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As a growing proportion of Canada’s population is made up of immigrants it becomes 

increasingly important to understand how various social, political and economic institutions can 

provide more meaningful supports for these newcomers as they integrate into Canadian 

society.  Twenty per cent of Canada’s population is made up of immigrants with that number 

continuing on an upward trajectory (Bloemraad, 2006; Stewart et al., 2008,Thomas, 2011; 

Tossutti, 2012) with some estimates that as many as 70% of those individuals would be 

identified as visible minorities (Stewart et al., 2008).  Because of the federal responsibility for 

immigration, too often the instrumental and more symbolic (Bilodeau et al., 2012) aspects of 

immigration are discussed at a national level without an appreciation for the regional variation 

with respect to services, policies, and attitudes of immigrants and non-immigrants.  As more 

research explores provincial variation there is a need to contextualize this research in an even 

more localized manner to assess the responses of various municipalities as they address the 

issues presented by these individuals, families and communities.   

 

Perhaps not surprisingly there is a dearth of research and scholarship that explores the 

perceptions of newcomers, service providers and policy-makers within a contextualized 

framework of service delivery with a view to evidence-based program and policy development.  

In other words, framing research in a manner that increases the likelihood that what is learned 

from the settlement and integration experiences of immigrants will be responded to in a 

manner aimed at enhancing those experiences. 

 

In this regard, Chilliwack Community Services was charged with forming a Community 

Partnership in the Chilliwack area to explore the needs of immigrants, current responses to 

those needs, and undertake activities that would enhance the overall response of the 

community and consequently the sense of welcome experienced by newcomers.  A working 

group was formed and this group determined that a critical component of this project was a 

research phase to explore key needs of newcomers, describe the nature and coverage of 

community-based efforts already undertaken, and identify service gaps and potential service 

opportunities. The approach taken contextualized the findings within a suggested framework 

for next steps.  This framework supports a sustainable model for the planning, delivery and 

administration of effective and efficient community programming with respect to new 

immigrants in the Chilliwack area. This initiative is timely as Chilliwack and particularly 

Chilliwack Community Services moves forward under the auspices of Citizenship and 

Immigration Canada (CIC) and within the Local Immigration Partnership (LIP) model.  

Introduction 
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The focus of this study was to develop an understanding of the key needs of immigrants and 

how these needs are responded to by the current service delivery structures.  Initial meetings 

with the Welcoming Communities Partnership Committee determined that service providers 

and other professional key stakeholders would be the primary pool of participants due to the 

scope of the project; however, where possible newcomers would be interviewed.  Importantly, 

a number of service provider participants are also immigrants and/or visible minorities and 

therefore explored issues through that intersectionality of experience.  Interviewing service 

providers and other professionals associated with immigrant services provides an opportunity 

to access a variety of perspectives and have them framed through a systems lens.  Having said 

that, it is fully recognized that these sampling decisions are limiting with respect to immigrant 

voices. 

 

Nineteen key informant interviews were conducted with individuals from the following sectors: 

education, community services, local government, newcomers, and business.  After being 

invited by the Welcoming Communities coordinator, it was decided that the Welcoming 

Communities Workshop series (addressing topics such as intercultural communication, ‘what it 

means to be a citizen’, newcomer professionals) and the Service Network evenings would be 

another source of data gathered through non-participant observation.  The principal researcher 

and/or research assistant attended five of the workshops and the second Service Network 

evening.  Notes were taken at these events and used as further context for understanding the 

data collected through the interviews.  In order to maintain the assurances provided to the 

interview participants with respect to anonymity, the researcher elected not to use 

pseudonyms in order to further protect against any possible attribution of quotes.  All of the 

quotes from participants included in the report are indicated by the designation of 

“participant”.  

 

Participants were selected through a purposive sampling technique identifying the key agencies 

and consequently individuals in consultation with the Welcoming Communities Partnership 

Committee.  These participants identified additional potential participants, both newcomers 

and professionals.  The interviews were semi-structured with the interviews of service 

providers exploring welcoming through the following prompts and subsequent follow-up 

questions: Tell me about your role working with newcomers.  What does a ‘welcoming’ 

community for newcomers look like in your opinion? Describe any challenges/ barriers/ 

obstacles faced by newcomers/your clients. Are there services and/or programs that you think 

have been responsive to the needs of newcomers? How might Chilliwack become more 

‘welcoming’ to newcomers?  

Method 
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Interviews with newcomers explored questions (and associated prompts) such as: What does 

welcoming mean to you? Has Chilliwack been ‘welcoming’ to you (and your family)?  If yes, 

what have been the most important factors in these ‘welcoming’ experiences?  If no, what have 

been some of the most significant challenges/barriers?  What would make Chilliwack a more 

‘welcoming’ community?  The interviews were audiotaped and the content was analyzed using 

an approach grounded in a three tiered model of qualitative data coding (Strauss, 1987).   

