

feel part of community you need to be celebrating who you are within that community. – 

participant from Newmarket Recreation and Culture 

 

 The participants expressed the need, first, for services that are flexible enough to address 

the immediate needs of newcomers as they come up, and second to invest in long-term 

integration supports. The following examples provided by participants demonstrate this. 

Newcomer Kitchen is a strong example of the ability of grassroots initiatives to respond 

effectively to immediate needs. The program began in 2015 in response to a very specific need 

of the Syrian refugee community. The founder had heard stories of the refugee families arriving 

in Toronto, many of whom were stuck in hotels for weeks or months at a time. They had no 

access to kitchens and could not prepare food for themselves and Newcomer Kitchen began in 

response to this specific crisis, as a gesture of hospitality. The program is run out of The 

Depanneur, a venue that showcases culinary talent in Toronto, inviting amateur and professional 

guest cooks to host various food events. Through building off the knowledge and the resources 

they already possessed, and without support from funders, the Depanneur was able to extend the 

invitation to the newly arrived Syrian community, allowing them to use the kitchen to make 

some familiar food, share a meal and bring some leftovers home for their friends (Newcomer 

Kitchen participant, June 19, 2018).  

 

So it was a response to a specific crisis and from that it became more generalized. And it 

expanded and developed mechanisms. And it adapted to their needs. So once they had 
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kitchens the focus was now, “Well can I make more money? Can I participate socially or 

economically in the community?” And so we expanded to accommodate the changing 

situations. – participant from Newcomer Kitchen 

 

 Once these Syrian families were relocated in homes and had their own kitchens, the focus 

shifted. Newcomer Kitchen saw the valuable social dimension of this program, and the great 

support it was getting from the Syrian community. It was one of few – if any – programs in 

Toronto that was built on the value of what the Syrian refugees, and the women in particular, had 

to offer. It gave them a place to be social, a way to make food that reminds them of home, and a 

means of empowerment and income that is not provided by any formal service. According to 

Newcomer Kitchen, the project to date has 75 women participating and has put over $100,000 

into the pockets of the Syrian refugee families in just over 2 years (Newcomer Kitchen 

participant, June 19, 2018). 

 

The money [the Syrian cooks receive] is incredibly validated and dignified… also the 

opportunity for community building, for reconciliation, for peacemaking, for language 

skills, for job skills, confidence-building, and all of this happens very powerfully, in real 

time, in the kitchen led by women… all we have to do is hold the space for it to happen. 

We just facilitate entrepreneurship. We don't sit them in a classroom and tell them all 

the things they need to know about being an entrepreneur; we just got rid of the 

barriers so that they can do what they're already good at. - participant from Newcomer 

Kitchen  

 

 In working closely with the Syrian refugee community, Newcomer Kitchen noted the 

challenges they face with their classes at the settlement agencies, and the restrictions on financial 

support. They cannot earn past a certain amount of money, which seems counterintuitive if the 

goal is to encourage newcomers to be self-sufficient. Immigrants may find, because of such 

restrictions, that they are struggling against the very system that is set up to support them. 

Participants noted that the current structure of programming and classes is inflexible, which 

cannot accommodate the needs of individuals in diverse situations, nor does it acknowledge their 

strengths and try to build on them. The result is that opportunities for newcomers are limited, 
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suggesting that either the structure or content of settlement classes must be reviewed. 

Participants noted the lack of satisfaction among some newcomer communities with settlement 

classes and workshops. Some of the formal settlement programs were described by participants 

as providing marginal value, as Western-centric and inflexible, and the concern was that support 

should not be contingent on these programs, especially if immigrants and refugees are seeking 

other ways to become self-sufficient, through job hunting, or who must be at home to take care 

of children. 

 

The response from everyone who hears about the project, and from the Syrian 

community, the participants, has been very positive, because as far as I can tell there 

isn’t a single social program in the entire province that actually puts money in their 

pocket. And not just anyone. Specifically, government-sponsored refugees, and 

specifically the women, who have that many more intersectional barriers for 

participation… Almost every single person [that we serve] is on assistance of some kind 

or other. A lot of them have multiple family obligations whether they have multiple 

children or they have to do elder care or there’s just social and cultural factors that 

suggest that they would not be out there getting a full time job… I mean they have to go 

to their English classes, they’re not allowed to earn past a certain amount of money. All 

of these things constrain what opportunities are available, so we’ve tried to design our 

offering to thread that needle, to fit into exactly how much time they can do. – 

participant from Newcomer Kitchen 

 

A lot of times I think when people are coming from other parts of the world, they 

probably look at us and wonder, “What do you mean a program? What do you mean a 

class?” I mean we have to [have programs] but I think we also have to recognize that 

it’s a very Western, modern day, funders way of doing programming. We have to be 

more flexible…They must think we’re crazy with all our programs… – participant from 

the Social Planning Council of York Region 

 

There is very limited opportunity to earn a source of income for newly-landed refugees, 

and specifically women, who face multiple intersectional barriers, including restrictions from 
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taking full time work in order to be eligible for assistance. Newcomer Kitchen has been able to 

overcome some of these barriers through their program.  

 

I think the reason [Newcomer Kitchen] is popular is that it is incredibly simple and 

obvious. Take a bunch of people who know how to do something really well, give them 

the opportunity to do what they're already good at, and make sure they get paid a 

dignified wage to do it... yet we can't find any funding to support this. [Money needs to 

be put] into a program that creates genuine, measurable, tangible opportunity for them. 

