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Introduction  
This project was prepared for, and completed in partnership with, Sexual Health Options, 
Resources and Education (SHORE) Centre based in Waterloo Region, Ontario. This project aims 
to provide a snapshot of the Newcomer Health Programs through the experiences of recent 
program participants and volunteers.  

This research supports SHORE Centre’s request to better understand the impact of the 
Newcomer Health Programs. Findings from this research may be used to communicate the 
programs’ impact in the community as well as to inform its future development.  

Background  

SHORE Centre, (formerly Planned Parenthood), is a not-for-profit organization that offers sexual 
and reproductive health information and services in Waterloo Region. The Centre, founded in 
1972, started as the Birth Control Centre at the University of Waterloo, and grew from there. 
Currently, the Centre seeks to provide inclusive support for the community through sexual and 
reproductive health medical services, resources, and education programs. SHORE Centre offers 
a variety of educational programs that aim to increase sexual health awareness through 
workshops, podcasts, and interactive theatre (SHORE Centre, 2022).  

Newcomer Health is one of the various educational programs SHORE Centre offers. The 
newcomer programs address isolation and barriers to health care often faced by newcomers 
through inclusive, non-judgmental, and culturally sensitive curriculum. Program groups are 
developed in response to the needs of the community and include options for: mothers and 
daughters, pregnant women, women’s only and men’s only groups. These programs provide 
information and resources related to sexual and reproductive health in participants’ own 
language. The programs are delivered by trained facilitators who come from the same cultural 
background of the participants, which maximizes cultural sensitivity (SHORE Centre, 2022). 

The programs focus on sexual and reproductive health, increasing knowledge and comfort with 
topics, and promote awareness of available community supports. The discussed topics include 
family planning, birth control, mental health, gender, sexuality, talking with children about sexual 
health, among others. The Mother-Daughter Health Program provides a space for newcomer 
mothers and daughters to explore teenagers’ physical and emotional changes during puberty 
together. It also aims to address barriers and promote healthy mother-daughter relationships 
through discussing physical and mental health, puberty, setting boundaries, safe sex, birth 
control, sexually transmitted infections, and parenting, to name a few.  

Research Goals  

The goals of this project were to better understand the impacts of the Newcomer Health 
programs and identify opportunities for improvements.  
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This study explores the extent to which the programs help to promote: 

• Belonging (building a sense of community, relationships, support networks, trust) 
• Inclusion (welcoming, respectful, safe, supportive space) 
• Acceptance (non-judgmental, meeting people where they are) 
• Comfort (talking about topics, sharing stories) 
• Accessibility (decreasing barriers to sexual and reproductive healthcare information and 

resources) 

Methods 
The Research Shop team used several tools to understand the experiences of participants in the 
Newcomer Health Programs. In order to capture various perspectives, participants of this study 
included both recent and past participants of the programs, as well as volunteers of the 
programs. Interviews, both group and individual, and focus groups were used as the methods of 
data collection. Group and individual interviews were held with past program participants and 
volunteers. Focus groups were held with the most recent program participants offered for 
expectant mothers.  

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all sessions were conducted virtually using Zoom. Focus groups 
were held for 90 minutes, while interviews took around 45 minutes. The research team collected 
data in November and December 2021. There was a total of 11 data collection sessions over this 
time, which included 8 individual interviews, 1 group interview, and 2 focus groups.  

From the outset of the project, the research team worked collaboratively with SHORE Centre to 
identify best approaches to working with the newcomer community. To access the community, 
the team relied on the pre-existing relationship the Program Coordinator had with participants of 
the programs. This connection was essential to the success of the project. The Coordinator 
initiated outreach, led recruitment, and scheduling because of program participants’ familiarity 
and comfort with them. An information letter that explained the research was provided to 
potential participants in their own language.  

The team worked with SHORE Centre partners and interpreters to develop the research 
questions for the interviews and focus groups to ensure relevance and that appropriate language 
was used. The list of questions was translated to the participants’ own language and shared 
with them in advance, to help increase comfort and understanding of what to expect for the 
sessions. The questions collected demographic data, information on accessibility, comfort with 
reproductive health topics, and group dynamics in terms of inclusion, belonging, and 
acceptance. In addition, volunteers were asked to share their perspectives on the importance of 
the programs, program elements, changes to the group over time, responsiveness to 
participants’ needs, and suggestions for improvement.  

In an effort to increase familiarity and comfort, members of the research team attended weekly 
meetings with the most recent program participants in October and November 2021. Although 
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this interaction was brief and done virtually, it was our hope that this prior contact and 
connection would facilitate ease of conversation in subsequent focus group sessions.  

Our approach to address the multilingual aspect of the research was informed by best practices 
identified in another study with similar circumstances (Quintanilha, 2015).  In order to foster 
participation and increase data validity, focus groups and interviews for Arabic and Tigrinya 
speaking participants were conducted in their own language. For focus groups, separate 
sessions were held for each language. A bilingual facilitator from the research team and 
interpreter provided through SHORE Centre supported with live translation of the conversations 
during the sessions. 

The research team completed a thematic analysis of the data, which involved organizing the 
results into themes based on the research goals and indicators mentioned previously. This was 
done collaboratively using tracking chart on Microsoft Teams, a secure platform hosted by the 
University of Guelph. The team separated themes into categories related to participants 
experiences with the programs and those related to the volunteers’ feedback. 