 

 

 

 

There is ample evidence to suggest that aside from the obvious reasons, grounded in equity 

and compassion, to provide a safe and inclusive destination for immigrants, “Canada stands to 

derive more ‘value-added’ from immigration by paying attention not only to fine-tuning its 

selection policies but by increasing the opportunities it provides to immigrant families and their 

children, and by improving the way it welcomes them” (Beiser et al., 2011, p.828). Conversely, 

obstacles to integration and lack of integration lead to increased risks for newcomers (adults 

and children) in relation to lower economic status, greater educational challenges, and negative 

mental health consequences (Patterson et al., 2012).  For example, 7.7% of recent newcomers 

are classified as working poor, whereas only 2.7 of other working age Canadians are similarly 

classified (Zuberi & Ptashnick, 2011).  Using the method described above this study identified 

four major themes in relation to immigrant experiences: locational specificity, constructions of 

welcoming, service needs, and service delivery challenges and opportunities.  These findings 

are framed within the current literature exploring the experiences of immigrants and discussed 

below.   

 

Locational-Specificity:  The City of Chilliwack 

 

Contextualizing immigrant issues at the local level is critical to engaging with newcomers and 

their settlement and integration needs in a more coordinated and integrated manner.  One of 

the consistent themes raised in the interviews and the community workshop sessions was the 

framing of Chilliwack as a very different community with respect to immigrant issues.  The 

primary threads of this discourse of difference emphasized perceived characteristics of the City 

of Chilliwack and its residents: 

 

Chilliwack is a small community so the approach used in other urban centres is not 

comparable.  (Participants) 

 

Discussion 
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It’s not always easy in small communities because we’re not used to seeing difference.  

(Participant) 

Immigrant issues haven’t been on the radar.  (Participant) 

There seems to be a lack of materials available because of a lack of critical mass.  

(Participant) 

We ‘need’ a critical mass, but we don’t want to wait til we have one.  By then it will be 

too late and we’ll be reacting.  (Participant) 

We’re sort of at an in-between stage … if we could learn now and put the systems in 

place so we’re proactive, not reactive.  (Participant) 

We need a critical mass.  (Participant) 

This thread highlighted the prominence of the number of immigrants as key in defining levels of 

community awareness and responsiveness.  These claims to low numbers and the absence of a 

critical mass are not without merit as 12.7% of Chilliwack’s population are immigrants 

compared with 27.6% of B.C.’s population according to the 2011 National Household Survey 

(Statistics Canada, 2011).  Despite immigrant representation being disproportionately lower 

than the provincial numbers, this figure represents 11,440 immigrants living in Chilliwack with 

1060 of those individuals being recent immigrants (within five years of this survey being 

conducted).  The raw numbers are not insignificant given the settlement challenges 

documented in this report.  

Having acknowledged the challenges in this community given its demographic make-up there 

are also some important sources of strength in that profile and commensurate responses to 

immigrant issues.  Acknowledging the importantly different histories of oppression 

there’s lots of common experience [with our Aboriginal population] in terms of feeling 

marginalized in the system, invisibility in historical and [contemporary accounts] of the 

community.  (Participant) 

there is common experience … in that [both immigrants and aboriginals] are bugs under 

the wheels of the history as it’s presented.  (Participant) 

Arguably, one of the ways to combat the resistance to action and indeed change that is 

embedded in the ‘it’s not an issue here’ refrain is to frame the need in the commonality of 

marginalized groups to build that critical mass through shared experiences.  The following two 

quotes, while seemingly divergent, seem to best capture the range of sentiment of participants 

with respect to Chilliwack’s capacity as a welcoming community:  
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This is not a welcoming community …. This is a stoic community, a hard-working 

community …. But now is a perfect time to shift.  (Participant) 

 

Chilliwack has the potential to become welcoming.  (Participant) 

 

Welcoming Communities:  The Symbolic and Instrumental Importance 

 

At a foundational level, Yan et al.’s (2011) “findings indicate that there is considerable variation 

between governments and service agencies as to what multiculturalism means on a day-to-day 

basis in terms of how services are or need to be delivered, and how Canadian citizens of diverse 

backgrounds experience multiculturalism in their daily lives” (p. 70).  Critical to understanding 

the challenges embedded in this ambiguity are the funding structures and shrinking resources 

that impede the development of sustainable, coordinated and responsive services for 

newcomers.  Equally important is understanding immigrant and non-immigrant ideas and 

perceptions of welcoming.   

 

Immigrants are an integral component of the tapestry that makes up our local, provincial and 

national communities.  The most obvious strategy to support positive and ideally enriching 

settlement (immediate) and integration (reciprocal, layered, and long term) experiences is to 

ensure that the concept of welcoming communities is operationalized in a meaningful, 

coordinated and progressive fashion.     

 
Public Attitudes 
 

Canada has an international reputation for being an open and accepting nation when it comes 

to immigrants.  In support of this reputation there is mounting evidence that while the 

attitudes of host citizens in so many European countries are becoming increasingly less 

accepting and arguably even antagonistic in response to immigrants and related policy 

initiatives, Canadians continue to demonstrate a generosity of spirit as newcomers arrive and 

shape the cultural landscape of the country.  Bilodeau et al. (2012) note that over the last 20 

years Canadians, from across the country, have “followed a common pan-Canadian movement 

of greater acceptance of immigration and racial diversity” (p. 589).  In part, this makes sense as 

part of the expected process of acculturation that would anticipate increasingly favourable 

attitudes and interactions as more individuals and host communities have contact with others 

from different cultural backgrounds (Dere, Ryder & Kirmayer, 2010).  Others argue that 

favourable attitudes may also be rooted in Canada’s approach to immigrant selection which 

heightens the likelihood of successful integration which in turn increases the likelihood of 
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positive experiences for those interacting with immigrants (Harell & et al, 2012; Hochschild and 

Cropper, 2010).   

