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OUR APPROACH 

 
Surrey Immigrant Advisory Roundtable (IAR) is a group of 16 Surrey immi-
grant and refugee residents who serve as a “newcomer voice” in the work of 
Surrey Local Immigration Partnership (LIP). IAR was formed in 2014 and since 
that time the group has lead a number of activities aimed to make Surrey a 
more inclusive city. 

  

Engaged Community was identified as one of the five strategic directions in 
the 2016-2019 Surrey Immigrant Integration Strategy developed by Surrey 
LIP. Among the Strategy’s recommended actions, is “Increase access to volun-
teer leadership opportunities for immigrants and refugees in Surrey”.  
 

In 2018, the IAR launched a survey and consultations in the community  to 
better understand immigrant and refugee residents’ civic engagement experi-
ences in Surrey.  

  

Through the survey, the IAR aimed to accomplish the following: 

 develop a better understanding about how immigrant/refugee residents 
are currently involved in the community; 

 explore the challenges for immigrants to be involved; and 

 identify the ways to improve access to volunteer leadership opportunities 
for immigrants and refugees in Surrey, so that immigrant and refugee resi-
dents’ voices are better represented in decisions made by local organiza-
tions . 

 

The findings of the survey should be taken with caution as the survey sample 
is a convenience sample and not representative of Surrey’s immigrants and 
refugees.* 

OUR KEY MILESTONES - 2018 

 
Jan  IAR hosts an Inclusive City Café (community consulta- 
   tions) . 

 

 Jan-Mar IAR develops a questionnaire to be used for an  

         online survey and IAR kitchen table consultations  
        (discussions with their neighbours/friends/coworkers). 

          
 Apr-May Survey goes live; promoted through LIP partners/IAR are 

         conducting in-person discussions.  

 

 220 survey respondents 

 Questionnaire was translated into Arabic, Punjabi and 
Chinese (over 50 surveys were returned in the first lan-
guage) 

 Approximately 50% were paper-based , filled out by IAR 
members through their networks and LIP partner staff 
working with immigrant clients 

 

 May  IAR meeting—focus group and reflections on survey pre- 
         liminary findings. 

 

 Aug-Sept Survey and consultation results are analyzed . Re- 
   port is produced. 

 

 

* OTHER LIMITATIONS OF THE SURVEY ARE OUTLINED IN APPENDIX 1. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

DIVERSE & INCLUSIVE CIVIC SOCIETY:  To ensure that decision 
making bodies are diverse and inclusive. The following recom-
mendations were brought forward by the Surrey IAR: 

 Explore more community-driven, relationship-building 
outreach practices, i.e. engagement of existing immigrant 
community leaders, networks and programs (Library 
Champions, CLIC program, etc.) 

 Consider a comprehensive review of applicants’ selection 
processes  using diversity and equity lenses 

 Create more inclusive environments for immigrants/
refugees to stay involved on boards, public committees 

 Develop an increased understanding of the make up of 
boards/committees in Surrey  

 

ENGAGED COMMUNITY:  To ensure that  immigrants/refugees 
stay and/or become more civically engaged, the following rec-
ommendations were brought forward by the Surrey IAR: 

 Develop better understanding of the reasons why immi-
grants/refugees stay/become engaged and consider edu-
cating those involved in selection processes 

 Explore strategies to facilitate removal of barriers for im-
migrants/refugees to become engaged (criminal record 
check for refugess, for example) 

 Invest into enhanced communication to immigrant/ethnic 
groups to improve their understanding of volunteer oppor-
tunities and increase awareness of such opportunities 
(utilization of social media, ethnic radio, places of worship, 
etc.)  

KEY SURVEY FINDINGS 
 

 INVOLVEMENT: The majority of re-
spondents are already involved  in 
community with 2 out of 10 respond-
ing involvement in some type of ac-
tivities to support their community. 
A large number of participants re-
ported volunteering with a local 
church or supporting events run by 
organizations or the City.  

 

 AWARENESS: There seemed to be a 
gap between awareness about and a 
level of involvement in certain com-
munity activities. For example, quite 
a few  participants have reported 
being aware about PAC volunteer 
opportunities or a board opportuni-
ties with  public institutions. In com-
parison, very few reported volun-
teering there. At the same time, par-
ticipants have shown much less 
awareness about volunteering with 
City’s Advisory Committees, Neigh-
bourhood  Resident Associations,  
Fraser Health Authority Patient Advi-
sory or being a board member with a 
private institution. 