Findings  
Profile of Participants  

There was a total of 20 participants in the study. Participants of this research were involved in 
the Newcomer Health Programs from 2018 to 2021 and included both past participants and 
volunteers of the program. The breakdown of study participants is as follows: 

• 15 program participants  
• 3 program volunteers 
• 2 participants who were both program participants and then also involved as volunteers  

Types of Program Involvement  
The past participants who were part of the study participated in a variety of programs including 
the Expectant Mothers Program, Women’s Health Program and Mother-Daughter Program.  

The volunteers supported various programs including the Women’s Health Program, Mother-
Daughter Program and an art-based program for children.  

In-person vs. Online Program Involvement  
Due to COVID-19 pandemic restrictions on in-person gatherings, the program shifted to an online 
delivery format. As such, perspectives of the participants of this study varied depending on when 
they were involved with the programs. The majority of participants (16 of the 20) were involved 
with the online delivery of the program only. One of these participants was a volunteer and the 
remainder were program participants.  Of 4 participants who were involved with the in-person 
delivery of the program (prior to the pandemic), 2 were volunteers and the other 2 were both 
program participants and volunteers.  
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Country of Origin  
The countries of origin of the participants included:  

• Algeria 
• Egypt 
• Eretria 
• Iraq 
• Israel 
• Jordan 
• Palestine 
• Syria 

Lenth of Time in Canada  
The program participants (14 responses) have been in Canada for various lengths of time. Figure 
1 displays the number of years participants have been in Canada. 14% (2) of participants have 
been in Canada for a year or less, 21% (3) have been in Canada for two years, 21% (3) have been 
in Canada for 3 years, 14% (2) have been in Canada for 4 years, and 29% (4) participants have 
been in Canada for 5 years.  

Figure 1: Length of Time in Canada 

 

Program Participant Experiences  

The following sections are a summary of the feedback from the program participants. The 
themes include accessibility to healthcare services, comfort with reproductive and sexual health 
topics, inclusion, acceptance, belonging and connection, general program feedback, benefits, 
and suggestions. Distinction between online and in-person experiences of the program are 
indicated where feedback impacted the experience of respective program elements.  
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Accessibility to Healthcare Services 
The Newcomer Health Program was designed to address barriers to healthcare services and 
information. Program participants were asked if they faced any challenges after they arrived in 
Canada to provide some context for the discussion on access to services and information. Most 
participants mentioned that they faced some challenges or barriers to accessing healthcare 
services when they first arrived at Canada.  

• One participant mentioned that it was difficult for them to go to healthcare institutions 
because they did not have a car, so they had to use public transportation when it was 
snowing, and it was difficult for them especially as newcomers who did not know the 
country.  

• Two participants mentioned that they have suffered from the long time needed to get a 
referral to doctors in Canada, where one of them mentioned that by the time the 
appointment is booked, she would not need it anymore.  

• One participant mentioned that the healthcare system in Canada is different than in the 
country she lived in, so it was hard for her to get information. In Canada, a person should 
visit the family doctor who refers the patient to a specialist, but this was not the case 
there in their home country. 

• One participant thought that language was a barrier, so she used to ask teachers in the 
LINC (Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada) school about services and 
information. 

• One girl from the Mother-Daughter program noted that her mother is mostly the one who 
faces challenges. She thinks that there are a lot of delays in healthcare services in 
Canada. She also said that when they first arrived, language was a barrier, so they used 
to have an interpreter. Now things are getting better as she is learning the language and 
can help her family. She felt that things would have been easier if she was dealing with a 
female healthcare professional or if the latter speaks the same language. 

Access After Program Participation  
In order to better understand how the program helped newcomers address barriers they faced, 
participants were asked how they felt access to healthcare services and information changed 
after having participated in the program. Most participants felt that SHORE Centre helped them 
overcome some of those barriers by providing them with information and resources. In 
particular:  

• One woman said that she did not have health insurance when she first arrived, so SHORE 
Centre helped her get insurance and find a midwife.  

• Several participants mentioned that they thought the program made it easier for them to 
access healthcare information and services.  

o One of them mentioned that they learned about nutrition for pregnant women and 
mental health, where everyone was sharing their experiences. She also mentioned 
that SHORE Centre always helped her and followed up with her if she had a 
problem.  

o Another participant felt that the program helped her a lot, especially when the 
Program Facilitator helped her with a personal healthcare issue when she was 
still waiting to get a referral to a doctor. They also helped her find a midwife.  
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o One of the participants shared that SHORE Centre provided them with contact 
information for emergency services and advised them to when to seek support 
from their doctor.  

o One participant recalled how the Program Facilitator had assisted them with 
healthcare related issues and that accessing healthcare in Ontario was easier 
than other provinces. 

Comfort with Reproductive and Sexual Health Topics 
One of the aims of the programs is to help normlize conversations around reproductive and 
sexual health topics. Program participants were asked about their comfort level with these 
topics inside the group with fellow participants. Participants from both the online and the in-
person delivery of the programs were generally comfortable discussing these topics in the 
group. Some of them noted that the program improved their comfort level of talking about these 
topics.  

• Several participants mentioned that the program helped them to become more 
comfortable with the topics. 

o One noted that she was comfortable talking about these topics in the group since 
they were all women.  

o Another added that the program helped them become aware that sexual health 
issues are common and could happen to any woman. 

o One individual mentioned how the Program Facilitator increased their comfort 
level with the topics.  

o Another said she preferred to refer to the Program Facilitator or other experts who 
were leading the sessions to ask questions because they were well-experienced. 

• Another participant noted that in addition to comfort, the program helped her to feel more 
confident.  

o Now she knows more about the healthcare system in Canada and has more 
information so she would be confident to ask her questions or discuss her 
thoughts with a healthcare professional.  