– participant from Newcomer Kitchen 

 

As another example of this kind of programming, Neighborhood Arts Network began 

programming for newcomer artists as a result of a two-year study of artists in Toronto 

neighborhoods. They built connections with these artists, who then wanted something to happen. 

And Neighborhood Arts Network created a guide for newcomer artists in the city, of simple 

information such as where to get art supplies, find galleries and how to seek grants. They then 

got in contact with settlement organizations, knowing that there was limited capacity there in 

terms of providing information to artists. They currently run the RBC Newcomer Spotlight, 

which provides funding for newcomer artists who want to begin a project in Toronto but may not 

have the resources to do so. About 30 artists per year are awarded, and are then eligible for the 

mentorship component (Neighborhood Arts Network participant, July 12, 2018). 

Another initiative of Toronto Arts Foundation and Neighborhood Arts Network is a grant 

program administered by Toronto Arts Council, where newcomer artists receive $5,000 and are 

matched with a mentor (with an additional $5000 going to their mentor). Through this initiative, 

the Toronto Newcomer and Refugee Artist Mentorship Program, the goal is for newcomer artists 

to work with an established artist in Toronto to get better integrated to the Toronto art scene. The 

program is designed to target the needs of each artist individually; so the structure of the 

mentorship is set by each of the artists and their mentor. Neighborhood Arts Network staff hold 

informal interviews to get to know the artists’ goals, and about their artistic practice. This was 

the second year of the program, and in 2017, 19 artists received the grant. In earlier years of 

Neighborhood Arts Network’s programming, staff noted they were working with newcomers 

who had been in Canada for about six years, and today meeting with some artists who have only 
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been in Canada six months to a year due to recognition through of word-of-mouth and gained 

trust within the artist communities (Neighborhood Arts Network participant, July 12, 2018).  

 

It's great to see how passionate the newcomer artists are in getting back to their art. So 

now we're starting to see some of the outcomes from last year's mentorship and it's 

really great to see them going back into their practice and happy again, doing what 

they love, and feeling more at home here in Toronto. – participant from Neighborhood 

Arts Network. 

 Through working closely with newcomers, in some cases for extended periods of time, 

the participants identified some prominent needs they found for their clients. After sets of 

interviews and consultations with newcomers, mentorship was identified as very important for 

clients of Neighborhood Arts Network. The level of mentorship with other artists, and through 

ongoing support and drop-in sessions with staff, was noted as very important to their clients. 

This aspect of the program helped newcomers feel better integrated. Newcomer artists also 

needed support with navigating the business side of practicing in Canada, but specific to the 

Arts, because of Art terminology and jargon that they may not be able to learn in general 

language classes. Neighborhood Arts network participants noted that, while there may be 

opportunities for other disciplines in terms of being supported towards career growth, there is 

less support for this in the Arts. Language and cultural barriers may also hinder newcomer 

artists, who may not necessarily know how to speak about their type of art in English, or may 

find that they have to do things differently in Canada to work in the sector. 

For example, a female artist said she didn't feel comfortable to pitch her work to a 

curator because where she came from, that's not what you do, especially as a female. 

Because we're seeing people from all parts of the world, it's also understanding the 

culture that they're in and how they have to negotiate what they can or cannot do. – 

participant from Neighborhood Arts Network 

 Neighborhood Arts Network also identified mental health as a concern. The organization 

serves newcomers of all immigration statuses, who have been in Canada for a range of time 

periods. They are concerned that clients may not have any mental or emotional support while 
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waiting for a refugee claim, or dealing with other challenges of settling in a new country which 

may be unrelated to their professional work.  

Of course we have support for art-making or finding a job but after that one year there 

is no other means of support around mental health, or even a person they can talk to if 

they're going through something…waiting for the refugee claim to come through, stuff 

like that that's not necessarily related to their art, as a profession. – participant from 

Neighborhood Arts Network 

When asked whether newcomer artists have sought mental health supports, or asked 

Neighborhood Arts Network for this type of assistance, the study participants stated that the need 

for this support was noted mostly through interactions with their clients. Only through this kind 

of person-person interaction, as opposed to generalized programming, can such needs be 

realized. 

At least from my perspective, that has not been identified [by the artists] as a need, it’s 

just with our interactions with those artists… it would be nice to have more support for 

newcomer artists around mental wellness. But there's a lot of stigma in different 

cultures... so mental wellness through the Arts, and ways that those artists can feel more 

comfortable even just interfacing with it and then realizing, “Oh actually this is good 

for me” and then going deeper into it. – participant from Neighborhood Arts Network 

 Newcomer Kitchen and Neighborhood Arts Network have not only been able to provide 

direct sources of income to refugees and newcomers, but provide meaningful and dignified work, 

by building on the skills and talents of their clients. This is absent from many mainstream 

employment courses, which are generalized and far from guarantee income as a direct outcome 

of participation. The responsiveness and nimbleness of these organizations is demonstrated 

through how they evolved to serve the needs of their clients. This, in part, is due to their size, and 

fewer constraints due to where they get their funding. The caveat is that the inconsistency of 

funding for some of these smaller organizations, who may rely on donations and fee-for-service 

work, results in greater limitations in terms of their capacity to expand programming and to plan 

for the future.  
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 [The institutions and larger organizations] are all essential, but it’s much harder for 

them to get things done in a way that is really gonna meet the needs of people that need 

something right now. Whereas a place like Culture Bridge, even Family Services – I 

find that there are some organizations that are even a little bigger than that, that 

actually can respond in a more timely, flexible way, to the needs of populations on the 

ground. And so those are the groups that I want to be working with.” – participant from 

the Social Planning Council of York Region 

 

Excess Bureaucracy and Inflexible Program Funding 

 

Funding was noted as the greatest challenge in maintaining operations and delivering 

services. Concerns noted included to following: the absence of available funding, political 

considerations, bureaucracy of funding applications, competition for resources and the lack of 

core funding for non-profits. Most participants shared similar challenges in regards to funding, 

while noting the desire to expand their capacity and programs were the funding made available. 

