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WELCOME! This is the first manual in a four-part series  
on Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers with 
Volunteer Welcome Groups. 

The Syrian Civil War and increased resettlement to Canada was met with an 
outpouring of support from every-day Canadians. Many volunteers sought 
opportunities to engage directly with refugee newcomers and develop sustained 
and meaningful relationships. 

In response, Together Project developed the “Welcome Group” model in close 
partnership with COSTI Immigrant Services – a community-based, multi-cultural 
agency that provides employment, language training, social and settlement 
services to newcomers and works with Government-Assisted Refugee (GAR) 
newcomers in Toronto. Together Project’s Welcome Group model, which builds 
on existing family matching programs, connects Canadians and Government- 
Assisted Refugee (GAR) newcomers from all countries of origin.

The Welcome Group model aims to offer friendship and support for GAR 
newcomers and foster meaningful relationships between newcomers and 
receiving communities. We believe it can lead to better, more integrated 
communities.

Through the generous support of an Ontario Ministry of Citizenship and 
Immigration “Ontario Partnerships Grant Program,” the Together Project / COSTI 
manuals provide Welcome Groups with information and training to best support 
GAR newcomers, and to understand the role of volunteer support in fostering 
long term integration. Content is based on feedback from previous Welcome 
Groups, settlement sector personnel, and lessons learned from Together 
Project’s research with volunteers from across Ontario. 

The goal is to work towards a standardized model of volunteer engagement  
with Government-Assisted Refugee newcomers based on pilot projects in 
London, Ottawa, Thunder Bay, and Toronto. COSTI Immigrant Services and 
Together Project would like to thank our project partners, Catholic Centre for 
Immigrants – Ottawa, London Cross Cultural Learner Centre and Thunder Bay 
Multicultural Association.  

About the Manual
The goal of this series is to empower volunteers with the most impactful 
knowledge and tools for volunteering with Government-Assisted Refugee (GAR) 
newcomers. The first manual in the series is designed to give volunteers a 
broad, comprehensive overview. It is divided into four sections.  

Understanding Refugee Resettlement / Section 1 offers a broad 
overview of the global refugee situation, and explains how refugee newcomers 
are resettled to Canada. The purpose is to ensure a common understanding of 
refugee displacement and integration among Welcome Groups. 

Your Role in Integration / Section 2 introduces fundamental 
concepts for voluntary and humanitarian work: vulnerability, trauma informed 
care, empowerment, cultural sensitivity, and confidentiality. The goal is to ensure 
that volunteers approach their relationships with refugee newcomers in a way 
that fosters independence and ensures that all people involved experience a 
healthy, uplifting relationship.

Understanding the Settlement Sector / Section 3 helps Welcome 
Group volunteers understand how to engage with the broader settlement 
sector – i.e. the professional agencies and their staff who support refugee 
newcomers on a day-to-day basis. 

Managing Expectations / Section 4 touches briefly on how Welcome 
Groups can manage their own expectations, GAR newcomer expectations,  
and understand the expectations of settlement sector personnel. Managing 
expectations and understanding the scope of responsibilities can help overcome 
the chances for volunteer burnout.    

The Welcome Group Matching / Section 5 explains the Welcome 
Group matching process as well as the timelines and expected tasks in the  
first weeks and months of your new relationship. 

introduction
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The Global Refugee Crisis 
The world faces a series of mounting crises and growing refugee populations. 
While the Syrian refugee crisis re-focused our attention, it is important to 
understand that as of 2015, there were 65.3 million forcibly displaced people 
worldwide, 21.3 million of whom are refugees. One often hears that there are  
65 million people “on the move.” However, most displaced do not cross borders, 
and a majority of refugees are in what the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) calls “protracted situations,” waiting an average of 25 
years for a place to resettle.