 

 

 

 

 MOTIVATIONS TO BE INVOLVED: The 
strongest motivations for being involved 
in the community, reported by survey 
participants, are learning new skills, 
meeting new people  and giving back to 
Canada. Almost every third respondent 
indicated that opportunities to be in-
volved in the decision making processes 
is a strong motivator for them to be en-
gaged in the community.  

 

 PREFERRED INVOLVEMENT: The top 
three  preferred volunteer opportunities 
indicated by participants were events 
run by the City and being a board mem-
ber for a public or private institution. 

 

 KNOWING A BOARD MEMBER: Almost 
every second respondent did not know 
anybody who volunteered as a board 
member. Established immigrants were 
twice as likely to know somebody who 
volunteered as a board member. 

 

 ‘BOARD MEMBER’ DEFINITION: It is pos-
sible that not all participants had a full 
understanding of what being a “board 
member” entails; hence, these survey 
findings need to be read with caution. 



 Out of 220 respondents, the vast majority of survey participants were born outside of 
Canada and live in Surrey (95% and 98%).* 

 

 Over 50% lived in Canada for less than five years (recent immigrants) 

 

 Top two languages spoken by respondents are Hindi and Arabic. 26% of recent immi-
grants reported speaking Arabic (15% for all immigrants). In many cases, survey partici-
pants indicated that they speak two languages (the language specified above and Eng-
lish). 

 

* SURVEY ANSWERS BY YEARS OF LIVING IN CANADA  AND A LIST OF SUGGESTIONS ARE DETAILED IN APPENDICES 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7 
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*All immigrants (recent & established) 

* * 

* 

* 



 At least a third of respondents were 
aware of civic engagement opportunities 
available through events run by the City 
(40%), community agencies’ Boards (38%) 
and local churches (33%). 

 

 Respondents showed limited awareness 
about such opportunities offered through 
Neighbourhood Resident Associations, 
Fraser Health Authority Patient Advisory 
and boards of private institutions.* 

 

 Not surprisingly, respondents who were in 
Canada for more than five years  were 
more aware about most civic engagement 
opportunities than newcomers with the 
exception of “Being a board member of 
local community agency” and “Board 
member of public institutions”. 

 

 Established immigrants were significantly 
more aware about the opportunities with 
local churches and ethnic networks than 
recent immigrants (41% vs 22% and 42% 
vs. 19%).* 
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 Almost two out of 10 respondents 
or 17%  indicated that they are not 
involved in any volunteer activities. 

 

 Over 60% of respondents are in-
volved through their churches, vol-
unteer at events run by the City and 
other organizations. 

 

 One third of immigrants who have 
been in Canada for over five years 
volunteer in local churches vs. 13% 
of recent immigrants. 

 

 In general, recent immigrants are 
more likely to be involved in main-
stream civic engagement opportuni-
ties than more established immi-
grants.  

Type of community involvement Newcomer  Established immigrant 

Board member of local community agency 25% 9% 

Board member of public institution 19% 3% 

Member of Neighbourhood Resident Association 14% 3% 

Parent Advisory Committee 20% 13% 

Events run by the City 23% 15% 
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 The majority of respondents indicated that they were interested in 
being involved in their community (84%) 

 

 Recent immigrants are significantly more interested in being in-
volved than their more established counterparts (92% vs. 76%)* 

 

 The three main reasons for not wanting to be involved or uncer-
tainty about being involved in their community are as follows: 

    Lack of available time 

  Lack of awareness of volunteering opportunities 

  Language barriers 
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 The strongest motivations for being involved are learning 
new skills (63%), meeting new people (51%) and giving back 
to Canada (48%) 

 

 Additionally, almost a third of respondents indicated that 
opportunities to participate in decision making that affect 
their lives was their motivation for being involved.  About a 
quarter indicated that expanding their professional networks 
would motivate them to be involved in community life.  