Feedback from Girls of the Mother-Daughter Program 
• The majority of girls from the Mother-Daughter program commented that they are 

comfortable connecting with Program Facilitator, especially because she is a medical 
doctor. 

• One girl noted that before the program, she was okay with discussing these topics with 
her mother, but now she feels more open and comfortable as the topic became more 
normal to discuss.  

o She also noted that she is slightly comfortable discussing these topics with her 
female relatives, but not with her brother or father. 

• Another girl noted that she was okay discussing the topics, especially because her 
mother was also in the group.  

o She also became more comfortable because she felt the program taught her that 
reproductive and sexual aspects of health are a normal and regular part of life.  
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o Further, she mentioned that the Program Facilitator also supported by reminding 
them that it was okay to ask questions about anything in the group. 

Comfort with Topics Outside Program 
Beyond the duration of programs, SHORE Centre also aims for their programs to promote 
comfort with reproductive and sexual health conversations outside groups, whether that be with 
healthcare professions, peers, or family. Participants were asked about their comfort with these 
topics outside of the group. Some participants felt comfortable talking about these topics 
outside the group, while others, especially girls from the Mother-Daughter program, mentioned 
that they prefer discussing these topics with their mothers only.  

• Several participants mentioned that they feel comfortable discussing these topics 
outside the group.  

• The girls from the Mother-Daughter Program had different perspectives when asked if 
they are comfortable discussing these topics outside the group.  

o Two girls noted that they were okay talking about these topics outside the group. 
o In contrast, a couple of others said that these topics are very intimate, and they 

would only be comfortable discussing them with their mothers.  

 One of them noted that depending on the topic, if it was very intimidating, 
she would be hesitant to discuss it with her mother as well. 

Inclusion   
One of SHORE Centre’s core values is inclusion. They strive to create spaces where all are 
respected and feel welcome. With the exception of one participant, all women noted that they 
felt welcome, respected, and included when commenting on their experience participating in the 
group. Several participants referenced the Program Facilitator’s role in contributing to this 
feeling. Several participants also shared feedback on diversity in the group.   

• One participant mentioned that not only did they themselves feel the welcome and 
included, but that people within the group were welcoming and respected each other.  

• One participant mentioned that her accent was a barrier to participation in the group, but 
everyone was respectful in general. 

• One woman who participated in the in-person version of the program noted that sharing 
snacks during the program and interaction with Zumba helped them connect with the 
others.  

• Several others commented that the Program Facilitator contributed to them feeling 
welcome. 

Comments on Diversity  
• One participant noted that the group she was in was not very diverse because most of 

them spoke Arabic.  
• One participant, who noted they had a distinct accent from others in their group, 

mentioned that although everyone generally was respectful, they felt that a more diverse 
group would make them feel more accepted. 
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o This participant felt that others in the program were not very supportive or 
responsive because of their accent. Because of this, the participant felt others did 
not give them an opportunity to speak, so she did not feel as welcome.  

• Two other participants felt that there should be people from different areas since most of 
them were from the same countries such as Syria, Jordan, and Iraq. 

• One of the girls in the Mother-Daughter program suggested that participants should be 
made aware not to discuss sensitive topics such as religion if the group is diverse. 

Acceptance 
Another value central to the programming at SHORE Centre is non-judgement and creating 
spaces where everyone feels safe to bring their full selves. This section reflects participants’ 
feedback on acceptance. The majority of participants in both the online and in-person programs 
felt accepted.  

• Overall, participants in the program felt that they did not experience judgement and felt 
comfortable participating in the program.  

• None of the participants recalled any incidences of disrespect or discrimination in the 
group.  

• The girls who participated in the Mother-Daughter program mentioned that the program 
specifically helped them know where to go if they faced discrimination.  

o All of them noted that they did not feel any prejudice or judgment when sharing 
their opinions with the group.  

Connection and Support 
Another important element of the programming is around building a sense of community and 
support networks. The programs aim to address the isolation often faced by newcomers by 
promoting a space where participants can make connections and feel they are supported. 
Participants were asked to share their experience of connection with others, including the degree 
to which they felt they could rely on or trust others in the program.  Overall, most participants felt 
that they were supported throughout the program. Several noted the role of the WhatsApp group 
created during the program in facilitating connections in the group.  

Support from the Program Facilitator  
• In terms of trust and support, one participant noted that she preferred to ask the Program 

Facilitator if she needed anything, but this does not mean that she does not trust the 
group.  

• Another woman elaborated that she felt supported and informed in the group especially 
because the Program Facilitator and guest speakers were very helpful. 

• One woman mentioned that the Program Facilitator explained everything in detail, and 
encouraged others to participate and share experiences with the group. 

Going to Others for Support  
• One participant of the in-person program, who finished the program a year ago formed 

lasting connections while in the program and is still in touch with the Program Facilitator 
and the interpreter. 
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• Another participant who recently finished the program commented that if she had any 
questions, she felt comfortable sending them to the group especially because there is a 
WhatsApp group for all participants. 

• One participant in particular commented that their group were like a family and that they 
would support each other by responding to each other’s questions. 

• One participant said that she is not sure if she would ask for the other participants’ 
support since they have not talked in a long time as she participated in the program 
before the pandemic, and it would also depend on the topic. 

• A few of the girls noted that they felt they could ask for it support if they ever needed it 

Comments on Belonging  
• One participant commented that there were people from the same country who have the 

same culture and religion which contributes to the feelings of belonging. 
• Another participant elaborated that the program benefited her as she got to know more 

people, so she felt less lonely. 
• Another participant felt that she belongs to this program as if it was customized for her. 

