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Part 1
Volunteering with Refugees and Refugee Claimants in the Digital 
Settlement Context – Anna Hill

Part 2 
Centring Newcomer Voices in the Digital Settlement Context – 
Natasha Comeau

Part 3 
Building Refugee Newcomer Women’s Digital Literacy in the Digital 
Settlement Context – Mirna El Sabbagh

Part 4
Where Do We Go From Here? Lessons Learned and Potential 
Pathways to Improved Integration Outcomes for Refugees – 
Andrew LusztykTo

ge
th

er
 P

r
o

je
ct

Agenda



Also referred to as “asylum seekers”

”A person who claims protection in 
Canada”

Refugee claimant (not technically a 
refugee until their claim is recognized)

Volunteering with 
Refugees and Refugee 

Claimants in the 
Digital Settlement 

Context

Anna Hill
Together Project

To
ge

th
er

 P
r

o
je

ct



About US

To
ge

th
er

 P
r

o
je

ct

About Us

Together Project makes 
change in three 
interconnected ways: 
• building newcomer social 

connections
• supporting newcomer 

integration priorities
• amplifying community 

involvement in newcomer 
integration.
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The Welcome Group Program: An Overview

Based in the GTA, the Welcome 
Group Program connects 
Government-Assisted Refugees, 
protected persons or refugee 
claimants to a “Welcome Group” 
of 4+ volunteers for 6 months of 
social support tailored to the 
specific integration priorities of 
each household. 

Key program features:
● Volunteer training and support
● Group matches
● Translation/interpretation support
● Evaluation & iterative learning
● Preference matching
● Collaboration with agencies
● Use of online communication tools 

to supplement in-person social 
support
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THe WELCOME GROUP PROGRAM: OPPORTUNITIES AND 
CHALLENGES OF ONLINE PROGRAM DELIVERY

● Single women/mothers, single 
youth and LGBTQ+ newcomers 
face significant challenges with 
social isolation but especially in 
the wake of the pandemic. 

● Newcomers without digital 
access and low English language 
levels face complex barriers in 
accessing online program 
delivery and services.
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• Regular Zoom meetings with the parents of the family to practice 
English.

• Helping the eldest daughter build her resume, find job 
opportunities online and apply to them, and prepare for interview.

• Finding recreational/online activities for the kids, or helping them 
with their homework.

• Checking in with the family over WhatsApp to see how they’re 
doing.

Remote Social Support - Examples



THE WELCOME GROUP PROGRAM: ReDEFINING THE 
VOLUNTEER ROLE
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THE WELCOME GROUP PROGRAM: virtual volunteer 
ONBOARDING
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● ~500 volunteers have been matched with a newcomer 
household since the beginning of the pandemic.
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Who are our Volunteers?
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Who are our Volunteers?



VOLUNTEER FEEDBACK: Advantages of remote support

● Flexibility in terms of scheduling/availability

● Streamlined onboarding/training

● Emphasis on online tools and resources can keep some 
groups better organized (cloud software, shared calendars, 
etc.)

● In some cases, some newcomers report greater comfort with 
initiating connection remotely

● Geographic proximity of newcomers and volunteers is  less 
critical.
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● Newcomers (and volunteers) can face digital access 
challenges

● Difficulty feeling "connected", "unified", "comradery" without 
face-to-face interaction

● Two pronged challenge of building a connection with both 
the volunteers and the newcomers

● More limited range of support activities

● Language barrier is more significant
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VOLUNTEER FEEDBACK: Limits of remote support



KEY LEARNING - Volunteering with Refugees and 
Refugee Claimants in the Digital Settlement 
Context

Remote social support can be effective for certain newcomer groups 
under specific circumstances i.e.

● Newcomers have access to digital devices, internet and 
opportunities to build their digital capacity

● Newcomers have access to interpretation 

● Newcomers and volunteers have a shared commitment to the 
program and are able to build trust

● Volunteers receive targeted training and staff support
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