 

Many individuals and groups argue that the sense of threat that some express in response to 

questions about their receptivity to immigrants relates to their concerns about competing with 

newcomers for jobs. Interestingly, recent studies are suggesting that where there are negative 

attitudes their economic roots lie in concerns about immigrants’ potential reliance on social 

assistance programs as opposed to a fear of increased competition for employment (Harell et 

al, 2012).  Asher’s (2011) assertion that immigrant children are more likely than their non-

immigrant counterparts to have at least one parent working acts as an example of the 

disconnect between perception and reality that too often characterizes public debate with 

respect to immigrant issues.   

Additionally, resistance to cultural change is sometimes embodied in negative public attitudes 

that are grounded in a sense of threat to their individual and group identity (Bilodeau et al., 

2012).  Important to this research project is that generally speaking, “people in Ontario and 

British Columbia are quite comfortable with racial minorities but seem more likely than other 

Canadians to think their province might need to reduce somewhat the number of immigrants” 

(Bilodeau et al., 2012, p. 599).  The perceptions of economic threat and cultural threat present 

important opportunities for educational and integrative programming bringing together recent 

immigrants and non-immigrants to explore collaborative pathways to integration. 

While there appears to be ample evidence to support the claim that generally Canadians 

express and demonstrate an overall orientation toward acceptance, it would also seem that 

there are important differences between attitudes toward immigration and attitudes toward 

ethnic minorities and regional differences that need to be examined using more complex 

constructions of acceptance.  While many would challenge Gregg’s (2006) assertion that 

Canada’s “elite consensus on a feel good multiculturalism is blinding us to the reality of growing 

ethnic divides and animosities” (p. 46), it would seem prudent to examine how this pat on the 

back position that Canada holds may be perpetuating incoherent policies, increasing funding 

cutbacks, and creating impediments to greater coordination in localized service delivery. 

Welcoming as Affirmation 

The analysis of the data collected through the interview process indicated that the dominant 

organizing principle in the construction of ‘welcoming’ is affirmation.  Within this construct of 

affirmation, the most prevalent aspects of ‘welcoming’ were the affirmation of: presence and 

challenges faced, language, culture, and citizenship. 
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Presence and Challenges Faced 

One of the most basic threads was simply a perception that too often immigrants are invisible 

or at least viewed as inconsequential in relation to mainstream realities: 

I’ve had a lot of bad experiences … often people just do not listen or they make wrong 

assumptions.  (Participant) 

If you don’t take care of the affective dimension then there’s no learning going on … so 

there needs to be lots of attention to kids’ feelings of welcoming …. Curriculum needs to 

reflect the diversity of the classroom …. that’s part of welcoming.  (Participant) 

So many things are not immigrant-friendly … take the Welcome Wagon, what does that 

look like for a new immigrant?  (Participant) 

There are clearly more explicit expressions of exclusion both in terms of immigrants feeling 

excluded and/or marginalized: 

There’s subtle intolerance … ‘why can’t they speak better English’ … that sort of thing.  

(Participant) 

You can just tell that they wish my English was better.  (Participant) 

Additionally, at this foundational stage of understanding experience there was an 

acknowledgement of the importance of framing relationships as reciprocal.  This re-thinking 

fosters a shift from a unidirectional dialogue regarding the needs of immigrants to a bi-

directional framing characterized by reciprocity: 

We’re learning something new every day from our clients … there’s a back and forth but 

only if you let there be.  (Participant) 

Are we greeting people coming into the program, as integral to the program … creating 

a culture of welcoming?  (Participant) 

Everything is really difficult in the beginning.  (Participant) 

Everything is so expensive in Canada.  (Participant) 

 Are we accepting them for who they are?  (Participant) 

Language 

A prominent issue raised in all of the interviews relates to various aspects of language in the 

immigrant experience.  The acquisition of English was repeatedly stressed as an integral 
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component of settlement and integration and will be explored at length in the discussion of 

need and service delivery.  However, there is an equally compelling thread derived from the 

data related to first language retention (when that language is not English) and the nurturance 

of that retention as welcoming: 

We speak [our first language] in our house … [they] get English at school and with [their] 

friends so I want to keep the background for [them] … I don’t want them to forget …. 

The language I want [them] to keep but the culture, [they] need to have the new 

culture, Canada’s culture.  (Participant) 

A number of service providers indicated with some frustration that it continues to be the 

wisdom, outside of ELSA circles that practicing English in the home and to the exclusion of a 

first language is the most efficient path to integration: 

We need them to attach first … again, why are we telling them to not use their 

language, that’s a skill they have.  (Participant) 

This orientation toward first language suppression highlights the need to have a critical 

discussion about integration that disrupts the celebration of assimilation even as we laud 

multiculturalism.  Having said that, how do communities engage in this discussion as long as we 

hold onto a celebration of food and dress notion of multiculturalism? 