Comments on Friendships  
It seems that the pandemic made it harder for participants to form those connections as the 
program shifted to an online format. Women in the virtual Expectant Mothers Program did not 
report making friendships throughout the program. In contrast, several women who participated 
in the in-person version mentioned that they became friends with other participants and that they 
are still in contact with each other.  

Online Program Experiences  

• In terms of connections in the group, several women from the virtual program noted that 
they are not friends with people in the group, but still felt that they could rely on others or 
connect with them if they needed anything. 

• Another woman mentioned that since the program she participated in was online, it made 
it harder for her to make friendships. She suggested that SHORE Centre allocate time for 
the participants to mingle virtually and talk to each other aside from the program’s 
topics. 

• One girl from the virtual Mother-Daughter program mentioned that she got to know some 
of the girls in the program. The girls also used to have a WhatsApp group, but they 
stopped chatting after school started.  

In-person Program Experiences  

• Another girl commented that she was able to make friends with two people who 
happened to be at the same school with her and that they are still in touch. 

• One participant in the in-person program said that she knew the participants before the 
program and they joined it together, so she is still in touch with them currently.  

• Another participant of the in-person program noted that she made many friends in the 
program and they are still in touch.  
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Program Feedback 
In addition to understanding the degree to which SHORE Centre is meeting specific program 
goals, participants were also asked for general feedback. This section outlines the comments on 
program delivery, from both online and in-person experiences.  

Online (Virtual) Format  
Participants that completed programs online had contrasting opinions about the online delivery 
format as there were both benefits and drawbacks. Several participants offered suggestions for 
improvements; others did not have anything to share.  One common benefit that many 
participants agreed upon was the convenience of attending meetings from home.  

• Benefits of Virtual Programming 

o One participant liked the online experience and noted that they cannot drive so 
the online option was convenient for them. They expressed that even if resources, 
such as childcare were available, they would still prefer to be online.  

o Another participant mentioned that they would prefer the in-person program but 
that travelling with children can be difficult. 

o One participant felt that asking questions of a sensitive nature easier in the online 
format.  

• Benefits on in-person programming 

o Many participants felt that if the program took place in person, they would have 
been able to form beneficial connections and friendships with other participants.  

 One participant in particular noted that these in-person connections would 
provide more opportunities for participants to learn from each other. 

o Although the online programs did present some benefits, many participants felt 
that the in-person programs could have offered more social connections and 
opportunities to interact with each other. 

o One person expressed a preference for the programs to return to the in-person 
format. 

Suggestions for Improvements 
In addition to sharing their experiences of the programs, participants were also asked to provide 
suggestions for improvements. A few of the participants offered valuable insight into how the 
programs could be improved to include more topics and be more inclusive. 

• One participant mentioned the benefits of the the Mother-Daughter Program could also 
be extended to males in the family, suggesting that SHORE Centre offer a father-son 
version.  

• Another participant suggested emphasizing the importance of respecting diversity in the 
programs asking the facilitator to remind other participants to be respectful to everyone.  

o They also recommended having more people participate to encourage “more 
opinions and more points of view” 
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• Suggestions for additional topics to be included in the programs for mothers were also 
mentioned including:  

o Taking care of infants 
o Breastfeeding 
o Post-natal topics 
o Time management for mothers 
o Self-care for mothers 
o Repetitive abortions and how to deal with them 
o Personality differences in children 

Suggestions for Online Program 
• To improve connections in the group, a recommendation was to provide participants with 

some time online to interact, or, if possible, create a way for participants to meet in-
person outside of the program.  

• Another participant suggested doing icebreaker games before each session so that 
people get to know each other which will ultimately make participants feel more 
comfortable.  

Benefits 
In-person and online participants mentioned various benefits from the programs including 
increased knowledge, greater confidence and comfort discussing topics, cultural and program 
supports.  

• Several participants mentioned that the inclusion of guest speakers and experts in the 
field was very beneficial.  

o One participant spoke to the value of the session on midwives, and they felt that 
this information was helpful, especially for newcomers in Canada and another 
participant mentioned the session on multilingual children. 

Topics  
• A common benefit mentioned by many participants was the information and resources 

recieved from the program, which contributed to their increased comfort with the topics 
• Furthermore, participants noted specific topics that felt were particularly beneficial, and 

in many cases noted exclusively learned through the SHORE Centre programs including: 

o Harassment 
o Eating disorders 
o Diet culture 
o Body image 
o Domestic violence 
o Mental health care 
o Nutrition (food pyramid) 
o Multivitamins (related to pregnancy) 
o Birth control  
o Conflict in the home 
o Parenting  
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o Tracking menstrual cycles 
o Internet safety 
o Health relationships 

Confidence  
• One of the younger participants from the Mother-Daughter Program said that the 

program increased their self-confidence and allowed them to connect with their mother. 
• Another participant noted the program increased their confidence in the topics of the 

program and empowered them to discuss these outside of the group.  

o Related to this, after learning about hormonal birth control in the program, one 
participant mentioned sharing that information with others she knew.  

• One participant of the in-person program delivery mentioned that their confidence 
increased during activities such as Zumba as they would participate in the front, which 
made them “feel like a leader”.  

• The in-person program provided participants with several learning opportunities.  

o One individual recalled how they learned various skills including communication, 
and leadership as well as confidence through both their experiences as a 
participant and volunteer. 