The 1951 Refugee Convention defines a refugee as any person who: “owing to a 
well-founded fear of being persecuted [...] is outside the country of [their] 
nationality, and is unable to, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail [himself 
or herself] of the protection of that country.” A displaced person must cross an 
international border to be considered a refugee.

Section 1  
Understanding Refugee Resettlement

Photo, opposite: Together Project / Tides Canada. Graph, above: UNHCR / 20 June 2016



Canada’s Place in International Resettlement
One of the ways countries help protect refugees is by offering permanent 
resettlement. To date, Canada has resettled about a quarter million refugees. 
However, only 1% of the 21 million refugees worldwide are selected for  
international resettlement each year. 
 
Canada currently resettles an average of 20,000 refugees per year. It does so in 
coordination with UNHCR and other international organizations. In recent years, 
the largest numbers have come from Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Eritrea, Somalia, and Pakistan. The Welcome Group model  
works with all GARs, regardless of their countries of origin.

To put this in perspective, half of all refugees are in states with less than $5,000 
GDP per capita (Canada’s is $50,000), and developing countries host over 85% 
of the world’s displaced people.

Canada’s Resettlement Model
Canada has a unique resettlement model, made up of three programs:  
Government-Assisted, Private-Sponsorship, and Blended Visa-Office Referral. 
The Welcome Group model  works with Government-Assisted Refugees. 

Government-Assisted Refugees (GARs) are refugees referred to the Canadian 
government by the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) or 
another designated organization. The Government sponsors their initial 
resettlement and provides a year of financial assistance and other supports.

Privately-Sponsored Refugees (PSRs) are those refugees matched by a  
Sponsorship Agreement Holder (SAH) with a Group of Five or more Canadians 
or organization who provide 12 months of financial and volunteer support.  

Blended-Visa Office Referred (BVOR) Refugees are referred by UNHCR and 
matched with private sponsors. The Government of Canada provides six months 
of financial support and the private sponsor also provides six months of 
financial support and a year of social support.

Government-Assisted Refugee (GAR) Newcomers
GAR newcomers come from many walks of life, and the variations in the population 
are complex and multi-faceted as a result of differences in experience and 
length of time in transit, previous living conditions and level of education. It is 
generally understood that GARs arrive in Canada with varying levels of proficiency 
in an official language (English/French), pre-migration educational attainment, 
living conditions overseas, and health and mental health concerns. Repeated 
evaluations of the services for GARs have demonstrated that approximately two 

thirds have complex needs, which is consistent with the mandate of the GAR 
Program which seeks to resettle the most vulnerable  refugees as referred to 
Canada by the UNHCR. 

How GAR Resettlement Works
GARs are referred by UNHCR on the basis of vulnerability. They first undergo 
medical and security checks, known as pre-arrival screening. Some receive 
pre-departure information sessions, though Welcome Groups should expect 
GARs to have limited knowledge about daily life in Canada. 

Keep in mind, most refugees do not live in camps and might have lived in precarious 
or dangerous situations in major cities or rural areas before resettlement. Many 
GARs will have built a life or raised children in their country of displacement, and 
might have more ties to it than to their official country of origin. 

Most GARs take loans to cover travel costs, and must begin repayment within  
30 days of arrival. Many advocates argue that loans are an unnecessary burden, 
and some private sponsorship groups include the travel costs in their fundraising 
goals. As of April 1st, 2017 GARs are no longer required to pay for the cost of 
their medical tests overseas.  

GARs receive 12 months of financial support under the Federal Resettlement 
Assistance Program (RAP), in addition to expanded health insurance through the 
Interim Federal Health Program (IFHP). These are explained in detail in Section 3. 
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Integration Dynamics
Integration is a two-way street: newcomers adjust to their new surroundings  
and environment, and Canadians adjust and make space for their new neighbours 
by welcoming them into their communities. Integration is the foundation of 
multiculturalism, has made our cities some of the world’s most vibrant, and helps 
ensure the intergenerational well-being of all Canadians. However, our relatively 
open immigration policies do not guarantee successful integration and settlement. 
In many ways, the hard work begins when newcomers arrive.