Culture 

Language and culture are inextricably and importantly linked and yet there continue to be at 

least three distinct and compelling problems in conceptualizing culture and immigration.  First, 

is the lack of recognition of how these issues are complicated by the intersections of age, 

gender, ethnicity, religion and many more factors: 

In terms of welcoming, kids are focused on questions like “Is what I’m wearing ok?” 

“Does my family know that I need to have a shower every day now?” Do I have the right 

clothes?”  “Is my language acceptable so that people don’t stop when I talk?” …. Being 

welcoming means we have to take care of these things because until we do, nothing 

else matters.  (Participant) 

Related to this is the festive orientation of multiculturalism that minimizes and at worst negates 

the genuinely additive cultural experiences of immigrants that are steeped in the geography, 

history, politics, and economics of their home countries: 

We need to move away from an entertainment approach … with dance and food and 

art.  (Participant) 
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Finally, there is the ethnocentric lens  

that if their experience isn’t Canadian then it’s not valued.  (Participant) 

Citizenship 

A final thread of the welcoming discourse is the affirmation as citizen thread.  There are three 

key layers to this finding: being treated as less than other “Canadians”, acknowledged as 

economic contributors, and the imperative of appreciation.  There is a clear need to do more so 

that immigrants and visible minorities more generally experience less prejudice and 

discrimination: 

We hear from clients that there’s discrimination … maybe it’s with a resume and not 

getting called or the impatience with language.  (Participant) 

I know that my last name changes things … before I even get a chance.  (Participant) 

There would seem to be a great deal of work to be done addressing misperceptions, lack of 

understanding, and devaluation of immigrants’ skills, credentials, and potential contribution: 

They consistently say, in different ways they say they just want a chance to prove 

themselves.  (Participant) 

There’s a misperception in the community that all immigrants are poor and uneducated 

…. It’s not true.  (Participant) 

They need and deserve recognition of their identity as a professional.  (Participant) We 

need to value what’s brought by immigrants.  More than that we need them to know we 

value what they bring …. how we do that better I don’t know.  (Participant) 

You don’t want any trouble.  (Participant) 

They don’t want to be a burden.  (Participant) 

I’m like anyone else, I want them to think good things.  (Participant) 

Finally, the workshops and interviews provided evidence of an imperative of appreciation that 

needs to be examined in greater depth: 

They always thank the Government of Canada when they do presentations.  

(Participant) 

It’s like you’re not allowed to have an opinion, to be critical because you’re not born 

here … you need to be appreciative.  (Participant) 
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There’s a cultural layer of needing to feel appreciative.  (Participant) 

On the surface is appreciation and it takes a long time to get underneath that.  

(Participant) 

While a tone of appreciation is to be anticipated, the depth, longevity and consequences of this 

mindset need to be explored to better understand how public attitudes, service delivery and 

broader public policy perpetuate the constraining nature of this experience.  

 

Needs, Challenges, Obstacles: Re-Framing How ‘We’ Support Successful Integration 

 

As highlighted above, public attitudes and the perceptions of newcomers with respect to the 

receptivity of the host citizens are critical pieces of the puzzle that make up a welcoming 

community.  Importantly, the relationships among public attitudes, social networks, 

employment opportunities, school experiences are not linear and can in fact be “cyclically 

reinforcing; experiences of discrimination in the labour market can increase the social distance 

between immigrants and the mainstream population, and impede immigrant incorporation” 

(Zuberi & Ptashnick, 2011, p. 74).  Service providers and newcomers identified elements of this 

maze of meaning-making:   

 

You can’t get a job because you don’t have the language but you can’t get the language 

training that you need.  (Participant) 

 

They don’t have a voice and frankly they won’t have a voice until they like the sound of 

their own voice, the quality of their English is huge.  (Participant) 

There were seven key themes in relation to needs identified in the analysis of the data collected 

through interviews and affirmed through the community events attended by the researchers: 

language, culture, employment, social supports, mental health, education, and public 

awareness. 

Language 

It is within this conversation about welcoming that policy paradigms need to be understood as 

they relate directly to important support-seeking decisions of newcomers.  For example, and 

not surprisingly, newcomers express greater comfort seeking services when they are able to 

access services in their own language and from service providers from a similar ethnic 

background (Stewart et al., 2008): 

Language is critical issue here.  (Participant) 
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Language difficulties are often the first hurdle before you can even begin to deal with 

the ‘real’ issue.  (Participant) 

A lot of people are ill-prepared when they leave their home countries but the English 

they’ve learned out of a book is nowhere near what they need to function here.  

(Participant) 

As highlighted in the discussion of welcoming, there is a potential tension created in the 

contested space between the need for language acquisition and language retention: 

It is useful to learn the language of this country but you need to maintain your culture, 

your language.  (Participant) 

We tell them to speak their first language at home … otherwise there’s a very real 

danger of losing their language.  (Participant) 

I’m still amazed that there are so many [decision-makers] that believe that the best 

thing that a parent, that a mother can do for her child is stop using her home language 

… our position of power in expecting that has to be understood.  (Participant) 

As public awareness and educational strategies are developed there will be increased 

opportunities to frame the tremendous value of immigrants retaining and sharing their 

language and culture. 

