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Project Overview

Surrey, British Columbia is a dynamic and diverse city in the Metro Vancouver region. 
Its newcomer and Indigenous populations are among the youngest and fastest-
growing in Canada. 

This project explored the potential of intercultural dialogue for leadership development 
and capcity building among Surrey’s newcomer and Indigenous youth in light of 
these demographic shifts. It involved observing the Surrey Indigenous-Refugee Youth 
Intercultural Dialogue Event and holding follow-up focus groups and interviews with 
participants to form a case study reflecting local voices. The project also drew from 
secondary research, looking at relevant research already done on this topic.

The project was conducted in partnership with Surrey Local Immigration Partnership 
(Surrye LIP) and the Fraser Region Aboriginal Friendship Centre Association (FRAFCA), 
and was completed in fulfillment of the author’s capstone requirement as part of 
his Master of Community and Regional Planning Degree at the University of British 
Columbia. This Community Report abridges and simplifies the full 60-page capstone 
report.

Context map showing where Surrey is within Metro Vancouver (Qyd, 2007)
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Definition of Key Terms

Key Term Definition
Leadership “The involvement of youth in responsible, challenging action that meets genuine needs, with 

opportunities for planning and decision making” (Kress, 2006, p. 51)

Leadership 
Development

Teaching youth how to lead and nurturing their leadership abilities

Capacity building “The process by which people, organizations and society systematically stimulate and develop 
their capacities over time to achieve social and economic goals” (UNISDR, 2017, n.p.)

Decolonization The conscious disruption and dismantling of systems, institutions, attitudes, beliefs, and 
processes directly or indirectly originating from the European colonization of Canada

Intercultural 
dialogue

Activities or discussions between groups from different cultures

Indigenous Native to or relating to a community native to the land today known as Canada before European 
settlement

Immigrant Someone who lands in Canada as a permanent resident or refugee

Newcomer An immigrant who landed in Canada within the last five years

Refugee “Someone who has been forced to flee his or her country because of persecution, war, or violence” 
(UNHCR, 2018, n.p.)

Youth Someone under 25 years of age

Self-determination Independence and autonomy over civic processes and decision-making, including the 
acculturation of newcomers to Canada and educating them about its history

For consistency and ease of understanding, a table defining key terms used throughout 
the report is provided below. 
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Demographic Shifts

Surrey, British Columbia, is one of the largest and fastest-growing cities in Canada. 
Between 2011 and 2016, the city’s immigrant population grew over twice as fast as the 
total immigrant population of the Metro Vancouver region (Statistics Canada, 2011; 
2016b). Surrey’s population of immigrant youth between the ages of 15 and 24 rose 
while that of the region actually decreased. In addition, one in every three immigrant 
youth living in Surrey is a newcomer, which means that they landed within the past five 
years. Surrey is a popular destination for refugees in Metro Vancouver, too, particularly 
Government-Assisted Refugees, with about half settling in Surrey (Friesen, 2018).
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Surrey lies within the traditional territories of the Semiahmoo, Katzie, Kwikwetlem, 
Kwantlen, Qayqayt, and Tsawwassen First Nations. The city is home to more 
Indigenous (First Nations, Métis, and Inuit) children and youth than any other 
municipality in the region (Chand, 2013). Between 2011 and 2016, Surrey’s Indigenous 
population grew almost twice as fast as the city’s already rapidly increasing general 
population, and about one out of every five Indigenous people in Surrey is between 
15 and 24 years-old (Statistics Canada, 2011; 2016a). The Indigenous community 
of Surrey is also extremely young: At 25.6 years, it has a lower median age than the 
general Surrey population (37.5) and the Indigenous populations of Metro Vancouver 
(30), British Columbia (28.9), and Canada (28) (Statistics Canada, 2011; 2013).
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Policy and Organizational Context

The programming that took place at the Surrey Indigenous-Refugee Youth Intercultural 
Dialogue Event connects to many relevant strategies and policy objectives, as well 
as the service providers, governments, and other organizations that work to achieve 
them. These objectives call for opportunities for leadership development, intercultural 
connections, and civic engagement among and between Surrey’s Indigenous and 
newcomer youth.

