
Also referred to as “asylum seekers”

”A person who claims protection in 
Canada”

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

Opportunities and 
Challenges of 

Virtual 
Volunteering with 

Government-Assisted 
Refugees and Refugee 

Claimants
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Part 1
Adapting Volunteer Engagement Programs to a Virtual 
Environment – Andrew Lusztyk

Part 2 
Virtual Volunteering in the Welcome Groups for
Refugee Claimants Pilot Program – Anna Hill

Part 3 
Volunteer Engagement in Refugee Integration in the 
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Agenda



Adapting Volunteer Engagement 
Programs to a Virtual Environment 
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The Welcome Group Program: An Overview

The Welcome Group Program 
connects vulnerable 
newcomers to a “Welcome 
Group” of 5+ volunteers for 6 
months of social support 
tailored to the specific 
integration priorities of each 
household. 

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

to supplement in-person social 
support
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Integration Priorities
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Integration Priorities
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The Immediate Effect of the pandemic
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Adaptation As An Innovation Cycle

Illustration: Future Skills Centre
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Needs Assessment and Concept Generation

Our needs assessment interviews and surveys revealed 
both …

… challenges:

● Shifting priorities
● New goalposts for the match
● Broken routines
● Technological issues
● Personal dilemmas
● Frustration
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Needs Assessment and Concept Generation

Our needs assessment interviews and surveys revealed 
both …

… challenges:

● Shifting priorities
● New goalposts for the match
● Broken routines
● Technological issues
● Personal dilemmas
● Frustration

… and ideas for how to address them:

● Define new roles for volunteers, set 
expectations, and train accordingly

● Shift processes (recruitment, 
onboarding, training, etc.) online and 
keep them current

● Revise criteria for participation
● Update resources based on needs
● Find and use alternative storytelling 

and community-building tools
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Streamlining the Welcome Group Program
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Delivery and Iteration: What have we learned so far? 

● Program’s built-in iteration 
means we can constantly 
adjust based on what is 
working

● Geographic barriers lowered
● Language barriers 

heightened
● Newcomer human capital 

profile plays a large role
● Sorting emergent online 

volunteer “types” and 
building that into our 
matching system
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Success stories
The Abd Family
● Newcomer resilience and 

volunteer perseverance

The Al Tamer Family
● Partnership with TD Bank for 

virtual volunteering opportunities

Link to article: https://bit.ly/2LGou3o Link to article: https://go.td.com/3908T7s



WELCOME GROUPS FOR REFUGEE CLAIMANTS PILOT PROGRAM 
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● Adapting the Welcome Group 
program to serve refugee 
claimants.

● Engaged partnerships with 
referring agencies, COSTI 
Immigrant Services and the 
Crossroads Clinic at Women’s 
College Hospital. 

● Understanding the differences 
between GARs and refugee 
claimants - RC higher language 
levels, education, and 
professional training 

● However, RCs have less access 
to settlement services and 
precarious status. 

Illustration: Emilie Muszczak



HOW DOES THE WELCOME GROUP PROGRAM NEED TO CHANGE 
TO SUPPORT THE REFUGEE CLAIMANT DEMOGRAPHIC?
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● Conducted a feasibility study 
with the Public Good Initiative 
at the University of Toronto

● Interviewed many refugee 
claimant-serving agencies in 
Toronto to determine the 
appropriate roles and 
responsibilities for volunteers

● Identified cohorts within 
refugee claimant demographic 
most in need of volunteer 
support:
○ single parent families
○ youth ages 18-28
○ LGBTQ+

This infographic is based on a 2010 reports on the Characteristics of 
a Welcoming Community (Esses, Hamilton, Bennett-AbuAyyash, 
Burstein)



What is a 
refugee?PROGRAM
IMPACT 
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www.togetherproject.ca/resources

ADAPTING VOLUNTEER Resources and Volunteer TRAINING 
TO PREPARE VOLUNTEERS TO SUPPORT REFUGEE CLAIMANTS

● Some aspects of our volunteer 
training for RCs were similar to 
our training for GARs i.e. 
informed consent, trauma 
informed care, cultural 
humility, empowerment vs. 
charity.

● Other aspects changed i.e. the 
volunteer imperative not to 
provide any kind of legal 
advice, the inconsistency of 
refugee claimants services, the 
absence of a dedicated 
caseworker, and the role of 
Together Project staff in 
troubleshooting.
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● Many refugee claimants are 
well-suited for digital settlement 
with social support. 

● While social isolation is a 
challenge for RC youth, single 
mothers and LGBTQ+, their higher 
language levels and comfort with 
technology allow RCs to benefit 
greatly from remote social 
support. 