Culture 

Much like the conversation about language, the layers with respect to cultural experiences are 

equally rich: 

There are so many cultural nuances …. Even just around seeking support … that we just 

don’t always pick up on.  (Participant) 

Men are more difficult to reach out to … there are different cultural challenges … 

support-seeking looks different.  (Participant) 

I know about special days here.  Halloween, Thanksgiving and if I go back to my country I 

know the culture but the newcomer is shocked.  (Participant) 

Depending upon the countries they’re coming from … in some you can’t trust the 

authorities.  (Participant) 

We need more opportunities to raise cultural awareness of immigrants …. It’s those 

socio-cultural moments where they don’t know what to do.  (Participant)  
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The socio-political elements of this quote need to be woven into constructions of welcoming to 

support more responsive service delivery: 

We need to interrogate the assumption that people want to [or can] abandon their 

cultural identity. (Participant) 

 

Employment 

 

The economic realities for immigrants are as complex and varied as they are for Canadian—

born citizens.  Having said that, barriers to employment were perceived to be significant to 

newcomers: 

 

 [Immigrants] come for the schools for their kids but then getting work can be such a 

problem for some.  (Participant) 

 

Getting a job, terrible, terrible getting a job …. You have to know English.  If he says ‘give 

me the hammer’ and you give him the screwdriver then you’re going to get fired.  

(Participant) 

Participants spoke at length about the need to be strategic in developing a more robust 

constellation of employment readiness supports in part by building more meaningful bridges 

with employers. 

Social Supports 

Beyond immediate settlement needs one of the most salient themes relates to discussions of 

social capital in relation to the development and sustainability of social networks for 

newcomers and the mitigating power of social capital in relation to social isolation (Kazemipur, 

2011; McMichael and Manderson, 2004).  Once again the complexity of these dynamics is 

demonstrated in looking at immigrant groups that are particularly well positioned from a social 

capital perspective.  Where immigrant groups possess adequate social capital, engage in active 

social networks and consequently engage in reshaping a local identity, the perception of threat 

can be elevated to unhealthy levels (Good, 2005):   

 There need to be more mechanisms to attach.  (Participant) 

A number of our clients are married to Canadians so they have a bridge to settlement.  

(Participant) 

Just how do you even find the key services … groceries, the school?  (Participant) 
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The importance of social networks is further demonstrated as newcomers describe the 

challenges for which they require support.  While not exhaustive, some of the most consistently 

raised issues are captured by Stewart et al. (2008) and include: language, employment, 

navigation of the system, disrupted family dynamics, inadequate child care, immigration status, 

discrimination, and culture shock in relation to their expectations and the realities of their 

circumstances.  It is in the context of these challenges that the delivery of services becomes so 

critical. 

A community-based acknowledgement of this reality might provide additional opportunities for 

integrative dialogue that illustrate the strategic nature of the reliance of new immigrants on 

their established informal and formal social networks.  In fact, “immediate family connections, 

or strong ties, are one of the main reasons for migration” (Zuberi & Ptashnick, 2011, p. 66); 

therefore, how might various community partners formalize these realities as a critical and 

valued relational aspect of positive settlement experiences? 

 We need to find places for immigrants to go and reasons for them to go.  (Participant) 

Families are moving in, hitting isolation, and then moving back out … it can be a 

revolving door.  (Participant) 

Mental Health 

In relation to health outcomes, Patterson et al. (2012) demonstrates that the positive impact on 

immigrants’ health dissipates the longer they reside in Canada.  This finding is important as it 

points to the potential role for more robust services to maintain and in fact build upon the 

positive health consequences associated with the initial ‘transitional effect’: 

Settlement is exhausting.  (Participant) 

We’ve observed it, the depression …. I have referred to mental health …. Not just 

mental health, there’s stressors on the family leading to violence in the family.  

(Participant) 

Beiser et al.’s (2011) study of factors impacting immigrant children’s mental health explores 

how “immigrant human and social capital, perceptions of institutional receptivity, and 

perceptions of welcome account for the relationship between immigrant children’s mental 

health and place of resettlement” (p. 822):   

We need to start asking ourselves if we can, if we should keep asking kids to take on 

new identities or check their identities at the door.  (Participant) 

How are we damaging individuals and families?  (Participant) 
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Education 

School District data indicates that the number of students requiring English language support 

has ranged from 216 to 298 over the last five years. The District estimates that these figures 

only represent a third of the immigrant students with students who were proficient at arrival or 

were removed within their five years of funded service not included in this count. 

Importantly, there are at least 34 different languages represented by these students. The 

challenge arises when raw numbers are interpreted as too low to warrant greater curricular, 

programmatic, and administrative attention: 

Strategies [curriculum, method, materials] need to change as our students change … 

because they are different.  Culturally, technologically … they’re different.  (Participant) 

Every school should build the capacity to understand and respond to the needs of 

newcomers.  (Participant) 

There’s lots of will but not enough structural understanding …. You need to build 

capacity to serve students not hope someone else has it.  So we’re a little behind other 

communities.  (Participant) 

If you don’t take care of the affective dimension then there’s no learning going on …. 