 

We don’t do programs because we don’t have core funding – we don’t really even have 

program funding. We have a working board so every board member takes on the 

responsibility of different projects and initiatives. Doesn’t mean we aren’t looking for 

funding, but we don’t have any so we continue to do this work. A lot of Social Planning 

Councils are actually losing their funding as municipal governments take on more of a 

lead role in social policy, economic policy, community development. I think they do a 

very different job than what we do, but that’s kind of the current of what’s happening 

right now. – participant from the Social Planning Council of York Region 

 

You get funded for say three years and you're working with all these artists... and then 

let's say you lose your funding, or the funding changes, or your sponsor changes their 

priorities. So therefore you can't run that project the same way. But then there's that 

expectation from your participants, your clients, that you're there to support them in X, 

Y and Z. So it's hard when things change, when it's outside of your control, or if it's 
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because, you know, we have new people in government and they have different 

priorities. – participant from Neighborhood Arts Network 

 

Long and complicated funding applications and eligibility requirements create additional 

barriers for these smaller organizations. Participants found that despite delivering programs 

which seem to align with government settlement service mandates, applications for funding are 

often denied for reasons relating to their organization’s capacity. Further, they noted the 

challenges of changing funding criteria, or “shifting goal posts” due to political changes or 

funding cuts. Programs have had to stop running or change significantly due to missed funding 

milestones, sometimes due to the face that parameters to qualify have changed. 

Newcomer Kitchen found that, despite many government and foundation funds which 

speak to what they are doing, including providing economic opportunity for vulnerable 

newcomers, encouraging community participation and supporting integration, the funding 

prerequisites prevent the initiative from qualifying. There are also prerequisites that do not make 

sense for all initiatives. For example, when Newcomer Kitchen began their work in response to a 

specific refugee community arriving in Toronto they did not qualify for funding due to their lack 

of charitable status and short time of operation, despite having gained an incredible amount of 

good publicity in local and national press and television, including a visit from Canada’s prime 

minister (Newcomer Kitchen participant, June 19, 2018).  

 

Six months in, we’re like “Okay we’re incorporated as a non-profit, let’s get this 

funding.” They say, “Oh well, no, you have to be doing this for one year.” Well how 

could we have been doing this for one year, [the Syrian refugees] have only been here 

for six months? Right? So it was only people who were already doing it before they ever 

arrived that were eligible…The foundations required that you be charitable, and then 

when you look at what it actually takes to become charitable, not only is it an incredibly 

bureaucratically intensive process that involves audits and financials and legal, which 

you have to pay for somehow… [It’s been] far more political and competitive and 

cutthroat than I thought. I thought the best interest of the refugees was in the defining 

criteria and it turns out that’s not the case. – participant from Newcomer Kitchen 
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So we have an offering that’s unique and meaningful and creates opportunity for the 

community… [we need] to find more innovative ways to sustain the program, because, 

despite our best efforts over two years, we still haven’t received any funding… When it's 

all said and done, only the very established players in the industry fall under the 

criteria, and so new players, you realize once you get to the table that you don’t qualify. 

- participant from Newcomer Kitchen 

 

These are challenges that are increased for smaller organizations, who may not have the 

administrative capacity or the sector knowledge to be successful in applying. These 

organizations were not funded by the IRCC, or specific immigration programs, but rather 

through individual donations, private sector or charitable foundations unrelated to immigration, 

including Ontario Trillium. The benefit to corporate donations or purchases noted by one 

participant was the elimination of bureaucracy associated with strenuous funding applications, 

and in some cases fewer restrictions in terms of how the money is used. However, the downside 

to private donations and corporate contributions is the precariousness, and sometimes the goals 

of private partners or other provincial funding streams may also change.  

 

I think being a charity that's always something that can be quite challenging. Even 

though we have really strong partnerships, we never know what's going to happen… 

And [the artists] would like to see the program grow this way, because now their needs 

have changed because they've graduated. And sometimes you can't respond quickly or 

consistently to those needs… I want to do that but I just don't have the capacity to do 

that. – participant from Neighborhood Arts Network 

 

Contributing to the challenges of capacity building is the lack of core funding, and short-

term funding contracts, which limit organizations’ ability to invest in long-term planning and 

respond effectively to unplanned issues. Despite the fact that funders are not on the ground in the 

communities, decisions about what services are needed are made by funders rather than the 

community workers who see the situations first-hand. As a result, organizations often find their 

work is subject to the requirements of a specific funding stream rather than a direct response to 
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the problems they see on the ground; or else they may work according to their own discretion, 

but sacrifice funding as a result. In response to the question of what may allow smaller 

organizations to have more flexibility, a participant suggested it largely depends on the funding 

sources.  