There are many metrics for integration, the most common of which are data 
related to economics and labour market performance. However, there are also 
“softer” metrics like civic participation, language fluency, and education. A good 
deal of research suggests that access to social networks within receiving 
societies can foster more rapid and durable integration.    

Volunteer support and community building are thus vital for successful integration. 
Receiving society attitudes and actions have a significant impact on newcomer 
life opportunities.  The volunteer Welcome Group model offers a venue for 
those established in Canada to play an active, personal role in building stronger, 
more integrated communities. 
 
Understanding Vulnerability 
Vulnerability describes the degree to which an individual or community is 
susceptible to harm or mistreatment. It informs many parts of development, 
humanitarian, and volunteer work, and it is a crucial concept for all Welcome 
Group volunteers to understand. 

Working with vulnerable populations entails understanding that such individuals’ 
freedom and capacity to protect and care for themselves is hindered by social 
and political circumstances, lack of knowledge and access to resources, and the 
potential inability to make fully informed decisions. 

Section 2 
your role in integration
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At the same time, individuals demonstrate remarkable resilience: determination 
in learning a new language, flexibility in adapting to an unfamiliar context, and 
strength in moving forward despite the incredible hardships they may have 
endured. Reducing an individual’s vulnerability requires building their capacity  
to mitigate, respond to, and cope with future hazards.
 
Trauma Informed Care
Exercising trauma-informed care can help mitigate vulnerability. Trauma-informed 
care does not mean acting as a social worker. Much like understanding vulnerability, 
it is a general stance towards your relationship based on understanding the 
physical, psychological, and emotional effects of traumatic stress.  

 
The prevalence of trauma among refugees is significant. Refugee populations 
may experience trauma during any or all three periods of displacement and 
resettlement: pre-migration, migration, and post-migration.

EXAMPLES OF VULNERABILITY
Most GAR newcomers will not speak English, particularly in early stages 
of resettlement. They thus face unique challenges in navigating unfamiliar 
bureaucracies, public transit, or social systems. Limited financial 
resources are often a significant source of stress, presenting restricted 
options in day-to-day life and higher-stakes decisions. For example, 
someone may tolerate unsafe or more precarious working conditions. 
Some individuals may have suffered injuries or have complex medical 
conditions that pose additional obstacles to autonomy. 

PRACTICING TRAUMA-INFORMED CARE
Core principles of trauma-informed care include safety, trust, choice, 
collaboration, and empowerment. For example, we can help to promote 
a sense of physical and emotional safety by following an individual’s lead 
in physical contact preferences, such as handshakes, and by framing 
questions in respectful, non-judgmental ways. A trustworthy connection 
can be cultivated through careful listening and respecting confidentiality. 
Setting clear expectations and following through on a commitment to 
take a family on a scheduled outing, for example, are important ways to 
establish trust. Seeking to identify and support the needs and preferences 
of an individual/family, providing information to support their own 
decision-making, and respecting their choices (even when they differ from 
our own) help to promote choice, collaboration, and empowerment.
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Social support systems are invaluable to the recovery process. Almost by definition, 
refugee newcomers are torn from their social support networks and face a number 
of obstacles when trying to build new ones – particularly around language, culture, 
and discrimination. Understanding trauma-informed care can go a long way toward 
fostering healthy communities and guarding against future trauma or vulnerability. 
 
Fostering Autonomy & Practicing Empowerment
It is important for volunteer Welcome Groups to distinguish between charity 
versus empowerment, and dependency versus autonomy. Those supporting 
refugee newcomers can run the risk of fostering relationships of dependency. 
Dependency is made more likely given the vulnerability of GAR newcomers.