There needs to be lots of attention to kids’ feelings of welcoming.  (Participant) 

The easiest access point is the school --- so how do we ensure it`s a point of connection, 

not another source of frustration (Participant) 

Public Awareness 

A key challenge for both service providers and immigrants is the lack of understanding of the 

complexity of experience and represented by each newcomer.  A reminder about the 

intersectionality of these needs and the disruption of a hierarchical understanding is captured 

by these comments: 

Temporary foreign workers get nothing in this province unless the province steps up in 

the last minute …. Most are poor, struggling, they have the most issues.  (Participant) 

First you need some English if you come here.  Second, if you have family that’s good … 

you need people, you need people and you need some program to help understand the 

culture.  (Participant) 
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They’ve graduated from ELSA, they’ve taken every possible course that CS has to offer, 

but they’re not done.  Their English I not where they feel it needs to be to really get the 

job they want or re-entry into their profession.  (Participant) 

Need more people, more groups to help the newcomer … they want to join the new life 

but some group to help them with the beginning.  Language is first.  Second one is 

experience with life, with society … some things aren’t ok to do.  (Participant) 

Participants spoke at length about the importance of community members developing a better 

understanding of these complex realities. 

Service Delivery: The Importance of the “What”, “When”, “Where”, “How” and “Who” 

Building on the discussion highlighting key factors that support the integration of newcomers is 

the importance of front-line service delivery personnel and the critical symbolic and 

instrumental role that these individuals play in the likelihood that immigrants will pursue 

assistance and indeed recommend services to other members of their communities.  If 

citizenship is only understood as a designation as opposed to a continuously contested space 

that various actors act upon, the critical role that these actors, including service providers, play 

in constructing these official spaces as something between welcoming and inaccessible will be 

missed.   

Encounters between service providers and service users enable workers to conform to 

or resist policy directives in their everyday decision-making.  Their high levels of 

discretion and relative autonomy from authority allow service providers to play a critical 

role in deciding who is included within the boundaries of citizenship and to what extent 

individuals can successfully claim social rights from the state (Bhuyan, 2012, p. 219). 

The significance of these esoteric identity claims is found in their everyday application as 

immigrants seek services: 

The Mary Street office is an open-friendly place … to have that hub and then bring 

people and bring agencies in … if we can meet their needs and then have everything 

else available, accessible so they might access other services.  (Participant) 

In deciding to access services newcomers express concern about the treatment they will receive 

from front-line staff.  In particular, they express concern about discrimination, judgement, and 

language barriers (Stewart et al., 2008; Zuberi & Ptashnick, 2011).  A number of participants 

expressed concerns about the readiness of service providers: 



Framing Welcoming Within a Local Context 

 

 16 

Ten years ago there were very few immigrant families but in the last 10 years that has 

changed dramatically … but there has not been a corresponding increase in training with 

respect to working with these clients.  (Participant) 

Professional development around cultural awareness is critical … it’s a real gap in our 

thinking.  (Participant) 

It is clear that there needs to be a great deal more research conducted to better understand 

why certain groups seek support from service providers while other immigrants utilize existing 

social networks.  Some of these decisions are understood within a context where newcomers 

express a lack of understanding of the services that are available, are socially isolated, do not 

understand how to access services, have had negative front-line experiences with staff, are 

intimidated by excessive bureaucracy; and express concern about their immigrant status 

(Stewart et al., 2008; Teixeira, 2011).   

In relation to concerns with respect to their status it would seem that like many settlement 

organizations, immigrants are also unclear and nervous about what is characterized by Bhuyan 

(2012) as the juxtaposition of immigration control policy and immigration integration policy.   

This concern is generally rooted in a perception of fluidity and uncertainty with respect to an 

immigrant’s status in the host country.  Bhuyan (2012) notes that a  

precarious status indicates the lack of any of the following: (1) work authorization, (2) 

the right to remain permanently in the country (residence permit), (3) social citizenship 

rights available to permanent resident (e.g. education and public health coverage), and 

(4) not depending on a third party for one’s right to be in Canada (such as sponsoring 

spouse or employee) (p. 213). 

It is critical to explore how concerns regarding status surveillance shape the program-related 

choices and experiences of newcomers: 

Explanations in our language … that’s important …. Explanations of how things work.  

(Participant) 

 Processes, structures, the hoops, they can be very alienating.  (Participant) 

The health system can be intimidating …. Does the system take into account that it can 

actually create barriers to immigrants seeking services?  (Participant) 

It’s just not welcoming.  (Participant) 
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I think if you asked my clients they’d say Chilliwack is very welcoming ...  but you tend to 

get a certain population that utilizes our programs.  They tend to be forward-looking 

and can afford the time.  (Participant) 

Analysis of the data collected through interviews indicated that as newcomers and service 

providers reflected on service delivery they commented on the integral interconnectedness of 

the what, when, where, how and who of these  services.  

What? 

There is a range of services offered in the community most readily identified by the list of 

invitees to the service network evenings organized by the Welcoming Communities 

Partnership; however, this study was less concerned with providing an inventory of services 

than it was with exploring the elements of delivery deemed to be most critical in providing 

services to the immigrant population. 