 

Sometimes it's your funding sources, so if you have funders that have a little more 

flexibility. Or the leadership of the organization has a vision of what they want to 

achieve and it's bigger than just project-by-project. But a lot of times now funding isn't 

core funding…now it's more, “Please apply for this money based on this funding stream 

that we [the funders] have determined is the most important one.” So you always have 

to gear everything you're doing towards that. - participant from the Social Planning 

Council of York Region 

 

So what I find is with an organization like [local non-profit], the director says to us all 

the time, “You know the families. What do they need to come to me? We'll make that 

happen.” So he's very generous and open with the money he has. He doesn't waste 

money, but when funding comes to you, and you have to report it down to the nickel and 

dime, it's like there's no trust there in terms of people knowing how and what to do... 

But when we have $25,000 for a year to do things with, it's unbelievable how much 

small organizations who are able to be nimble and can respond to the community can 

achieve with that kind of money. - participant from the Social Planning Council of York 

Region 

 

Culture Bridge’s unique contribution to newcomer integration in Newmarket and the 

greater York Region area which they serve, is their view towards creating long-term social 

support that is culture-sensitive. The difficulty if funders determine the success of a project based 

on metrics, is that quantifying social supports or measuring outcomes such as increased cultural 

awareness or reduced isolation is extremely challenging, especially with limited resources to put 

towards research. York Region participants noted the actions that the municipalities and Local 

Immigration Partnerships are taking in response to a rapidly growing immigrant population in 

the region, but according to Culture Bridge Initiatives, funding that is specifically geared to the 
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organization’s goal of building social infrastructure has proven impossible. They found that 

almost all funding is geared to the delivery of direct services, but they see a critical need for 

investment in the future.  

 

A challenge is finding additional resources from those who buy into the need for 

culture-specific social infrastructure development. People and funding. There is not a 

fund available that I am aware of that will listen to the social infrastructure story. 

Almost everything available has got to be delivery of direct service today. – participant 

from Culture Bridge Initiatives 

 

My observation working with lots of folks and being part of an organization who looks 

at certain things: not to fund, but to invest in. there's a lot of short-term mindset in 

trying to achieve the deliverables of a particular funding so you're often times missing 

what's happening right there in the community. – participant from the Social Planning 

Council of York Region 

 

The Need for Culturally and Contextually Relevant Programming 

Responding to the Realities on the Ground 

 

In terms of existing programming, it is structured based upon a Western, individualistic 

mindset and the strict regulations around delivery and eligibility can mean that, when this 

structure becomes a challenge for those from different cultures or different circumstances, they 

are often not heard. The Social Planning Council of York Region has been present in 

communities of recent immigrants and refugees, working with organizations delivering 

programming to immigrants, and more recently seeking to support the Yazidi refugee families 

who arrived in Toronto over the past few years. The Social Planning Council of York Region 

was present during a summer program for some of the Yazidi children, which was implemented 

through a collaboration between various settlement organizations and institutions in that 

municipality. These organizations found through planning and early stages of the program’s 

implementation that they needed to be flexible and able to respond to unplanned situations. Part 

of the early learning was that the initial program guidelines did not all make sense once the staff 
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were in front of the families (Social Planning Council of York Region participant, July 17, 

2018). 

 

I think a lot of the families are coming from parts of the world where survival has been 

the main thing, and families and communities are the ones that take care of each other... 

so the notion of programs that [are meant for different age groups] is kind of foreign to 

them. We have teenagers come in and say “My little cousin is with me today, can she 

come and stay with us, she's visiting?” Now most programs will say, “Well she's 11, 

you're 14, she has to go home…” But who are we serving? So we have to have that 

flexibility. The rules are part of it, but the exceptions are sometimes more than the rules. 

– participant from the Social Planning Council of York Region  

 

Participants noted the importance of services and workers being in the communities where 

people live, or else ensuring that there is enough knowledge among community institutions to be 

able to provide the right information in the places where newcomers shop, work and take their 

kids to school. All participants from York Region voiced the concern that newcomers may not be 

aware of where to access services, may be prevented from accessing services due to language 

barriers and other obstacles, and that there is no cohesive system for finding these services. 

Organizations need to be more equipped to deal with a changing population with diverse needs, 

and this starts with communication between organizations, and with newcomer communities 

(Newmarket Recreation and Culture participant, June 28, 2018). 

 

A lot of organizations think they understand the needs of people who are living in poverty, 

but I don't think that's true. In a situation where you’ve got a community of highly 

victimized people who have experienced violence and seen obscene things… We have no 

idea. We have a lot of learning to do and we need to figure out a way to do it. I think we're 

going to end up having to change some of the ways that we work with people based on 

what we learn. – participant from the Social Planning Council of York Region  

 

 Interviews from York Region also suggested that there is a lack of diversity within the 

relevant institutions, and there is a need for education and training of key decision-makers in 
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terms of increasing cultural understanding. These participants emphasized the need for 

dialogue with newcomer communities in order to understand what the needs are, rather than 

prescribing solutions based on their own perspectives. Significantly, it was noted that there 

might be any number of reasons why a particular newcomer family may not have sought and 

found services.  