Language and Cultural Supports  
• A few participants specifically referenced language barriers and the importance of 

interpreters provided through the program.  
• One participant in particular explicitly expressed that the program addressed the needs 

of newcomers.  
• Some online participants found it helpful to be placed in groups with people from 

different cultural backgrounds as they learned a lot from each other despite the fact it 
took time to translate between languages. 

o While some participants in this group felt there were cultural differences that 
prevented them from sharing and being more vocal in the group, they still found 
the the program to be enjoyable and a valuable learning experience.  

• One participant shared that the information they learned from the program was very 
beneficial because they learned they should respect others “regardless of their religion or 
colour or how they look”, adding that after coming to Canada they “learned to respect 
everyone‘s differences”. 

Program Supports 
• Participants in both the online and in person programs noted how the Program Facilitator 

was supportive and provided helpful information in the context of the programs. 
• Another participant appreciated the fact that they were able to discuss sexual health 

topics as with the Program Facilitator. The Program Facilitator also encouraged them 
when facing challenges with communicating with their child.  

• One of the main in-person program benefits was the opportunity to build friendships and 
meet people through face-to-face interactions and exercise components of the program.  



  

 

A Snapshot of the Newcomer Health Programs 17 

Comparisons to Other Community Groups 
A few participants had participated in other programs offered in the Waterloo Region for 
newcomers, while others were only familiar with the SHORE Centre’s program. Other programs 
mentioned did not cover the range of topics or subject matter that the SHORE Centre focused 
on. The Canadian Arab Women Association was the other main program designed for women 
that was mentioned by one participant.  

• One participant had been in a Zumba group but clarified that the SHORE Centre program 
was better for them as they gained information that helped them as a newcomer and that 
the information covered in the SHORE program was not offered in any other programs 
that they were part of. 

• One participant recalled being part of CAWA (Canadian Arab Women Association); the 
program had 400-500 participants. The program covered information on immigration, 
divorce, and nutrition, and although the program was online, participants were able to 
interact in person and this led to friendships. 

• One participant felt like they belonged to the SHORE Centre program more than the other 
groups they were part of because they could relate on a cultural level to the facilitator as 
the facilitator is Arabic compared to the translators in the other groups. Although the 
other programs were similar, the information was not entirely the same.  

• Another program mentioned for newcomers was at the Victoria Hills Community Centre, 
which offers English classes at various levels.  

Volunteer Perspective  

In addition to the program participants, volunteers of the Newcomer Health Programs were also 
invited to share their experiences with the programs. The volunteers offer a unique perspective 
of the programs, being able to observe interactions across the whole group throughout the 
program. In some cases, volunteers also supported several different groups over time. Four of 
the five volunteers were involved in the in-person version of the program and therefore also offer 
valuable context for the program and contrast to the majority of online perspectives that are 
included in this study. The following sections summarize how volunteers were introduced to 
SHORE Centre, roles and responsibilities, reasons for volunteering, importance of SHORE Centre, 
program feedback, cultural responsiveness, and suggestions for improvement.  

Introduction to SHORE Centre  
• One participant started looking for volunteer opportunities after coming to Canada. She 

found SHORE Centre through searching the Volunteer Action Centre website.  
• Another participant volunteer found SHORE Centre through Instagram. They saw that 

they were offering new programming and wanted to get involved. 
• A couple of volunteers were previous participants of the SHORE Centre programs so that 

was their first introduction to the Centre.  
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Roles or Responsibilities 
Volunteers supported the programs in various ways and had multiple roles and responsibilities. 
Those involved with the in-person delivery of the program helped with the following aspects of 
the programs:  

• Interpretation  
• Attendance 
• Preparing snacks  
• Childcare 
• Participant Engagement (welcoming, conversation, answering questions) 
• Administrative support  

o Registration  
o Pre/post surveys  

The one volunteer who was involved with the online delivery provided support with facilitating 
the art-based program for children. They noted that SHORE Centre provided support with 
preparation for the role by supplying documents on how to run a session and how to encourage 
participants to share.  

Reasons for Volunteering  
It was clear from the feedback of the volunteers that they were all interested in and greatly 
valued, the work that SHORE Centre does in the community. In addition to this, volunteers also 
expressed interest in helping others in the community. They also offered various other personal 
reasons why they wanted to become involved:  

• Most voluteers were immigrants themselves and understood how difficult it was facing 
barriers as newcomers.  

• One volunteer in particiular expressed that they did not want others to suffer the same 
way they did when they first arrived and wanted to give back through volunteering.  

• Another volunteer, who was also a program participant, recognized how much they 
benefited from the course and wanted to share it and have others benefit the way they 
did 

• One of the younger volutneers shared that they had never volunteered before and wanted 
to step out of their comfort zone.  

• One of the other volutneers explained that they did not get a good education in the area 
of reproductive and sexual health and appreciated that the SHORE Centre programs 
covered a wide variety of topics including LGBTQ+ issues. They wanted to support the 
next generation so they would be more informed than they were 

Importance of SHORE Centre 
Participants were also asked why they felt SHORE Centre, and more specifically, the Newcomer 
Health Program was so important.  

• Several volunteers referred to the culturally responsive nature of the program and the 
importance of supporting newcomers.  
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o One volunteer in particular mentioned that this was especially the case when 
discussing sexuality and mental health which may be more sensitive for some 
cultures 

• Another volunteer commented on the importance of having community and helping 
newcomers understanding that they are not alone.  

• Related to this, another mentioned how important it is to have a space specifically for 
newcomers where they can find support in an accessible way, adding that “they don’t 
need to be the same to belong in the same place”.  

• Another volunteer felt the program was important because participants learn a lot of 
things during the sessions, make friends, build connections, exercise and have fun.  

Program Uniqueness 
• In terms of this program's uniqueness, one participant commented that sexual and 

physical health makes it unique as they have not seen this addressed in other newcomer 
programs.  