Participants tended to talk about service gaps and areas in need of enhancement and the need 

to avoid superficial ‘feel good’ exercises: 

We need to be careful that we don’t just do cultural evenings … we can’t just share 

food.  (Participant) 

There is a cultural component to employment readiness and participants expressed that there 

needed to be more innovation with respect to engaging employers through mentorship type 

opportunities.  While there is a great deal of this type of thinking in other municipalities, how 

might these types of strategies be extended in Chilliwack and to non-professional immigrants as 

well? 

If we’re going to be better then we have to bring immigrants together with those who 

have an ability to make a difference in their lives.  (Participant) 

We need to encourage volunteer opportunities for newcomers … but they need to be 

meaningful opportunities.  (Participant) 

 There needs to be a raising of the profile of Immigrant Services.  (Participant) 

Translation services are always a challenge.  (Participant) 

Community Services has been focusing on what we call survival English and the 

university has switched to a focus on professional and academic prep.  (Participant) 

We need more for youth … there are waitlists for most programs.  (Participant) 
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Service providers need cultural sensitivity training.  (Participant) 

I’m amazed how often ‘we’ … the ‘we’ of being in this field, how often we don’t get it 

and consequently, albeit unintentionally, provide unwelcoming service. (Participant) 

When? 

The most consistent observation was that services need to be sustainable and accessible at 

various points in the settlement journey with re-entry and exit anticipated and supported: 

What about right when you get off the plane …. Right in the beginning they get that 

information, they’ll be appreciative of that.  I would’ve been.  (Participant)   

Where? 

Importantly, there was widespread and very supportive endorsement of Chilliwack Community 

Services as the operational lead in the community and the potential hub for future 

enhancement of service delivery:  

Community Services is the best space, it’s like a neutral space.  (Participant) 

There needs to be more one-stopping shopping.  (Participant) 

Could we do more about having more permanent, every day partners under one roof?  

(Participant) 

There’s two sides I guess to centralizing because the world does get smaller if you have 

everyone under one roof.  (Participant 

How? 

The threads of coordination and collaboration were persistent through the data collection 

phase of this project: 

There is a gap between Community Services and the University in terms of the provision 

of language services.  (Participant) 

There’s a lack of information, lack of information about services … both on the part of 

immigrants and service providers.  (Participant) 

The resource guide that’s just been developed is a great addition to the opportunities to 

both gather and share information with both newcomers and other service providers.  

(Participant) 
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Chilliwack is maybe more advanced in terms of how they bring key players together, it’s 

a much more holistic view of how we can meet the needs of immigrants together …. 

How we can better serve, that’s a feeling I get in Chilliwack.  (Participant) 

There needs to be inter-agency collaboration, meeting regularly … it doesn’t have to be 

often, but regularly.  (Participant) 

How might immigration issues be integrated with other key issues … for example 

unemployment, mental health concerns.  (Participant) 

Is there room for these issues to be tackled under a broader umbrella … something like 

the Healthier Communities … using the approach where different parts of a plan are 

taken on by working groups and have specific tasks and specific period of time and then 

they disband.  (Participant) 

Numerous authors have highlighted the importance of local communities acting with greater 

insight and commitment with respect to immigration as  

several forces have contributed to growing municipal involvement in settlement and 

integration matters.  The political dimension of provincial-municipal relationships that 

permits some measure of local innovation in areas where laws or rules of procedures 

have been vague or nonexistent, the erosion of airtight jurisdictions of authority 

(Penninx et al., 2004) and the paradigm shift from government to governance (Bekkers 

et al., 2006), have all enhanced the potential for municipal action (Patterson et al., 2012, 

p. 610).   

In spite of these shifts in funding, Canada is lauded in international circles for its orientation 

toward multiculturalism with the federal government providing “a normative framework to 

guide the immigrant integration process that prescribes a public role in facilitating inter-ethnic 

equality and access to government institutions” (Good, 2005, p. 262).  It is critical that this 

reputation is examined against a backdrop of policies with respect to nominee programs, 

sponsorship criteria, and access to government programs.  Additionally, any analysis must take 

into account that the experiences for many immigrants are grounded in gendered and class-

based realities that are often justified by stakeholders as they point to ‘a better future for the 

next generation’.  How might communities rejuvenate conversations about being more 

welcoming within a more nuanced anti-discrimination and social justice orientation? 
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Who? 

While the majority of the discussions about service delivery framed the who within 

organizational structures, there were a number of reflections that spoke more directly about 

individuals involved in service delivery:  

Teen mentorship can be really effective.  (Participant) 

Our volunteers are huge … we couldn’t do anything without our volunteers.  

(Participant) 

Local ambassadors who liaise.  It might be someone from that country or it could be 

someone who has some ability in their language and some cultural understanding.  

(Participant) 

There needs to be a gatekeeper, someone who attends lots of civic events, who is that 

conscience, is that person that has information and shares it … and helps people think in 

terms of diversity when they’re unconsciously ignoring it or missing it.  (Participant) 

 

 

 

There is a consistent observation that the cascading of responsibilities from the federal level to 

provincial and municipal governments has resulted in a lack of coherence with respect to policy 

and exacerbated the challenges that newcomers confront as they attempt to access various 

programs (Bhuyan, 2012).  Connecting these meso-level issues to the previous discussion about 

service delivery reminds us of the potentially constraining nature of policy in the face of the 

potential for important change when the problem definition grounds the development of good 

policy to respond to the real issues faced by newcomers.  Bhuyan (2012) notes that 

  

while the exercise of discretionary powers in everyday interactions with immigrants 

provides social service providers with tangible opportunities to advance the human 

rights of individuals, regardless of status, federal authority to manage the boundaries of 

citizenship continues to influence service delivery through both overt enforcement and 

bureaucratic management of identifying information (p. 231). 