The United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs describes facilitating 
a sense of autonomy and empowerment as “enabling people to increase control 
over their lives, to gain control over the factors and decisions that shape their 
lives, to increase their resources and qualities, and to build capacities to gain 
access, partners, networks, [and] a voice, in order to gain control.” 

Autonomy and empowerment are critical to integration for refugee populations. 

Newcomers must develop a sense of self-sufficiency. Self-determination and self- 
sufficiency are often associated with employment and financial independence, 
but they also refer to the freedom to direct and practice one’s own values, 
beliefs, and culture.
 
Cultural Sensitivity & Cultural Humility
Cultural sensitivity describes the awareness of another’s particular norms, 
beliefs, and traditions without the imposition of value judgements. Cultural 
humility entails reflecting on our own beliefs and norms of behaviour when 
presented with potentially puzzling or troubling practices. Again, much like 

trauma-informed care, cultural sensitivity and humility are not ultimate goals, 
but a general stance that tries to prioritize others’ beliefs and experiences. 

The Welcome Group model engages GAR newcomers from around the world, 
and so there is no single orientation toward cultural sensitivity. 

The practice of cultural sensitivity is integral to the processes of integration. 
Cultural exchange happens at the intersection of mutual openness to and 
acceptance of one another’s culture. Community building happens through 
cultural exchange when newcomers are welcomed to participate in Canadian 
society without feeling pressured to shed their own identities.
 
Privacy & Confidentiality
Finally, Welcome Groups should understand and foster the right to privacy.  
Like any other residents of Canada, GAR newcomers are entitled to freedom 
with regard to their body, personal information, thoughts and opinions, and 
communications with others. The right to privacy is an important component  
of autonomy and empowerment. Interference in any of these areas is only 
acceptable if expressed consent is given. 

The related concept of confidentiality refers to the duty to protect another’s right 
to privacy. This commitment is an important part of building trusting relationships. 

EXAMPLE OF PRIVACY & INFORMED CONSENT 
Welcome Groups may play a role in accompanying GAR newcomers to 
initial medical appointments. Assistance in reaching the medical office, 
registering at reception, and remembering appointment dates and times 
are helpful supports. However, individuals/families should be seen 
privately by their medical practitioner, unless they specifically request 
otherwise. Details about health conditions, test results, and the reasons 
for additional investigations are an individual’s private health information 
and won’t be shared by medical providers without explicit patient 
consent. It is important to respect individuals’ privacy and preferences. 

Privacy also includes posting photos or personal information on social 
media. While it may seem perfectly normal to share your relationship 
with your social circles, newcomers should take the lead in expressing 
explicit and enthusiastic consent for each social media post. Welcome 
Groups should ask themselves whether social media posts conform to 
what they’ve learned about vulnerability and trauma-informed care.

PRACTICING AUTONOMY & EMPOWERMENT  
Initially, Welcome Group members may accompany newcomers on 
public transit to attend an appointment with a medical or social service 
provider, orienting them to the route, address, and schedule. The goal, 
however, should be to foster autonomy. On the other hand, consistently 
driving people to appointments might foster dependency. With practice, 
newcomers will be able to make this journey independently, scheduling 
appointments for the priorities they have identified and on a timeline 
that suits their needs.



GAR Arrival to Canada
Upon arrival, staff from settlement agencies help newcomers navigate the 
airport, complete their Permanent Resident documents, and go through a final 
interview with the Canadian Border Services Agency. Newcomers are then 
brought to Reception Centres. Because of the large influx of refugee newcomers 
since 2015, a number are temporarily housed in hotels. 

Once settled in at the Reception Centre or hotel, GARs meet with a counsellor who 
assists them with information and referrals. Adult GARs attend mandatory orienta-
tion sessions that explain their rights and responsibilities as resettled refugees.

Staff also help families open bank accounts, apply for OHIP and SIN numbers, 
and complete applications including for their GST/HST rebates, Canadian Child 
Tax Benefit, and the like. They also arrange for any immediate medical services 
and book appointments for adults to have their language level assessed. 