• One volunteer felt that the Program Facilitator contributed to the culturally sensitive 
nature of the program, stating it would be different if someone else was delivering the 
information. They also added that the facilitator’s education and background was 
important.  

• One volunteer also commented that they had never seen an art-based program which 
addressed reproductive and sexual health for young people.  

Other aspects mentioned were the provision of resources such as condoms, multi-vitamins, and 
nutrition and mental health supports. 

Promoting Program Goals 
The volunteers were asked what elements of the programs make them successful in promoting 
the goals of belonging, inclusion, acceptance, comfort, and accessibility. Overall, they felt that 
SHORE Centre was successful in meeting these goals. Volunteers mentioned multilingual 
support, childcare, transportation, interactive activities and the Program Facilitator as specific 
elements that contributed to program goals. Through sharing their experiences, volunteers 
themselves also demonstrated how they contributed to the program.  

• Several volunteers mentioned the importance communicating in newcomers’ own 
languages, not only in the translation of program sessions but also translating surveys 
and forms into various languages. 

o One volunteer mentioned the Program Facilitator was also multilingual and was 
able to interact with participants that speak the same language. They felt that this 
support was very helpful in creating an inclusive space, suggesting that being 
able to talk with others who share common langage creates a cultural community 
group.  

o Another volunteer felt that the multilingual support made it easier and more 
comfortable for newcomers to participate.  

• Offering bus tickets and childcare for participants were other supports mentioned that 
volutneers felt increased accessibiliy.  
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o One volunteer explained that women are the primary caregivers for their families 
so providing this support allowed women to participate and enjoy the experience.  

• Volunteers who were involved with the in-person programs also mentioned activities 
such as icebreakers and sharing food helped participants connect. 

o One volunteer felt that by having activities and snacks helped interaction in the 
group and promoted community and belonging.  

• Another volunteer that helped faciliate an online session felt that the program was very 
successful at promoting a safe space.  

o They added that volunteers were supported on how to create a weloming 
environement, establish confidentiality, and assure that all participants felt free to 
share.  

• In terms of providing support, several volunteers referred to the Program Facilitator and 
the way in which they led the program. 

o One noted how amazing and incredible the Program Facilitator is. They said that 
her presence gives a sense of community and helps members know what 
resources are available to them.  

o Another commented that she can translate and provide this support for 
participants that may be unsure at the beginning.  

Volunteer Contributions 
• All of the volunteers commented that they promoted the program in the community and 

encouraged others to participate. 

o One volunteer in particular was very active in the community and involved with a 
number of other newcomer and youth groups. They explained how they would 
promote the program to these groups and spread awareness of the services that 
SHORE Centre offers.  

o Another volunteer discussed how some of the international students they knew 
were trying to find culturally sensitive avenues and said SHORE Centre is perfect 
for them. They encourage others to join and make connections with others who 
were at the same stage of life.  

o Yet another also mentioned how after they participated, they promoted the 
program to all of their friends.  

• Some of the volunteers referred to their ability to connect to program participants, 
whether through shared newcomer experience, common language, or culture, in helping 
create inclusive and welcoming environment.  

o One volunteer felt that she was able to connect to participants on a cultural level 
as her parents were immigrants and she is from a multi-cultural household. They 
also said that having a safe space for those to come to and feel like they belong 
is crucial for acceptance.  
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Positive Changes Over Time  
The volunteers were also asked if they observed any changes in the groups they were involved 
with over time.  

• Some volunteers who were involved in the in-person programs commented how overtime 
participants were able to grow and become more comfortable.  

o One volunteer of the in-person programs discussed their experience with a 
Mother-Daughter group and how the daughters were hesitant to join Zumba at the 
beginning, but then began to become more comfortable and wanted to join by the 
end. 

o Another volunteer noticed participants becoming more engaged and reaching out 
for support in other areas and making connections with other group members.  

• One volunteer, who started out as a participant and then volunteered for multiple groups 
afterwards, said they noticed changes at the community level. 

o After taking the program, they noticed participants implementing the information 
from the sessions such as increasing exercise, eating more healthily, taking 
vitamins, using birth control and family planning.  

o They added that before the program many weren’t aware of these things, so the 
program has really benefited the community positively.  

Accommodation and Responsiveness  
Participants were asked about how responsive and accommodating the program was. Overall, 
volunteers felt the programs were very responsive to needs of newcomers. Multiple ways that 
the SHORE Centre facilitates an accommodating and responsive environment were noted.   

• In terms of accommodating participants, the volunteers explained some of the services 
they offer to aid in accessibility.  

o Two volunteers noted that SHORE Centre offered childcare, translations, 
paperwork in different languages and allowed separate sessions if the individual 
was uncomfortable.  

o SHORE Centre programming always had food for the participants and sometimes 
they would offer bus passes for those who needed them to get there.  

• Also, one participant says that it was a women’s only group which allowed those who 
wanted to exercise and dance to remove their hijab and not have pictures of their faces 
taken.  

• One of the participants in the online format says that the program was accommodating 
as it offered translations online and had volunteers to help the person who was leading 
with support and resources. 

Newcomer Experience  
Participants were asked how important it was for the facilitator to have a firsthand newcomer 
experience. Overall, most volunteers felt very strongly about the necessity of having someone 
leading the program with lived experienced.  
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• Several stated very confidently that they felt the program needed to be facilitated by 
someone with newcomer experience.  

o One volunteer suggested that some things cannot be learned, and that lived 
experience is needed to understand the information and struggles.  

o Another expressed the importance of empathy that comes from going through 
similar experiences to be able to connect and relate.  