 

In an effort to support shifts in service provision toward more liberating, justice orientations 

that acknowledge the concerns with respect to surveillance as immigrants access services, 

Tossutti’s (2012) framework for policy review offers an intriguing entry into the conversation 

Looking Forward 
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for municipalities that are committed to more purposive engagement with these issues.  The 

three dimensions used to analyze policy in this model are: the recognition of difference (civic 

universalist, multicultural, intercultural), the types and extent of corporate initiatives (limited, 

selective, comprehensive), and the locus of bureaucratic authority (centralized, decentralized).  

Framing Tossutti’s work within the broader literature would support the position that a more 

progressive orientation to constructing welcoming communities would employ a policy model 

that is intercultural, comprehensive and decentralized:    

Do we have the right people at the table?  (Participant) 

 To bring partners in it has to be relevant.  (Participant) 

 We need a strong voice of support from the City.  (Participant) 

Two of the most instructive dichotomies that surface generally with respect to understanding 

many of the discussions embodied in the literature and more specifically in relation to 

Chilliwack’s analysis of its journey to date with a view to moving forward in a constructive and 

responsive manner are the distinctions between pluralist and assimilationist models of 

inclusion and proactive and reactive approaches.  It is with a view to a pluralist and proactive 

approach in the Chilliwack area that this project has been framed:  

I’m uncomfortable with the word integration.  (Participant) 

 What’s this mythical mainstream?  (Participant) 

Can we honour a diversity model at the same time as we honour the assimilation or 

integration model?  (Participant) 

There is pro-integration, pro-assimilation philosophy but as we stick to that exclusively 

then I think we’re abandoning significant parts of our population.  (Participant) 

The varied nature of social networks and their connection to accessing services is captured in 

the diversity of examples raised by immigrants in Stewart et al’s (2008) study:  

 Securing job positions beneficial to language learning; volunteering in organizations that 

offered employment or a mainstream agency to understand Canadian ‘system’; joining a 

professional association; seeking services of private immigration consultants; revisiting 

resources received earlier in settlement process; registering for buddy programs that 

match newcomers with Canadians; reciprocating support with friends and neighbours; 

and, requesting guidance from professionals (p. 140).  
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More research needs to be conducted to understand the variations in impact of these diverse 

pathways and how different networks impact different trajectories e.g. housing, education, 

employment, language (Teixeira, 2011).  As well, how might community organizations 

coordinate their programs, service delivery, and advisory capacity to further strengthen the 

affirming quality of social networks as well as the expansion of networks to promote 

intersectionality?  

 

 

 

The following suggested next steps are proposed for consideration by the key stakeholders 

involved in the settlement and integration of immigrants in Chilliwack and have been derived 

from the results of the analysis of the interviews of the participants using additional sources as 

a context for that analysis. 

 

 Work with the City of Chilliwack to develop formal support for the Local Immigration 

Partnership and subsequent efforts to engage in strategic community education 

initiatives. 

 

 Establish a continuous improvement working group with robust membership from all 

relevant sectors. 

 

 Develop a community plan to enhance the Mary Street location of Community Services 

as a hub for immigrant services.  This assessment would include an examination of: the 

physical plant, new co-location opportunities, enhancement of current on-site 

partnerships, a public awareness campaign highlighting the service hub. 

 

 Maximize the functioning of the Local Immigration Partnership through an increased 

awareness of immigrant services in all sectors of the community.  

 Establish sustainable linkages with broader community initiatives (e.g. Healthier 

Communities, Quality of Life survey) to raise the profile of immigrant issues and reflect 

the intersectionality of these issues. 

 Develop protocols for the establishment of short-term, task-based working groups to 

address issues raised by the continuous improvement working group. 

Next Steps 
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 Develop a strategy to ensure that the recently published Chilliwack Newcomer Resource 

Guide is established as a living document. 

 Develop a media strategy, and more specifically a social media strategy, focused on 

educating the general public, informing clients, and engaging service providers in 

information-sharing. 

 Establish a service networking plan to include annual or semi-annual workshops for the 

purpose of information-sharing.  Explore the capacity of this group, through 

partnerships, to develop professional development opportunities in relation to these 

events. 

 Establish a community-based (as opposed to agency-based) professional development 

plan for service providers that might include cultural awareness/sensitivity training; 

anti-racism curriculum; and, program evaluation skills. 

 Develop a cultural awareness resource that is locally relevant and accessible to a broad 

range of user groups. 

 Enhance the role of schools as critical service access points for immigrant families. 

 Initiate a community dialogue on assimilationist versus more pluralist philosophical 

approaches to program planning and delivery. 

 Explore the need to specialize mainstream services (e.g. supports for immigrant victims 

of domestic violence or more generally counselling services for immigrants). 

 Develop a comprehensive community plan to respond to the language needs of 

immigrants including but not limited to English Language Services (ELS), translation 

services and advocacy. 
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