 

Because if people don't come to you when you offer something, there's a lot of reasons 

why. But no learning happens because we actually aren't hearing why that's not working 

or why they're not coming…So there's a lot that we can learn from being in the community, 

and even now, being close to where people live, there's still things that prevent them from 

coming out and us giving them what we think they need - because we still aren’t 

necessarily asking them everything that they need. - participant from the Social Planning 

Council of York Region 

 

[In my role] the worst thing that I can do is assume what a community might like to see 

happen. So finding a way to truly embrace what the needs are but not just through my 

perspective. My perspective might be in support of what is truly relevant to that community 

rather than me suggesting what might work. I can be there in support. And I’d rather be 

able to have dialogues and what’s difficult is, one, the language barrier and two, I may 

have a lack of knowledge of cultural customs in terms of reaching out to that community. – 

participant from Newmarket Recreation and Culture 

 

    The value of having people on the ground was noted, in or near the communities where 

people live, to support them, to learn where they actually need support, and not just providing 

information on what services area available. With programs, they may not fall under what 

people need right now, or people may be ineligible. The recommendation was having people 

on the ground, and similar grassroots organizations who are able to be responsive, to act 

according to what the person in front of them needs in the moment. 

Some groups noted to have been a very strong support to refugee communities in particular 

were faith organizations, other grassroots organizations, and independent volunteers of various 

immigrant communities. These groups are on the ground and are helping with the most basic, 
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practical needs of people moving into a new community (Social Planning Council of York 

Region participant, July 17, 2018).   

 

What we need is more people working in community, to be able to make the connections 

with volunteers and newcomer communities. What we know is working better than 

anything else is that there are groups that have emerged out of the communities – and 

they’re actually usually not the communities that are in need. For example, the Yazidi 

community first came here three years ago so there wasn’t a settlement area before they 

came. But the Jewish community, and the Arabic-speaking community in general, and a lot 

of other existing communities have really supported them. And some volunteer 

organizations - [who might] have some amount of donor-based funding, so they’re not 

responsible necessarily to funders - but they’re on the ground having those face-to-face 

conversations, helping people move into their homes, and doing very real, basic, practical 

things that people need when they move into a new community, especially when they can’t 

speak the language. - participant from the Social Planning Council of York Region 

 

So there's volunteers and I find faith organizations, like the mosques and some of the 

different faith groups, the people that they have within their own faith communities are 

doing a lot of the work, not just in this case but in a lot of cases. - participant from the 

Social Planning Council of York Region 

 

One participant voiced some of the concerns in York Region, where there is a particular 

need for more community-level support, and who noted the need to acknowledge the 

influence that policy and social planning has had on the current realities for low-wage 

families in the region. 

 

When you have issues that are happening on the ground and people are hurting, if you go 

back far enough, if you look at it deeply, there’s always some type of social planning or 

economic decision that was made...whether it’s building affordable housing or not, there’ s 

always a step somewhere back that resulted in this outcome. So homelessness, lack of 

affordable housing, precarious work being the biggest increasing reality in York Region, 
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we have higher numbers of precarious, part-time, low-paid work than most other areas of 

the Greater Toronto Area. - participant from the Social Planning Council of York Region 

 

The Role Arts and Culture in Creating Community 

 

 The participants from York Region identified one of the greatest concerns as the absence 

of culturally-relevant and social programming, and the lack of awareness of available services 

among newcomers. In Newmarket, it was noted that opportunities for people, particularly 

racialized people, to be social, to become part of their communities, and to celebration their 

music and culture.  

A participant from Newmarket Recreation and Culture saw the opportunity to 

strengthen her role in terms of incorporating diverse cultural art and celebration, providing 

space for social integration, and providing more opportunities to socialize with the 

community. The hope is to eventually create a space where newcomers and racial minorities 

in the municipality have space to celebrate their own music and culture (Newmarket 

Recreation and Culture participant, June 28, 2018). The participant noted that a part of her 

role in creating this dialogue has been through supporting community and grassroots 

organizations like Culture Bridge Initiatives, through clearing obstacles to their success, and 

ensuring an understanding of cultural diversity embedded in the programming she runs and 

supports for the municipality. 

 

I'd like to see some of the centers - like the library, this cultural center, the municipal 

offices - do a better job of making individuals welcome, and start dialogues about what we 

can do in terms of service provision. These could be enhancements to what might already 

exist within the settlement centers, where I think it’s more of a limited, practical resource 

that's offered. But I think to really feel part of community you need to be celebrating who 

you are within that community. – participant from Newmarket Recreation and Culture 

 

The role of arts and culture was cited by participants as playing a major role in community 

integration. Culture Bridge Initiatives’ work is based in part on allowing people to keep 

connections to their homeland, while also placing emphasis on what people of diverse cultures 
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have in common. The main focus of the organization has been on developing social 

infrastructure, events and spaces within the community that allow for meaningful and lasting 

connections between neighbors. More than that, their work seeks to provide an entry point for 

people to engage in intercultural dialogue, with the aim of challenging prejudices and fostering 

understanding (Culture Bridge Initiatives participant, July 16, 2018).  

Culture Bridge Initiatives began primarily serving the South Asian communities in their 

municipality, they since expanded to others in the Region, while also becoming inclusive of the 

needs of other cultures. They work in schools and have run various workshops throughout York 

Region, including youth cricket and traditional Indian dance. Presently, their largest celebration 

is the Culture Bridge Festival, a celebration of world cultures which features art and music of the 

many different ethno-cultural groups in York Region (Culture Bridge Initiatives participant, July 

16, 2018).  

 

Before our festival, there has never been anything close to what we have done up here. The 

difficulty has been in being able to articulate and to find the relevance between social 

infrastructure and doing work today. – participant from Culture Bridge Initiatives 

 

 Participants expressed that the value of giving newcomers space to share their culture is 

in providing confidence, forming community, and contributing to fighting prejudice and negative 

stereotypes among those who are not familiar with that culture. The initiatives in this study are 

unique to traditional settlement services in that their goal in integration is not to have newcomers 

acculturate to Canadian customs, but to allow them to contribute through bringing and sharing 

their own culture, through making and serving Syrian food, through sharing their art in a 

professional capacity, and through showcasing the music, dance and sport of their previous 

countries.  