 

 Established immigrants are more likely to be motivated to 
participate in the processes that affect them as residents/
citizens than recent immigrants (38% vs. 22%) 

 

 As expected, ‘Gaining Canadian Experience’ was a much 
more stronger motivator for recent immigrants than for their 
established counterparts (60% vs. 32%)* 
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 The top three civic engagement opportuni-
ties preferred by respondents  were as fol-
lows: events run by the City (42%), being a 
board member of a local community agen-
cy (34%) or a board member of a public 
institution (34%) 

 

 Established immigrants are more interest-
ed in being involved in events run by other 
[than the City] organizations (36% vs. 19% 
for recent immigrants) and volunteer at a 
local church (23% vs. 11%)* 
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 Almost every second respondent  did not know anybody who vol-
unteered as a board member (48%) 

 

 Established immigrants were twice as likely to know somebody 
who volunteered as a board member (23% vs 12% for recent immi-
grants) 

 

 A high proportion of recent immigrants were “unsure” about how 
to answer this question (41% vs. 27% for more established immi-
grants)* 
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REACH OUT TO DIVERSE COMMUNITIES 
Promoting opportunities through more diverse avenues was one of 
the most frequent recommendation from survey respondents who 
encouraged organizations to challenge their orthodox promotional & 
outreach methods to advertise. 

 

MAKE EXERTED EFFORTS TO BE DIVERSE  
A number of respondents suggested that organizations should review 
their decision making processes when selecting applicants for leader-
ship volunteer positions. 

 

  

BE MORE CLEAR & SPECIFIC 
The importance of being more clear and specific about expecta-
tions and commitments with volunteer opportunities was cited by 
a number of respondents. 

 

 

 

CREATE INCLUSIVE ENVIRONMENT 
Respondents suggested that trying to engage diverse residents to 
participate (on boards, events, etc.) is not enough. Creating inclu-
sive environment for participation should be also a priority. 
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BACKGROUND 
In 2018, IAR members participated and moderated 
two Inclusive City Philosophers Cafes.  Both events 
meant to initiate community discussions on civic 
engagement opportunities for newcomers in Sur-
rey and also aimed to inform IAR members  in the 
process of developing a survey questionnaire.   

 

The first one took place on January 18, 2018 at City 
Centre Library. The theme of the discussion was 
“What do you mean by Civic engagement? This 
concept might be foreign to many newcomer resi-
dents in Surrey”. Three members of the IAR attend-
ed/moderated and one staff member supported 
moderators. Fifteen other residents/stakeholders 
attended this community consultation event, in-
cluding a reporter of a major newspaper, students 
from SFU, local schools, City staff and representa-
tives from local community agencies.   

 

Additionally, IAR members attended another Phi-
losophers’ Café that took place on February 22, 
2018 and focused on providing information to local 
residents about Neighbourhood Small (NSG) 
Grants in Surrey. At the community discussion, IAR 
members shared their experiences applying for 
NSG funds and leading community projects.  Over 
fifteen members have attended, including refugee 
youth and immigrants who shared their experienc-
es in leading NSG projects in Surrey. (See posters in 
Appendix 2) 

LEARNINGS 
Trust and Authorities: many newcomers have experi-
enced traumatic events associated and/or initiated by 
the authorities in their home countries; hence, it makes 
it more difficult for some newcomers to volunteer for 
the City/police etc.  
 

Barriers to  for Refugees’ Involvement: most of public 
agencies require volunteers to provide and, sometimes 
pay for, a criminal record check. As a result, there are 
limited volunteer opportunities for residents who came 
to Canada as refugees as they often are not able to pro-
vide a criminal record check and, in some cases, do not 
have means to pay for it. 
 

City and Newcomers: There are does not seem to be 
many opportunities to be involved with the City in a 
decision making capacity. What does the City of Surrey 
do to make sure that immigrant and refugee residents 
are aware of leadership civic engagement/volunteer 
opportunities with the City? 
 

Places of Worship as Community Anchors: There is 
seemed to be a divide between how immigrants per-
ceive places of worship in their settlement processes 
and how religious institutions are perceived by service 
providers & authorities. What can be done to open con-
versations about these differences and explore how 
they affect the process of integration for newcomers? 
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BACKGROUND 
Members of the Surrey IAR 
met on May 16, 2018 to discuss 
survey findings and reflect on 
them.   

 

Seven member attended the 
meeting and provided their 
insights. Additionally, three 
guests who were interested in 
becoming members of IAR also 
attended and provided their 
thoughts. 

 

Olga Shcherbyna, Social Plan-
ner with the City and Surrey LIP 
facilitated a focus group with 
IAR members. 

