
 

 

STRIVING TOWARD BEST PRACTICE 

Fostering Newcomers’ Self-Determination  

to Ensure Successful Settlement 

 

Self-determination refers to someone’s ability to control their own life - the right to make 

their own decisions - independence, agency, the right to determine their path forward in 

life. Because they were refugees, sponsored newcomers have had limited or no ability 

to make choices about their lives. Our role as sponsors is to foster newcomers’ 

independence and to empower them to make their own choices by providing 

information, explaining options and helping them to understand the impact of their 

decisions. Navigating the relationship between sponsors and newcomers and building 

trust is key to fostering self-determination. 

 

Areas that require newcomers to have self-determination include (but are not limited to): 

• Finances – how they spend their money 

• Education: to study English/French or go to school or training  

• Employment – when to start, type of employment sought, where they work, 

choosing to work for cash 

• Food – what they buy and eat 

• Child rearing (e.g., bedtimes) and family relationships (e.g., head of household) 

• Household furnishings & housewares – choosing what they want to have.  

• Clothing - Best practice is to provide only needed clothing, e.g., winter clothes 

and let newcomers choose their own clothes. 

• Joining a faith community or not  

• Who they would like to socialize with 

 

  



Obstacles to Newcomers’ Self-Determination 

• Possible lack of or limited English or French literacy skills 

• Lack of knowledge of our systems e.g., school, public transit, banking, health 

• May lack financial literacy skills 

• Newcomers may not have been given a choice about coming to Canada. They 

may have preferred to be resettled in another country where they have family. 

• Stereotypical culture or gender roles may limit opportunities 

• The cost of living 

• Challenges with finding work or finding employment in the newcomer’s field of 

expertise or experience 

• Newcomers feel gratitude and don’t want to conflict with sponsors 

• There is a power imbalance between sponsors and newcomers due to language 

skills, knowledge of Canadian systems and customs, and control of financial and 

material support 

• Volunteers’ eagerness to help may lead sponsors to direct newcomers in a way 

that doesn’t recognize their preferences and agency. 

 

Ways That Sponsors Can Foster Newcomers’ Self-Determination 

Sponsors foster newcomers’ independence and empower them to make their own 

decisions by providing information, explaining options and helping them to understand 

the impact of their choices. Take the time to explain things clearly to newcomers. Use 

an interpreter as needed. Provide written follow up about options discussed. Show 

newcomers how to navigate Canadian systems. Be prepared to repeat to reinforce 

learning and ensure understanding.  

Make sure newcomers understand what their rights and responsibilities are, what the 

role of their sponsors is, and that newcomers and team members both understand what 

the responsibilities of the sponsors are to the newcomer. A written agreement reviewed 

and signed shortly after arrival can be helpful. 

Emphasize newcomers’ right to make choices for themselves early in the sponsorship 

and reinforce that regularly with the newcomer and with sponsors. 

Educate sponsor teams about the importance of newcomers’ self-determination and 

empowerment and the power imbalance in the relationship.  

Do with, rather than for, newcomers, as much as possible. Our goal as sponsors is to 

support newcomers to develop the knowledge and skills they need to do things 

independently or, only if they seek it, with support from the team.  



Ensure that newcomers and sponsor teams understand that newcomers have the right 

to decline anything offered by sponsors, can say “no” to sponsors’ requests and do not 

have to agree with sponsors’ suggestions. 

Newcomers have the right to choose what information they want to share and who they 

want to share it with. 

A member of the sponsor team trusted by the newcomer can be used as a key contact. 

Identity affinity (e.g. same nationality, colour, gender, sexual orientation) may be helpful 

for establishing trust. 
 

Model newcomers’ rights by respecting their privacy and confidentiality. Always ask 

permission before sharing their personal information, name or photo. 

Be aware of the language we use. For example, “support” implies more agency than 

“help”. Newcomers are no longer refugees. They are permanent residents. Avoid saying 

“our refugee”. If team leaders are mindful, then new volunteers will be as well. 

Establish a relationship with the newcomer before arrival, if possible, so that the team 

can get to know them and they get to know us. What do they like to do, watch, read, 

and listen to? What kind of food do they like? Provide the newcomer with a picture of 

and a bit of information about each team member. This exchange helps to build trust 

and helps us understand their preferences.  

Provide as many choices to newcomers before arrival as possible. For example, find out 

what furniture, kitchen and household items they want. Take photos of furniture 

donations on offer and ask newcomers to choose what they want.  
 

Sponsorship is a mutual learning relationship. Let newcomers know that we are working 

together to help them achieve their goals and that we also get benefit from the 

relationship. 

Be aware of our cultural assumptions and learn about the newcomer’s cultural 

assumptions. 

Learn about newcomers’ hopes, skills, strengths and ways of relating and navigating 

systems. Be aware that refugees have sometimes survived by circumventing or 

navigating around systems. 

Consider all that the newcomer has navigated before coming to Canada. They have 

survived incredible ordeals. They are very capable and resilient. Given the right support, 

recognition of their strengths and abilities, and the right to make their own choices, 

newcomers will thrive in Canada.  

 



Additional Information: 

• For examples of challenges sponsors have encountered in accepting 

newcomers’ decisions and strategies for dealing with those challenges,  

please see the “Fostering Newcomers’ Self-Determination” recording  

in the On Demand Sponsor Resources section of PRSN’s website.  

https://refugeesponsornet.ca/on-demand-resources/  
 

• “Your Rights as a Privately Sponsored Refugee”  

available in multiple languages from the Refugee Sponsorship Training Program:   

https://www.rstp.ca/en/your-rights-as-a-privately-sponsored-refugee/ 
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