Not only is cultural understanding important at the individual level, limitations on cultural 

sensitivity at the institutional and political level can greatly influence policies. Participants stated 

that acceptance of diversity has to be done on real level, not just for show, but in terms of 

making real changes that acknowledge the needs of a diverse population.  
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Building Partnerships and Investing in People 

 

The strength of many of these groups is their ability to form strong inter-sector networks, 

but there is room for stronger supports and more meaningful partnerships. Strong partnerships 

are based on outcomes and mutual goals, but inter-sector collaboration acknowledges that 

different types of organizations have different things to offer with respect to these goals. A 

common theme was the resourcefulness of these organizations, which particularly shows in 

terms of their ability to attain funding and through creating connections with newcomer 

communities, and partnerships played a major role in this. 

 

So we've created more of a reputation for ourselves, and there's also word-of-mouth and 

trust in the community…Not only is there trust with the artists but also with different 

settlement organizations. They have the ability to [tell newcomers to] contact 

Neighborhood Arts Network or the Toronto Arts Council, and then we’re able to take them 

in and guide them…We work closely with [the city], and the Local Immigration 

Partnerships, and also with the employment and service centers. They then talk to their 

colleagues, so we're building a little bit of a support network of administrators who've 

been helping the rest of the way. – Neighborhood Arts Network 

 

Because of limited funding in the non-profit sector, many similar organizations rely 

heavily on volunteers (Social Planning Council of York Region participant, July 17, 2018). As 

noted, the Social Planning Council of York Region works unfunded, by partnering with other 

organizations who may have staff and program funding. Similarly, the participant from 

Newmarket Recreation and Culture noted that she does a lot of work in supporting grassroots 

organizations, but currently does so in an unofficial capacity. The municipality is just at the 

beginning of reaching out to settlement organizations and immigrant communities, but there is a 

significant role that the department can play in both supporting newcomers and smaller culture-

based organizations by giving them spaces to be social within the community (Newmarket 

Recreation and Culture participant, June 28, 2018).  

 



 

 55 

I would like in my role to better be recognized for the cultural side of my work. And I 

believe that means bridging with our settlement communities and I believe that’s bridging 

with a lot of the organizations that can help with processes, whether that's finding seed 

money to start those projects, or where to find pathways to celebrate their community and 

culture. – participant from Newmarket Recreation and Culture 

 

 One of the major challenges identified among participants is the inability of some 

immigrants to access available services, whether due to lack of information, or because the 

structure of settlement services in the region is inaccessible. Participants suggested that 

information could be more easily provided to immigrants if organizations, institutions and 

community workers themselves were better equipped with the knowledge to answer their 

questions. The concept of central “hub” beyond the settlement centers was recommended by two 

of the participants. Culture Bridge, as a small non-profit working within their community, 

indicated that they saw an opportunity for them to play a significant role in this central point of 

contact for services information. What Culture Bridge found as one of the major struggles for 

immigrants and others seeking community services is that they get passed from one service 

worker to another, and have to tell their story again and again, in order to even find out if help is 

available. 

 

What our role really should be doing a lot more of is to be a cultural hub where we can 

help the multicultural and linguistic community to find opportunities. We never thought 

that we are going to be the employment or mental health counselling agency…but what 

may be the outcome of your visit to our office is that you are not leaving with a list of 

phone numbers; you are there [with us] until we find the person who you should be 

speaking to. – participant from Culture Bridge Initiatives 

 

These networks also play a role in newcomer awareness of services. Newcomers to the 

area may be hindered from accessing services by language barriers, lack of knowledge or money 

to navigate transportation, or inability to fulfill program requirements and eligibility. In these 

cases, it is important that various actors in the community have the information to let newcomers 

know what services are out there, and that lesser known organizations might be able to provide 
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support that they cannot get from formal service centers. Newcomers access schools, work in the 

private sector, and have needs in recreation and health, and these institutions must be equipped 

with the knowledge to support them. Collaboration and communication with these groups 

working outside the settlement sector can support newcomers in becoming familiar with what is 

happening in their neighborhoods, and ensure that they are given the correct information. 

 

We're talking about a time when people, even people who are just low-income and have 

perfect English, can have a hard time accessing services. People don't have that social 

capital and that's totally different than the language. That's knowing what to get, when to 

get it, and having a sense of advocacy for yourself... and so I think in those first months 

and years [in Canada] we have to be as absolutely accessible as possible. – participant 

from the Social Planning Council of York Region 

 

 Participants expressed the need for people on the ground, within residential communities, 

schools, community centers and libraries, to have access to the information that newcomers 

need. They noted that while programming is important, there are multiple barriers to people even 

accessing these programs which need to be addressed. The formation of partnerships between 

sectors, and meaningful collaborations with volunteers and community workers, was noted as an 

important was that organizations are able to get people out to these programs.   