After orientation, GARs begin the sometimes lengthy process of securing more 
permanent housing through the support of Housing Workers. This is no easy task, 
especially in big cities like Toronto where housing vacancy tends to be lower than 
the national average. Families can expect to stay at the Centre or hotel for a 
minimum of two to three weeks, or until permanent housing is secured. 

Once GARs have secured housing, furniture is ordered and provided through 
the Federal government according to pre-determined packages based on family 
composition, and they are helped with moving to their new home. Depending 
on the settlement agency, they may be assigned a caseworker based on their 
new address and, when possible, languages spoken.

As described below, it is at this point that Together Project matches Welcome 
Groups with GAR newcomers given the importance of geographical location. 
Ideally, Welcome Groups can meet GAR newcomers soon after their move-in. 

The Resettlement Assistance Program
The main body of financial and settlement support for GAR newcomers is called the 
Resettlement Assistance Program (RAP), funded by Immigration, Refugees and 
Citizenship Canada (IRCC). Settlement agencies which are responsible for GARs and 
thus for administering RAP are called RAP Service Provider Organizations (RAP 
SPOs). Familiarity with the settlement sector lingo can help Welcome Group 
volunteers interact with caseworkers and effectively advocate for GARs newcomers.
 

Section 3 
understanding the settlement SECtor
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Regardless of the city you are in, it’s important that your Welcome Group and 
relevant settlement sector staff establish a line of communication so as to avoid 
service overlap and focus on helping GARs make the most of available services.  

Welcome Groups are not expected to “check-in” with settlement sector staff for 
all activities with their new matches, but in the first weeks specifically it can help 
to have conversations with your appropriate point of contact to see where you 
can best help GARs to access services. 

Client Support Services (CSS)
The CSS program is mandated to provide 12-18 months of empowerment- 
based case management. This program is currently offered in Hamilton,  
Kitchener, London, Ottawa, Toronto, and Windsor. The best way to think about  
a CSS caseworker is as a “system navigator” - a bridge between newly-arrived 
GARs and the range of supports available to both residents in general and 
newcomers more specifically. Some caseworkers have specialized training  
in areas like mental health or employment.

One common misunderstanding is that the CSS caseworker is the same as  
a settlement worker. Although they are trained and able to do the work of 
settlement staff, their role is to connect the GAR to these services and help 
them learn how to navigate the settlement system. CSS staff are expected  
to connect each family with a settlement worker within their first few months  
in Canada. 

RAP provides 12 months of 
financial and settlement 
support. One of the goals of 
the Welcome Group model is 
to ensure that newcomers 
take full advantage of the host 
of available services and hit 
the ground running in their 
first year of settlement.  

From the time they move into permanent housing, GAR newcomers receive 
monthly financial assistance through direct deposit to the Head of Family’s bank 
account. The amount varies based on family size and composition. However, 
financial support is limited, and is roughly equivalent to the support people 
receive under Ontario Works (social welfare). GARs are also entitled to an 
Assistance Loan to help with the cost of rental and telephone deposits. 

Resettled refugees are entitled to OHIP as well as 12 months of  supplementary 
benefits under the Interim Federal Healthcare Program (IFHP). IFHP covers basic 
pharmaceutical, dental, vision, and paramedical care. Importantly, GARs can also 
receive mobility devices or extended physical therapy. More information on the 
coverage can be found on the provider’s website. 

GARS are also registered for a Language Assessment necessary to access 
Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada (LINC), funded by Immigration,  
Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC); or English as a Second Language (ESL), 
funded by the Ontario Ministry of Education. It is important that GARs are clearly 
explained how systems (and wait-times) work and to provide realistic expectations 
of timelines for services.
 