 

Preliminary findings were 
shared with the group based 
on over 100 surveys that had 
been submitted and analyzed 
by May 14, 2018. Most of the 
IAR reflections were focused 
on what the City should be do-
ing/can do.  (A full list of sug-
gestions is in Appendix 8) 

 

REFLECTIONS 
Recent immigrants: one of the findings of this study is the longer immigrants re-
ported being  in Canada the less they are involved in so called “mainstream” vol-
unteer opportunities.  We need to better understand whether this result holds 
true for all immigrants in Surrey and not just those who participated in the survey. 
If it holds true, we need to investigate the causes of this trend and explore ave-
nues to improve engagement in Surrey. 

 

Buddy system: there are a number of leadership community programs in Surrey 
(Library Champions, CLIC, etc.); how do we build on these existing pools of leaders 
and engage more champions in immigrant communities to reach out to ethnic 
groups and encourage immigrants be more involved?  

 

Refugees is not a homogeneous group:  different types of refugees come to Cana-
da and while some have literacy challenges others have PhDs. Yet, there are many 
myths in the community about the value refugees bring and their abilities. How 
can we debunk these myths? How can we make it easier for refugees to volunteer 
and find a sense of belonging in the community? 

 

Limited knowledge: we have a limited understanding of what has worked in the 
past and how and why  leadership volunteer community programs have became 
successful. We also have limited knowledge about the state of diversity with ex-
isting  public Boards and committees. Finally, we have limited understanding 
about how immigrants in Surrey, who do not use settlement services, obtain ac-
cess to information about settlement and integration in Canada. 

 

City of Surrey and Newcomers: we have limited understanding about what City 
does to attract more diverse applicants for their leadership volunteer positions 
(Advisory boards, etc.)
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SURVEY SAMPLE: The findings of this survey should be taken with cau-

tion as the survey sample is a convenience sample and is not representa-

tive of Surrey’s immigrants and refugees.  

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS: Due to the size and type of the survey sam-

ple, comparative analysis between new and established immigrants and 

conclusions drawn from the findings should be taken with caution (small 

sample size) and might need further exploration.  

TRANSLATION: The survey was conducted both online and using a paper 

questionnaire. Additionally, paper-based surveys were translated into 

three languages (Arabic, Punjabi and Chinese) but no translation was 

available for those participating in the online survey. 

DATA ENTRY: Close to 50% of respondents have participated in the sur-

vey using paper questionnaires. Their responses were entered manually 

into the online survey by Surrey LIP project team. Due to limited capaci-

ties, not all suggestions made in different languages were  translated and 

entered into the online survey.  

LANGUAGE:  In the online survey, respondents were able to select only 

one language but some paper-based survey respondents selected multi-

ple languages in their copies. The first language selected in paper copies 

was entered into the online survey. 

DEFINITION OF BOARDS: It is unknown if all survey respondents fully 

understood the role of public/private Boards; hence, survey findings 

need to be taken with caution as there is a chance that the concept of 

Boards did not translated fully into responses. 

RESPONDENTS: 10 respondents (or 5% from total number of re-

spondents) were born in Canada and 3 respondents (or 2%) reported 

as not living in Surrey. It was estimated that  the variance related to 

this data is at most 2%; hence, no customized analysis was conduct-

ed and these responses were included in the overall data analysis. 

GENDER: This question was excluded from the online survey, so no 

data on gender for respondents was included in the summary 

GEOGRAPHY: There was no question on whether a respondent lives 

in Surrey in a paper-based survey and no option "Unsure" in the 

online survey; hence all paper-based surveys were entered as "live in 

Surrey". 

AGE: There was no question on age in both surveys. 

COMMUNITY: There was no question about “which Surrey's commu-

nity a respondent lives in” in the paper-based survey. An online ver-

sion did include the question. As data was incomplete for this ques-

tion, no data analysis was included in the summary. 

MANDATORY QUESTIONS: In an online survey, some mandatory 

questions did not have an option “prefer not to answer” (to ensure 

that respondents did answer this question) but in paper-based sur-

veys, some respondents did not choose any replies; hence, for these 

respondents, “Other” answers were selected when entering their 

responses in the online survey 
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Make sure you don’t just put white people on the seat. Actually look for it to be 
mix. 

By engaging newcomers and connecting them with local organizations 

Be clear about how to be involved (opening dates, application process or recom-
mendation), and what kind of commitment is needed to sit on the board or com-
mittee 

We welcome people with any race… 

Be more visible through campaigns 

Create opportunities for people with diverse skill sets 

Involve people from different backgrounds 

To make a promotion about their activity in the school 

Keep open to all people 

Advertise more 

Please hire new immigrants with potential to give them exposure and feeling of 
being included & their talents get appreciated  

Give info to immigrants 

They need to display their activities through more channels that can make people 
aware of the activities new immigrants can help with. 