Schematic diagram of organizational context
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Schematic diagram of policy context
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The Surrey Indigenous-Refugee Intercultural Dialogue Event

On Saturday, January 27, 2018, approximately 38 Indigenous and newcomer
(mostly refugee) youth participants participated at the Surrey Indigenous-Refugee 
Intercultural Dialogue Event at the Kwantlen First Nation Culture Centre Longhouse in 
Fort Langley. 

The event was co-organized by Surrey LIP and FRAFCA and Kwantlen First Nation Chief 
Marilyn Gabriel and her family helped facilitate with traditional ceremonies throughout 
the day. Activities at the event included a witnessing ceremony, a film screening 
facilitated by members of FRAFCA’s Indigenous Youth Group about issues Indigenous 
women in Canada face, a creative map activity facilitated by members of Surrey LIP’s 
Refugee Youth Planning Team, and an simulation activity facilitated by KAIROS that let 
participants experience the impacts of several centuries of colonization. 

After most of these activities, participants shared their thoughts in reflective 
discussions. Before the event began and during lunch, participants also had the 
opportunity to socialize and intermingle, sharing personal stories and experiences with 
their fellow participants of diverse backgrounds.

Witnessing ceremony (Photo: Kelsie Marchand)



3.1

The Research

8

3.0

Why This Case Study Was Done

This case study was done for several important reasons. First of all, the Surrey 
Indigenous-Refugee Youth Intercultural Dialogue Event was the first of its kind in 
Surrey, and understanding its effectiveness and outcomes will help refine future policy-
making and programming. Because the city’s Indigenous and newcomer youth will 
grow up to become Surrey’s leaders of tomorrow, studying the Event provided insight 
into the leadership development potential of this type of programming. 

Second, the leadership development and capacity building that Indigenous and 
newcomer youth participated in at the Event and while preparing for it is significant 
because of its positive impact, at the “big picture” level, on Indigenous self-
determination and self-governance and the decolonization of the newcomer settlement 
and integration process in Surrey. 

KAIROS blanket activity (Photo: Kelsie Marchand)
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How This Case Study Was Done

Research for this case study was conducted in three ways: naturalistic observation at 
the event and then follow-up focus groups and a survey. Consent was obtained from 
participants and all data anonymized so that it was not personally identifiable. The 
data collected can be found in the appendices of the full report.

Naturalistic Observation

Over the course of the Surrey Indigenous-Refugee Youth Intercultural Dialogue Event, 
the researcher naturalistically observed how the participants interacted with each other 
and took part in the activities, and wrote down the insightful comments participants 
made in activity discussions. This means that the researcher did not ask participants 
any questions directly at the Event itself: The observations recorded only included 
interactions and insightful reactions and comments made by participants naturally as 
part of the activities already planned for the Event.

Focus Groups and Survey

After the event, the researcher conducted one semi-structured focus group with six 
event participants who were also members of the Surrey LIP Refugee Youth Team, 
and one survey with FRAFCA Indigenous Youth Group event participants (there were 
two respondents; a survey used after the original focus group was cancelled). This 
focus group and survey were done in order to gather more in-depth reflections on what 
participants learned at the Event, how effective they perceived the Event and what 
improvements could be made for future ones, and other thoughts on what intercultural 
dialogue, decolonization, and leadership mean to them personally. 

Insights were also drawn from Surrey LIP consultant Jennifer Basu’s focus group 
with members of the Surrey LIP Youth Services Working Group (discussed in the full 
report). This focus group was held to learn more about policies and programs member 
organizations already have in place for intercultural dialogue between Indigenous and 
newcomer youth, ideas they have for future policy and program development, and gaps 
they identified where greater inter-organization support or coordination is needed.
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4.0

Voices and Insights from Youth Participants

Youth participants of the Surrey Indigenous-Refugee Intercultural Dialogue Event 
voiced many insightful comments in the follow-up focus group and survey that 
demonstrated leadership, empathy, open-mindedness, respect for differences and life 
experiences, solidarity, and optimism. Below are just some of those comments.

“It ’s important to keep educating and share these experiences.”
--Indigenous youth participant

“I felt welcomed. The food was something that I had a cultural 
connection with: In my culture too, when someone leaves we 
give food for them to take on their way. Also, older family 
members eat first at Kwantlen First Nation, which is the same as 
in my culture too. We are similar, Indigenous people and people 
from my country.”