Avoiding Service Duplication 
Every RAP SPO offers a different range of supplementary support services  
to GAR newcomers. These services are offered under different programs: 
Community Connections (CC), Orientation Services for Newcomers (OSN),  
Life Skills Support, and Client Support Services (CSS). CSS caseworkers are  
the most common point of contact for Welcome Groups. RAP SPOs also  
seek volunteer engagement with their GAR clients at different stages of their 
settlement, and with different services and programs. The important thing  
to bear in mind is that this manual only provides a general overview of what 
these services look like, and the specific boundaries of your Welcome Group’s 
engagement with your local settlement sector depends on the RAP SPO, and  
is covered in the city-specific Welcome Kit your Welcome Group receives  
when you sign up.

GAR newcomers receive  
twelve months of financial 
support and supplementary 
healthcare. Welcome Groups 
can help GARs to make full  
use of available services.
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The most significant areas of stress are around 
household expenditures, employment, language 
acquisition, social isolation, and understanding 
the process of family reunification.

Areas of Most Significant Need
The settlement sector uses a Social Determinants of Health lens to the resettlement 
of GARs, which encompasses a variety of categories of social needs. This means 
that while CSS assists with immigration-related needs, the majority of the 
supports provided are in other sectors. The majority of the work that the CSS 
program does is in the healthcare sector, where culturally and linguistically 
appropriate supports are not always available to meet the often complex 
medical needs of GARs. 

Research with GARs shows that their most significant areas of stress are  
around household expenditures, finding employment, language acquisition, 
social isolation, and understanding the process of family reunification. Welcome 
Groups can keep these stressors in mind when interacting with GARs through 
a vulnerability and trauma-informed care lens. It is very likely that your support 
can help empower GAR newcomers to address these stressors, and further 
training manuals will offer concrete resources to support you in your friendship. 
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Welcome Group Expectations
As a volunteer in a Welcome Group, it is important to remember that the safety, 
needs, and comfort of the refugee newcomers are of utmost importance. 

Volunteers might become frustrated if newcomers don’t learn English as quickly 
as expected, or if they do not adopt seemingly “obvious” social customs. It is 
important to understand that integration is a long-term process with different 
metrics for success. 

Anyone who has immigrated to a new country or even spent a significant time 
abroad realizes that adapting to new surroundings can be challenging. Even after 
the end of several years, we can still make mistakes, get lost, or experience frustra-
tion at cultural differences. Welcome Group volunteers should maintain a realistic 
set of expectations for their ability to affect the pace of newcomers’ integration.   

Volunteer Burnout
While understanding trauma-informed care, available services, and empowerment 
offers a basic framework for interacting with GARs, it is important to realize that 
volunteers are not expected to take on the role of a social worker, psychologist, 
or employment counsellor. 

Feedback from both Welcome Groups and private sponsorship groups illustrate 
a strong potential for burnout among first-time volunteers working with vulnerable 
populations. Volunteer burnout becomes apparent when you no longer believe 
you can make a difference or attain stated goals. Volunteers need to manage their 
own expectations. It is not possible for volunteers to solve all newcomers’ problems. 
   
GAR Expectations
It is equally vital that Welcome Groups try to help manage the expectations of 
GAR newcomers. One of the key components of managing expectations is to 
foster autonomy and guard against relationships of dependency. We emphasize 
empowering newcomers to live within their means by helping them access 
available services rather than by providing material goods.  

On a broader level, it is important to understand that it can take many years for 
GAR newcomers to reach the language, employment, and other integration 
metrics of other immigrant categories. While Welcome Groups help a great deal 
in offering access to social networks, helping with language, and learning to 

Section 4 
managing expectations
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navigate the city, we should guard against the understandable desire to make 
promises that do not comport with general trends. Managing GAR expectations 
can help foster more equitable relationships. 

settlement sector Expectations
Settlement sector staff expect that the Welcome Group complements their work 
in ensuring that GARs have the skills needed to cope with daily living in Canada 
and urban environments. Most settlement sector staff manage a substantial 
caseload. Their focus is on helping newcomers access essential social and 
settlement services in order to meet their individual needs, goals and aspirations. 
As the range of services offered by settlement sector agencies varies from city  
to city, understanding the role of your Welcome Group in complementing these 
agencies is vital in setting realistic expectations and preventing complications. 
Ultimately, clear and timely communication is important for the success of the 
relationship between Welcome Group, GARs, and settlement sector staff.