 

I actually have one of those very rare community partnership roles, which gives me the 

flexibility to do this type of work. Those types of roles don't exist a lot of places. They used 

to, especially in Toronto. I used to work in Toronto, we had neighborhood houses and 

community centers and community development workers, and it allowed for us to invest in 

the community. And those positions are not very well understood. So funders are saying, 

“Well, we don't have to have people on the ground, we have programs.” But people need 

people. Not just the people who are providing a program, but the people who are there to 

get to know them, and respond to their needs in a way that is responsive. – participant 

from the Social Planning Council of York Region 
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There’s also I think a less collective responsibility or thinking that way, so we’re trying to 

work with people to kind of inspire that engaged citizenry, that collective mindset as 

opposed to just fighting for yourself, and with growing inequality the reality is human 

beings are human beings – you have to take care of yourself. So the less there is to share 

around, people start to be thinking more about themselves…So we want to inspire more of 

a collective, community-building approach.  – participant from the Social Planning 

Council of York Region 

 

Neighborhood houses and community development workers which were more prevalent in 

the past, in Toronto, allowed for stronger relationships to be formed between people, and 

supported organizations who wanted to work together. In the absence of similar support, many 

organizations work in silos. Participants expressed the importance of relationships in beginning 

collaborative programming, but also raised concerns about the time required to establish these 

relationships. Some settlement agencies have begun this work in Toronto, through sharing of 

their staff expertise in support of volunteers. However, it was noted that the staff and the money 

to do this is not always available (Social Planning Council of York Region participant, July 17, 

2018).  

 There is a great opportunity for more collaboration between institutions and grassroots 

organizations involved in immigrant support, and for support to be given to newer initiatives. 

Established settlement agencies have the opportunity to be looking into communities, seeing 

what initiatives exist and are thriving in the grassroots, and supporting them. However, this 

becomes a challenge given their own capacity limitations and competition within the sector. But 

if this can be overcome, participants expressed the value that this support could provide to 

smaller community organizations and volunteers, as a means of bringing innovation into the 

sector. Participants also expressed the potential role of municipalities and of settlement agencies 

to support smaller organizations through the development of organizational policy, support in 

gaining funding and building capacity, or offering training on working in the settlement sector 

and with vulnerable populations. In many cases, new models of social supports are having very 

real, fast and practical impact, but are limited for lacking the knowledge of the sector and of 

working with government requirements.  
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Chapter 6. Analysis and Discussion 

  

The participants working for grassroots organizations and initiatives for newcomers, 

stated that they were being driven to provide unique service offerings to newcomers because they 

saw gaps and limitations to available formal services. The primary limitations to institutional 

programming identified was the tendency for settlement agencies to be out of touch with the 

realities on the ground, and the inflexibility of larger agencies to respond to newcomer needs 

which do not fit within their program structures. The data suggests that there are innumerable 

issues specific to communities and to newcomer demographics which require people working on 

the ground, who are closer in touch with their needs, and who have the autonomy to respond to 

them. The participants’ close connection to the people in the communities they serve influenced 

the work they did and the services they provided. The participants in this study directly or 

indirectly referred to their work as divergent to the “direct” or “formal” services provided by 

settlement agencies, which offer IRCC-funded programming. The services analyzed in this study 

ranged from employment and entrepreneurship support, to social and cultural programming. 

While the programs provided in settlement agencies through IRCC-funding addressed the more 

“practical” and short-term needs of immigrants, the participants noted that there was a need for 

programming which provided more holistic support in terms of newcomer integration.  

Every participant placed primacy on understanding the unique cultural and contextual 

needs of the newcomers whom they served. They acknowledged that needs were different, not 

only for each ethno-cultural group, but for individuals within those groups, and that these needs 

do not end when a person attains a source of income and a place to live. They identified the 

tendency for government programming to lack culturally sensitivity, and thus the importance of 

asking who is really being served when program restrictions exclude the most vulnerable. The 

current program-based funding structure assumes that decision-makers in government or 

foundations know what the needs are in communities, and how best to address them. The 

findings from this study bring this assumption into question, and participants noted the tendency 

for formal programming to be very Western-centric and focused on economic goals, whereas 

social and cultural considerations tend to be a secondary concern. There is a heavy facilitating 

newcomer entry into the Canadian labour market, yet their individual skills, strengths, 
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limitations, and experiences are often not considered when programs are designed, but instead a 

one-size-fits-all approach is taken. 

Some of the participants expressed the sentiments of their clients towards the classes 

offered through IRCC, noting that they received more value from being given opportunities 

outside of the classroom, as well as the difficulties for some groups who faced barriers to 

attending classes amidst their other responsibilities. OCASI’s 2012 study reflected these 

concerns and similar experiences among settlement staff with regards to employment training. 

Settlement workers who directed their clients to resume-writing or interview preparation 

workshops noted that their clients did not want to invest time in them (OCASI, 2012, p. 36). 

Programs for self-employment, in particular, were criticized by services workers, who noted that 

small businesses require personal networks, credit histories and knowledge of the Canadian legal 

and financial systems (OCASI, 2012, p.39). Participants in the OCASI study noted that the 

information offered through the workshops was generic despite complex and unique situations of 

their clients, and it was made more difficult due to client’s lower English-language proficiency 

and unfamiliarity with business terminology (OCASI, 2012, p.39). Given the severe urgency for 

most immigrants on finding a means of income, their lack of enthusiasm for classes should not 

be interpreted as lack of motivation on the part of immigrants, rather it suggests a need to re-

evaluate the content of these programs. Just as funding streams determined by high-level 

decision-makers may be misguided in addressing the realities on the ground, there is the 

potential that employment lessons taught in a classroom setting may be out of touch with the 

realities of the low-wage, unprofessional job market where newcomers are often concentrated 

(Brodkin, 2011; Banerjee & Lee, 2012; Jimeno et al., 2012). Given these concerns, there is great 

value in looking at some of the innovative, practical programming taking place in the grassroots, 

which has the ability to be more tailored and specific to certain newcomer groups. 