• One of the volunteers who was involved with the arts program online, felt it was not 
crucial to have the lived experience of a newcomer, but it is important that they have 
adequate knowledge on the topics discussed.  

Suggestions 
The volunteers were also asked if there was any way the programs could be improved to further 
promote the program goals. Feedback on the program was overwhelmingly positive. They did 
provide the following recommendations for consideration:  

• One participant suggested doing more online marketing and promoting.  
• Another volunteer suggested having more icebreakers and teamwork activities so 

participants could get to know each other better.  
• Another volunteer suggested that sometimes dealing with paperwork and bureaucracy 

can be frustrating. She suggested possibly having less paperwork may make participants 
more comfortable. 

• To improve cultural responsiveness, one volunteer suggested having more diverse 
translators, in particular for East African participants.  

o They also suggested getting support from volunteers of more diverse 
backgrounds.  

Discussion 
Because of the small number of study participants overall and the majority of representation 
from online experiences, our ability to generalize about the implications for the Newcomer 
Health Programs overall is limited. Despite this fact, the study did succeed in better 
understanding the programs through the experiences of those who did participate in the study. 
As such, the results provide a snapshot into the experience of the programs, captured in the 
more recent past of the program. This snapshot includes experiences during the COVID-19 
pandemic, when elements of program may have been outside of the typical delivery. More 
details on the implications of these factors are discussed below in the limitations section. 

Key Considerations  

This section summarizes the main themes and lessons learned from the feedback provided 
from both program participants and volunteers. Themes of accessibility, the role of the Program 
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Facilitator, connections with others, online vs. in-person experiences, confidence, diversity, and 
volunteer contributions are discussed.  

Accessibility  
Most participants faced challenges when seeking healthcare services in Canada mainly due to 
language barriers, delays and time needed to get referrals, and their unfamiliarity with the 
system. SHORE Centre played an important role in helping them overcome those barriers 
through providing them with information and resources related to healthcare services in Canada. 
In order to access these resources and information, SHORE Centre further promoted 
accessibility in the programs by providing childcare and bus tickets for those who participated in 
the in-person programs.  

A prominent theme that emerged from the study was the use of participants own language in 
program delivery. This element of the program was referenced in contributing to the accessibility 
of the program but also to the ways in which the program was culturally responsive to the needs 
of newcomers. Program participants and volunteers both emphasized the importance of this 
aspect of the program.  

Program Facilitator  
The results clearly demonstrate the prominence and importance of the Program Facilitator in 
contributing to program goals across all areas. This was the case not only in role and function of 
the facilitator in the program, but also themselves personally. Participants attributed their ability 
to access healthcare information and services to the Program Facilitator. They also felt more 
comfortable discussing program topics, especially because of the facilitator’s medical 
background. This also contributed to participants reporting feeling well supported. Many 
participants credited the Program Facilitator’s kind and warm demeanor to them feeling 
welcome, respected, and accepted in the program. It is evident that the Program Facilitator 
fostered an inclusive and non-judgmental environment in the program. In addition to this, 
participants also emphasized the importance of having the program led by a someone with lived 
newcomer experience. The Program Facilitator’s own experience as a newcomer was referenced 
as another way in which the program was culturally responsive. It was also inferred that this 
experience helped to foster trust and connection with participants as they could relate.  

Connections with Others 
While connection, support, and rapport with the Program Facilitator was particularly strongly 
expressed, connection with others in the program was less pronounced. There were mixed 
results overall across both in-person and online experiences. The lack of face-to face connection 
did appear to influence the depth and extent of connection within the online groups, but not 
exclusively so. Some participants referenced the role of the WhatsApp group in facilitating 
connection and sharing in the group. However, more inquiry into the use and function of 
WhatsApp in these program groups is needed to fully understand it’s role in contributing to the 
overall group connections.  

Online vs. In-person Experiences 
The limited connections formed within the online groups was inferred from the insights shared 
by the in-person participants. Participants of the in-person programs mentioned several key 
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aspects which helped build bonds and comfort within the groups including the sharing of food, 
interactive activities, and exercise components of the program. To our knowledge, the online 
participants were not aware of these offerings of the in-person experiences that would have 
been absent from their own. As such, they would not be able to compare or state preference for 
one format over the other. The results do demonstrate that, despite limited virtual contact, some 
participants felt they had support within the group. Several participants of the online programs 
did express desire for more interaction with others. On the other hand, one key benefit 
mentioned by the online participants was the convenience of attending the program from home. 
This could be considered in the future when exploring options to further increase accessibility. 
Overall, there were both benefits and limitations of both the in-person and online programs.  

Confidence 
One interesting theme that emerged from the feedback was the way the program promoted 
confidence. This was raised in relation to the conversation on comfort with the program topics. 
Beyond promoting comfort, some participants mentioned that they felt more confident after 
having completed the program, suggesting that the information and support they received 
empowered them. This is significant in indicating the participants’ willingness to take action 
beyond the program, demonstrated in various ways such as seeking support outside the group, 
reaching out to healthcare professionals for help, and sharing information with others.  

Diversity 
An interesting theme that was highlighted was the importance of diversity. Both beneficial and 
less positive experiences were shared.  Encouraging greater diversity in the program was 
suggested in several places throughout. Some participants expressed the benefits of having a 
sharing sense of identity in the group for facilitating feeling of belonging and bonding. On the 
other hand, others shared how diversity enhanced their experience. One notable experience was 
that of the most recent Expectant Mothers group which had both Arabic and Tigrinya speaking 
participants together in one group. Even though they could not communicate directly with 
participants of other languages, through translation provided they learned from each other. 
Participants of both groups felt this was a valuable learning experience. Some participants who 
felt more hesitant to participate in the group felt they benefited greatly from the experiences 
shared by others. In contrast, another experience with diversity was mentioned within a group of 
the same language. In this case, despite sharing a common language, a participant felt less 
included because of differences in their culture and accent. The results demonstrate different 
implications and experiences with diversity.  