Section 5 
the welcome group matching process

In partnership with participating RAP SPOs, Together Project matches “Welcome 
Groups” of five or more volunteers with GAR newcomers for friendship and 
social support.

Matches are formed through a process of “preference matching,” based on 
surveys collected from GARs and Welcome Groups at the end of their respective 
onboarding processes. Matches are made based on a set of criteria – proximity, 
family size/composition, interests, professional background, GAR vulnerability, 
volunteer capacity, etc. The goal is to achieve a balance of social adaptability 
(and friendship) and more pragmatic, task-based settlement assistance.  

Volunteer Onboarding
Welcome Group volunteers register online and are interviewed by Together 
Project matching staff to assess suitability and capacity for participation in  
the matching process prior to completing a preference matching survey. All 
volunteers are asked to submit to a vulnerable sector check through the local 
police department, and to attend relevant training workshops. 

These workshops also encourage volunteers to meet and share lessons learned. 
Welcome Groups are provided with a checklist of recommended tasks associated 
with assisting in their counterpart newcomers’ settlement. They remain connected 
to both their counterpart newcomers’ case worker for guidance on how to best 
assist them, and Together Project matching staff for guidance regarding 
resources that would be helpful to their match.  

Cultural Ambassadors
Matches are assigned a volunteer “Cultural Ambassador” to assist in bridging 
cultural and linguistic gaps. They provide near-simultaneous translation on 
WhatsApp – the main means of communication of the match – and also in- 
person interpretation when available.  

GAR Onboarding
GARs are registered either at a Reception Centre, or through referral by 
settlement sector staff. They enter Together Project’s matching pool only once 
they have secured housing, which serves as the final matching criteria. RAP staff 
upload relevant information about GAR registrants – name, family size, contact 
and relevant settlement sector staff information – at which point Together 
Project can match them with a suitable Welcome Group, assign a Cultural 
Ambassador, and arrange for the initial in-person meeting. 
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like making sure the family has internet service if they can afford it, are able to 
understand the mail they receive, and know how to contact their relevant 
settlement sector staff, such as their counsellor or caseworker. 

After the first month, weekly visits are recommended to join or invite the family 
for social outings, park dates, shopping, finding job fairs, or just spending time 
together over tea and coffee.

As mentioned earlier, it is important to refer to your city-specific Welcome Kit to 
determine where and how to be of most support to the GAR newcomer family, 
given the difference in services and resources provided from city to city. Not 
every GAR newcomer necessarily needs the same kind of support, so it’s 
important to learn about how you can best help by communicating with them as 
openly as possible, and liaising with relevant settlement sector staff about how 
your group can complement their services.

Roles & Responsibilities
Your primary role as a Welcome Group volunteer is to provide social support 
and friendship to GAR newcomers. You are also responsible for helping your 
newcomer friends foster autonomy by gathering the tools for self-sufficiency. 
You can show them around their new neighbourhood, help them practice their 
English, or show them how to use public transit. 

Time Commitment
Welcome Groups typically sign up to support a refugee newcomer family for one 
year, though the aim is to build long term friendships. If a volunteer experiences 
burnout, or if a match is unsuccessful, there is an opportunity to disengage after 
three months.

The most significant time commitment occurs just after newcomers move into 
their first home.  Typically, a Welcome Group is matched just before or just after 
a refugee newcomer family leaves the Reception Centre. During the first week 
following the match, daily check-ins are recommended to make sure your 
matched newcomer family is equipped with the basics. For instance, that they 
know how to comfortably navigate their neighbourhood. A common fear among 
newcomers is that they go for a simple walk and get lost on their way home.