● We use WhatsApp, ZOOM, 
Mailchimp, & Survey Monkey  

● Access to digital devices and 
internet is critical & a challenge

TRANSITIONING TO ONLINE PROGRAM DELIVERY - REFUGEE 
CLAIMANT COMFORT LEVEL WITH TECHNOLOGY

Illustration: Emilie Muszczak
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● Best way to build trust in a 
remote social support match is 
through weekly online meetings 
between newcomers and 
volunteers over the six-month 
match duration.

● Privacy concerns are important 
with digital interactions. 
Newcomers decide if they 
prefer phone, text or video and 
ideally at least two volunteers 
on a call. 

SUPPORTING REMOTE SOCIAL CONNECTIONS AND REFUGEE 
CLAIMANT INTEGRATION PRIORITIES
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● Employment emerged as a 
priority for refugee claimant 
matches so in the future, we 
hope to continue to build 
volunteer capacity to support 
refugee claimant 
employment. This could 
involve new agency or 
corporate partnerships or the 
creation of new volunteer 
resources. 

● Greater agency flexibility in 
including RCs in career 
bridging programs. 

DEDICATED STAFF COACHING FOR VOLUNTEERS TO SUPPORT 
SPECIFIC NEWCOMER INTEGRATION PRIORITIES 



CENTERING REFUGEE CLAIMANT VOICES IN TOGETHER PROJECT 
PROGRAM DELIVERY & COMMUNICATIONS 

● Each match is based on a 
refugee claimant’s unique 
integration priorities.

● Several refugee claimants have 
completed a six month match 
and opted to rejoin the 
program as volunteers

● Through our Together Project 
podcast, we have been able to 
share refugee claimant voices 
through anonymous 
storytelling. 

● Refugee claimants bring a great 
deal of talent and good will to 
Canada.To
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Illustration: Emilie Muszczak
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NGOZIE’S STORY ● Ngozie started our program as a 
refugee claimant participant and is 
now a protected person.

● She arrived in Canada from Nigeria 
with her three children.

● She speaks English fluently and 
has a background in banking.

● She was matched with a group of 
six women who she has connected 
with once or twice a week for six 
months.

● She is just starting a position with 
a major bank in Canada.  

● She has just completed our 
volunteer training and will be 
matched with a new refugee 
claimant household in the coming 
weeks.  

https://togetherproject.ca/blogpost/a-refug
ee-claimant-shares-her-experience-of-rem
ote-social-support/
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● Sam started our program as a 

refugee claimant and is now a 
protected person.

● He arrived in Canada as a single 
youth from Uganda two years 
ago.

● We matched Sam with a group 
of university students.

● He was facing social isolation, 
housing and employment 
challenges, and COVID 

● In this 2-part CBC Metro 
Morning episode, Sam explains 
how meeting the volunteers 
helped him. 

● He is now in a Cloud 
Engineering Program at Google 
Canada.

SAM’S STORY - CBC METRO 
MORNING

https://www.cbc.ca/listen/live-radio/1-39-metro-morning/clip/1
5806130-its-real-...its-phenomenal-ugandan-refugee-local-volu
nteer
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REFUGEE CLAIMANT PILOT 
PROGRAM RESULTS AND NEXT 
STEPS

● Welcome Groups for Refugee 
Claimants was funded by the 
Ontario Trillium Foundation.

● We used the Social Provisions 
Scale to track a change in 
newcomers’ self-perception of 
social isolation.

● Despite the move to virtual 
volunteering the program 
results have been very 
positive. 



Becoming a virtual volunteer
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Who are the volunteers?
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● 440 volunteers have signed up since the beginning of 
the pandemic (March 2020)



Who are the volunteers?
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Remote social support
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VOLUNTEER FEEDBACK: Advantages of remote support
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● Flexibility in terms of scheduling/availability

● Streamlined onboarding/training

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

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



VOLUNTEER FEEDBACK: Limits of Remote Support
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● Video calls can be overwhelming/difficult to 
understand – easier doesn’t mean better!

● Technological/internet challenges

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

● More limited range of support activities

● Language barrier is more significant
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Success Stories: Program Snapshot

● https://vimeo.com/491875733
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Success Factors for Online Volunteering with 
a Vulnerable Population

1. Access to, and comfort with, technology
2. Low language barrier or available translation 
3. Shared commitment to the program
4. Availability and reliability for building trust 
5. Set reasonable expectations for goals and time 
commitment
6. Provide clear guidance but remain flexible



VOLUNTEER FEEDBACK: 
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- Blending GAR/Refugee Claimant Programs

- Scaling the Welcome Group Program

- Impact and Research Projects
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Next Steps



THANK YOU!
anna@togetherproject.ca

andrew@togetherproject.ca
natasha@togetherproject.ca

togetherproject.ca
@together_helloTo
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