Volunteer Contributions  
Another notable insight was the impact of the volunteers themselves in contributing to the 
success of the program. When reflecting elements of the design of the program, it is important 
to consider the contributions of the volunteers. The results show they are an integral component 
of the program. Volunteers demonstrated how they, in their roles and who they are, also promote 
a sense of belonging, inclusion, and acceptance. Many volunteers were newcomers themselves 
and could relate and connect with to participants in a meaningful way, which further fosters that 
supportive environment SHORE Centre strives to create. In addition to this, all the volunteers felt 
very strongly about the importance of the programs and promoted participation and awareness 
of the SHORE Centre in their circles. In this way, volunteers act as ‘champions’ for the Centre and 
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its programs in the community. While more informal in nature and difficult to measure, the 
support volunteers provide through this promotion is invaluable.  

Limitations  

This section outlines the challenges and circumstances the research team encountered 
throughout the project which influenced the results of the study. There were various aspects that 
impacted the outcomes of the research including language and cultural barriers, COVID-19 
pandemic related challenges, and access to participants.  

Language and Cultural Barriers  
From the outset of the project the research team was very mindful of the anticipated barriers of 
working with newcomers in our research. The team intentionally and thoughtfully planned out all 
stages of the research to address these barriers to the best of our abilities with the support of 
our partners from SHORE Centre. Despite our efforts to implement a culturally sensitive 
approach, we still encountered some challenges engaging with our study participants.  

To accommodate the language needs of our participants, some sessions were conducted in 
Arabic and Tigrinya. In any communication that requires translation between different 
languages, there is always a risk that the nuance and subtly of meaning may be lost in the 
process. Although we had the support of interpreters for our non-English speaking participants, 
the concepts we were asking about were very abstract in nature, relating to feelings and 
personal experiences, and were therefore challenging to translate. This presented as a limitation 
as some words or questions needed to be rephrased and substituted for more relevant phrasing 
in the respective languages. This may have limited our ability to communicate and capture the 
precise nature of questions and responses.  

We also found that for some participants of certain cultural groups, communicating about 
feelings and personal experiences was particularly challenging. In these cases, participants 
themselves identified that it was not in their cultural to speak freely about these topics with 
others that were not close family or friends. While the research team took various measures to 
increase comfort and familiarity, responses in some cases were constrained and limited.  

COVID-19 Related Challenges  
In addition to these language and cultural challenges, the research took place in the content of 
the pandemic where face-to-face interactions were not possible. This limited our options for 
methods to conduct the research. As such, all data collection and interactions were virtual in 
nature, which further contributed to our challenges with our capacity to connect with 
participants. It is our standard of practice to take all measures possible to foster familiarity and 
create a relaxed and warm environment where participants feel comfortable during our sessions. 
This is the case with all research but was particularly important to the team as we were 
engaging with newcomers. Unfortunately, our capacity to create this space in a virtual setting 
was significantly limited. Almost all conversations with participants were done with audio only, 
which limited our ability to connect, but also perceive non-verbal communication, including facial 
cues and body language to gauge comfort levels and understanding.  
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The sessions were all conducted over Zoom, which required stable internet connections, proper 
technological functioning of participants’ devices, and understanding of how to use the platform. 
All of these factors present challenges in conducting research. The nature of remote data 
collection also relies on participants to find quiet and private spaces to have conversations. It 
was clear that in some cases, securing this space was not always possible which could have 
impacted the participants’ ability to speak freely and openly. Some of the participants had their 
parents nearby while others had their children with them, which could have limited their ability to 
respond. It is also possible that the pandemic related stresses and unpredictable availability also 
limited potential participants’ willingness to participant in the research.  

Recruitment  
The pandemic also impacted recruitment and access to potential participants. SHORE Centre 
shifted program delivery to an online format in response to pandemic restrictions and therefore 
the most recent program participants were involved with the online format. Due to the length of 
time that had passed since in-person programs were offered, it was difficult to access past 
participants who had done the in-person programs. Because of this, the majority of our 
participants were involved with the online programs, which limited our capacity to measure the 
extent of the programs’ impacts. Thanks to the exceptional efforts of the Program Coordinator, 
we were able to recruit several program participants and volunteers who were involved with the 
in-person programs, to compliment feedback from online participants. These factors, coupled 
with availability, also contributed to the limited number of participants we were able to recruit 
overall.  

Conclusions  
The primary goal of this project was to better understand the impacts of the Newcomer Health 
Programs, as offered by SHORE Centre, and to offer insight for ongoing improvement. This 
report detailed the findings based on the experiences of program participants and volunteers 
and organized results based on themes of accessibility, comfort, inclusion, acceptance and 
belonging. Differences between the online and in-person delivery of the program were explored. 
The most notable difference was the limitation virtual experiences had on fostering connections 
between participants.  Overall, program participants and volunteers felt SHORE Centre was 
successful in promoting it’s aims to address barriers faced by newcomers. Volunteers provided 
valuable insights on the overall importance of the programs and various elements which 
contributed to program goals. We hope the experiences shared through this research help to 
illuminate the importance of the Newcomer Health Programs at SHORE Centre.  
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