 Participants also suggested that some of the problems with inflexible program 

requirements are the result of higher-level structural issues. They noted that excess bureaucracy 

with applications, program restrictions and inadequate funding causes challenges with building 

capacity, and in some cases continuing initial program offering. As a second layer of difficulty, 

this structure creates competition between organizations, which becomes a challenge to effective 

partnerships and collaboration. The lack of core funding throughout the public service sector was 

noted as a particular concern. The participants expressed the need, first, for services that are 
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flexible enough to address the immediate, most basic needs of newcomers as they come up, and 

second to invest in long-term integration supports. They understood integration to be a 

continuous process, and thus the importance of giving newcomers space to contribute, fostering 

belonging within their new communities, and combatting discrimination, which are often areas 

of programming where it is difficult to find financial support. 

 The broad scope of grassroots work was noted by the participants from the Social 

Planning Council of York Region and Newmarket Recreation and Culture, who work closely 

with many of these groups. They noted that a lot of volunteer work is being done by immigrant 

communities, faith organizations and grassroots initiatives. Many are doing great work, with 

emphasis on broader integration supports, removal of barriers to newcomers, and provision of 

basic and immediate needs. The participants emphasized the importance of government 

investment in this kind of ground-level work, in order to have more community workers 

available to support new immigrants and refugees, and ensure that they are aware of and able to 

access the services that are available to them. These organizations and initiatives need to have 

access to funding to be able to continue this work, and particularly access to core funding which 

allows them to respond in a timely and effective manner to the newcomers they serve.  
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Chapter 7. Conclusion 

 

While there is a strong body of literature which discusses the challenges faced by 

settlement agencies, there is less research on the work many grassroots organizations who do not 

operate as part of the formal settlement sector. Many non-profit organizations are responding to 

the growing immigrant populations in their communities and realizing that there is not enough 

support for them to successfully settle and integrate into their new cities. In response, many 

grassroots organizations and independent actors have taken on the responsibility of filling these 

services gaps through innovate and effective services that are in touch with the realities on the 

ground. A greater understanding of their work, and their insights on what supports are needed for 

newcomers, can contribute to knowledge-sharing in the sector, and possibly paint a picture of 

what stronger collaboration and partnership among diverse stakeholders, particularly more 

established SPOs, can look like. 

Despite the necessity of these community-based initiatives in filling service gaps for 

newcomers, they receive no settlement funding, and very limited funding overall. The success of 

some participants in being able to partner with settlement agencies is an important lesson in the 

mutual value that can be gained from these connections. Here are organizations and initiatives 

who are providing meaningful and dignified work to newcomer communities, and in doing so 

allowing immigrants to put money and contribute value to the Canadian economy. Literature on 

multiservice agencies has noted the downfalls of “essentializing” immigrant groups (Sadiq, 

2004), and defining clients as newcomers alone implies that they will be served as such, and as 

the participants noted, it is important that programs acknowledge the very different cultural and 

individual contexts. While newcomers need language training and orientation, there is heavy 

focus in formal services, even in job skills training, on orienting them to the “Canadian 

workplace” or the Canadian environment or services, and federal eligibility ends after 

immigrants qualify to apply for citizenship. On the other hand, the organizations in this study are 

offering services for artists, for cooks, for families, and acknowledge newcomers as community 

members, not as migrants to be prepared for the labour market. Grassroots approaches 

acknowledge the diverse needs, but also their individual strengths and contributions, which the 

flexibility of programming, and closeness to communities, allows them to build on.  
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One major limitation of this study was the small sample size, with a participant pool of 

only six individuals. A larger sample would have allowed for more reliable results. It is also 

important to account for the very different contexts in from which each of the participants spoke 

of their experiences. For example, the variation in discussion of institutional problems, including 

discrimination or lack of cultural awareness among decision-makers, was an explicit concept in 

some interviews, but not all. Given the limited data, occurrences like these are difficult to 

accurately interpret. It is important to acknowledge that, while answers and depth of answers in 

sensitive areas may be due the real experiences of participants, there are also other factors to 

consider, including outsider status of the researcher, as well as participants’ relative position of 

power within the context of this field to speak openly about these topics. Additionally, 

discrepancies in the participants’ response about how much government funding is available to 

nonprofits can depend on the type of service they provide, the age and size of the organization, 

the participants’ knowledge about grants, and other areas of concern. 

While this MRP focused on learning about service offerings and challenges for workers 

at these organizations, opportunities for further research include studies on organizational 

functions of similar organizations, details on costs and funding, and the specific models used for 

successful partnerships. More insight into how stronger grassroots initiatives have been able to 

grow and maintain operations will be a valuable contribution to the settlement sector and to other 

grassroots organizations doing similar work. 

This study has explored community organizations and informal supports, which provide 

important contributions to supporting newcomer integration in the Greater Toronto Area. Their 

impact is smaller in terms of numbers, but practical action is being taken at the ground level to 

respond to newcomer needs. These smaller organizations have the ability to be nimble, 

responsive, and to provide support that falls outside of official service mandates. They are closer 

to the newcomer communities that they serve, they see the needs first-hand, and invaluable 

lessons can be gained from the work that they are doing. 
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