--Refugee youth participant

“The only and best way to truly understand this history is through 
personal conversation.”

--Refugee youth participant

“The event inspired me to go home and share this information and 
knowledge about the real truth of Canada. As refugees we have some 
idea of what Indigenous people have suffered. We experience this with 
Indigenous people through their words and through dialogue.”

--Refugee youth participant

“I think bringing the groups together to learn and share traumas worked 
really well.”

--Indigenous youth participant
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Implications of Intercultural Dialogue Programming for Surrey’s Newcomer and 
Indigenous Youth

Existing secondary research consulted for this project (sources in Reference list at end 
of this report) has shown that there are many potential positive benefits to intercultural 
dialogue programming for Indigenous and newcomer youth. For a more in-depth 
discussion of these implications and the secondary sources consulted, please see 
pages 25-27 of the full project report.

Social Cohesion & 
Civic Participation

Leadership 
Development

Skills to act on 
issues of power, 

racism, and 
diversity

Decolonizing 
the Newcomer 

Integration 
Process

Indigenous Self-
Determination and 
Self-Governance
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Linking the Event to Leadership Theory

Looking at the Event through a theoretical lens provides a key understanding of how 
the youth participants’ experiences, comments, and insights reflect the development of 
different qualities and skills of leadership. 

This project used the six dimensions of servant leadership (Sendjaya et al., 2008), a 
holistic and community-minded theoretical framework of leadership as such a lens. 
The six dimensions also happen to align well with the values of many Indigenous 
leadership models as opposed to the individualistically and transactionally oriented 
traditional Western model of leadership. See pages 18-25 of the full report for a more 
in-depth theoretical discussion of leadership models. 

The table below defines the six dimensions of servant leadership (Sendjaya et al., 
2008), and is followed by a brief discussion of how each dimension was observed in 
participants’ leadership development at the Event.

Voluntary Subordination

The voluntary subordination dimension refers to the behaviour of willingly being of 
service to others, and its main outcome in the youth leader as an individual is a greater 
sense of altruism towards others in the community. At the event, this dimension of
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leadership was expressed through the Indigenous youth participants’ planning and
facilitation of activities that contributed to the newcomer youth participants’ 
acculturation to and integration into Canadian society, including providing them with 
an understanding of the history of colonization in Canada and the impacts it has 
had on Indigenous peoples to this day. An event activity that exemplified voluntary 
subordination well was the presentation and subsequent discussion of two female
Indigenous youth filmmakers’ film about the issues that Indigenous women in Canada
face.

Authentic Self and Covenantal Relationship

Authentic self as a dimension of leadership means understanding one’s true self 
and how one’s values connect to past life experiences and visions for the future. 
Being authentic also implies a degree of vulnerability, which was observed in spades 
throughout the day during the intercultural dialogue event. Both during structured
programming and during periods for socializing before the event and during lunch,
newcomer participants were observed sharing their diverse life experiences, both
positive and negative, with each other and with Indigenous participants, and vice versa. 
Closely related to this leadership behaviour is the covenantal relationship, which points 
to mutual understanding and cultural awareness and in turns promotes cooperation 
in achieving joint goals. In this case, the goals were building bridges across diverse 
backgrounds and strengthening solidarity through intercultural dialogue, in addition to 
the more indirect goal of decolonizing newcomer integration to Canada.

Responsible Morality, Transforming Influence, and Transcendental Spirituality

The leadership dimension of responsible morality is defined by an ability to connect 
one’s actions and decisions to consequences in the real world, and the reasoning skills 
to assess the potential moral ramifications of these actions and decisions before 
making them. This quality was clearly apparent in participants during the follow-
up focus group and survey. Likewise, the transforming influence and transforming 
spirituality dimensions of leadership respectively refer to an empowered ability to 
engage with the world to effect change, and to connect one’s actions as a leader to 
a higher calling or meaning, or system greater than oneself. The defining moment of 
the event that demonstrated these three dimensions of leadership was the discussion 
after the “blanket” activity that simulated the impacts of colonization: With many of the 
newcomer participants (especially the refugees) having just learned about
these impacts in an emotionally visceral way that resonated with their own life
experiences, they astutely identified a personal obligation to contribute towards
decolonization and reconciliation.
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