Through the first month, two to three visits a week are recommended. As a 
Welcome Group volunteer, you are encouraged to help with additional basics 
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Matches are formed through a process  
of “preference matching,” based on  
surveys collected from GARs and Welcome 
Groups at the end of their respective  
onboarding processes.

Your primary role as a Welcome Group volunteer 
is to provide social support and friendship to 
GAR newcomers. You are also responsible for 
helping your newcomer friends foster autonomy 
by gathering the tools for self-sufficiency.



SAMPLE Welcome Group Checklist – Toronto

First 3 Days 
Daily check-ins recommended

•     Make sure both Welcome Group and GAR family understands how  
to use WhatsApp

•     Make sure family has received all furniture that has been ordered
•     Show family where they can affordably shop for basic household needs or 

access donated goods (bedding/pots/dishes/toiletries/cleaning supplies)
•     Assist in enrolling children in school 
•     Neighbourhood orientation: library, schools, transit , pharmacy,  

community centre, food banks, etc.
•     Make sure family understands how to use appliances, elevator, receive  

mail, etc.
•     Familiarize family with fire exits and dialing 911, and also share resources 

about living in Ontario, e.g. www.inmylanguage.org

Through First Month  
2-3 visits per week recommended

•     Groceries: bearing in mind their dietary needs and restrictions (e.g. halal), 
assist family in finding conveniently-located and affordable grocery stores 
and how to use grocery store flyers

•     Phone plan: assist family to find and sign up for an affordable mobile  
phone plan

•     Make sure they have internet service provided, if family can afford it,  
and help find an affordable plan

•     Assist family in understanding apartment/home lease/money orders/
cheques, if needed

•     Ensure family’s Child Tax Benefit Forms have been mailed – caseworker may 
help prepare, but family must mail themselves

After First Month  
Weekly visits recommended

•     Join or invite the family for social outings, park dates, shopping, travel by 
transit, job fairs, other events, or just spend time together over tea/coffee

•     If the family has signed up for the municipal Welcome Policy or has proof of 
National Child Benefit Supplement (which all kids under 18 should be 
receiving), one child aged 8-14 in the family may be eligible for a free 
computer, printer, and one year of Internet, care of kids@computers

•     Ask a settlement agency and/or research about other summer camps and 
afterschool activities that interest the family

Thank you for taking the time to read WELCOME, the first manual in the  
Welcome Group Model series. The purpose of these manuals series is to help 
standardize a model of volunteer engagement with Government-Assisted 
Refugee newcomers across Ontario. In-person training will be available in 
London, Ottawa, Thunder Bay and Toronto in spring, summer, fall and winter  
of 2017. Upon completion, training manuals will be available for download at 
www.togetherproject.ca. For your reference, the complete Welcome Group 
Model series is listed below.

WELCOME
Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers

with Volunteer Welcome Groups
Months 1-2

CONNECT
Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers

with Volunteer Welcome Groups
Months 3-6

EMPOWER
Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers

with Volunteer Welcome Groups
Months 7-9

BELONG
Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers

with Volunteer Welcome Groups
Months 10-12
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READY TO FORM A WELCOME GROUP? CONTACT

A PROJECT OF TIDES CANADA

www.togetherproject.ca/volunteer
hello@togetherproject.ca

  Together Project Toronto     Together_Hello

THIS INITIATIVE IS IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

www.costi.org
(416) 658-1600 | helpinghand@costi.org

   COSTIImmigrantServices     COSTI_org

SUPPORTING PARTNERS

www.lcclc.org
(519) 432-1133
cclc@lcclc.org

   LondonCCLC   
  LondonCCLC

www.cciottawa.ca
(613) 232-9634

   CCIOttawa

www.thunderbay.org
(807) 345-0551

    ThunderBay 
MulticulturalCentre
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