They need to display their activities through more channels that can make people 
aware of the activities new immigrants can help with. 

They must organized events for people 

Having representation from all communities and in case not possible then at least 
trying to reach out to those who can be effected and get their consent. 

Local organizations must invite people from diverse background to join their or-
ganized events and participate in the organization. 

To include people of different backgrounds and race to the board/committees 
which would make it more diverse. Also include a Native or First Nations because 
this would means a lot. And that’s what diversity looks like. 

Step up Reach; leadership in school 

Invite other ethnic group to involve in decision-making process 

Promoting awareness in marginalized areas and with those population, so 
these people know and become interested in joining and collaborating 

Advertising positions in diverse areas, church temple, hindu temple, etc. 

Better accessibility through the use of social media and other public forums 

I believe having bilingual speakers 

They can ensure that they have members from diverse 

Raise awareness and monitor policies being implemented 

 communities and they respect the cultural differences and feel them wel-
comed and being heard 

more advertising of responsibilities involved in the role, actively recruiting at 
all levels, mentoring by seniors who are currently in place 

By giving equal opportunities to residents who seeks to involve themselves 
in volunteer jobs to learn more which makes them more confident speciaaly 
who feels isolated in new country. 

Training consulting and use technology to build diverse and inclusive team. 

Advertise on social media 

Organize lunch and learn for more inclusive participation 

learn (about) other people's experience 

Advertise opportunities in media of different cultures. Appoint marking peo-
ple of different cultures who can spread the word in their communities. 

Start from the bottom, let a few people volunteer to spread info in schools 
where international students are involved. then expand the organization 
and structure. 

Advertise opening through community networks, and take qualified individ-
uals from minorities 

Advertise youth positions to diverse groups of people 

Encourage everyone to get involved 
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General reflections on findings 

 Networking is cited as one of the top reasons to get involved for newcomers 

 Volunteering is not a priority for newcomers 

 There is a difference between refugee and immigrant in terms of volunteering 

 Refugees are often pushed to two types of jobs: service and securities. There 
is no time to learn English and/or get involved in the community/better inte-
grate 

 I am not a Muslim but In Turkey, as a refugee you go to mosques because you 
could talk to people, get information and help. If you come to City Hall there is 
nobody to talk to but they do not recognize the work of churches, mosques 

 It is understandable that immigrants would like to be involved as it allows 
them to access information about opportunities (jobs, etc.) 

 It is hard to be involved in something you do not understand or never been 
exposed to 

 Sometimes, immigrants perceive volunteering  as free labour labour and do 
not understand why should I be involved? 

 How does the city engage immigrants other than through the LIP?  What are 
the opportunities? How do they advertise board positions/City’s Advisory posi-
tions? 

 There a different refugees, i.e. those who come to Canada with skills and vol-
unteering is a door to employment for them and those who have challenges 
with literacy 

 

Why recent immigrants are more interested in volunteering in/with 
“mainstream” processes/organizations? 

 Looking for work experience 

 Looking for opportunities where they can speak, contribute, build their 
social capital and sense of belonging 

 Looking for information how to settle/integrate 

What should be done to increase immigrants/refugees participation? 

 Post more info on COS website 

 Increase awareness about civic engagement with immigrant communities 

 Target places where immigrants go 

 Bridge cultural gaps as motivations to get involved are different for new-
comers, established immigrants and Canadian-born residents. For exam-
ple, when rec centrers develop new programs, how do they consult with 
immigrant population?  

 Advertise opportunities in schools, engage kids and parents. Engage kids 
early– in elementary schools. 

 Improve access to refugees to volunteer 

 Learn more about programs where volunteers received incentives (rec 
passes, etc.) 

 How can we reach out to those who volunteered in the past and engage 
them (being a buddy, etc.) More mentors are needed. Can IAR become a 
group of mentors? 

 Connect how volunteering leads to jobs and promote the linkage more to 
immigrants. Have a promotional campaign. 

 Have champions within the City who would reach out to more ethnic 
communities 

 Learn from existing programs where immigrants were successfully in-
volved (Library Champions, CLIC, etc.) 
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