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Canada depends on the settlement service provider organizations (SPOs) to take care of the needs of the newcom-
ers assisting them to integrate within the new society. The main focus of the article is not the immigrants who use 
the services but the remaining two-thirds of the population of immigrants who need but do not use the available 
settlement services. This paper tries to reflect on the available immigrants' service use in Western Canada and 
how the SPO can best assist those immigrants who need settlement services but cannot avail them. 

Moving to a new country can be a stressful process that 
involves an immense learning curve as it presents many 
challenges and opportunities for newcomers. The purpose of 
settlement service provider organizations (SPOs) is to ease 
the challenges associated with settling and positively con-
tribute to integration. Successful settlement should lead to 
integration and result in immigrants' active participation in 
all aspects of life. However, despite the availability of govern-
ment and privately funded settlement resources, supports, 

and services to eligible immigrants and refugees in Canada, 
only about one-third of newcomers actually access servi-
ces from formal organizations (Lo, et al., 2010; Wilkinson & 
Bucklaschuk, 2014). Such a finding troubles service providers 
and policymakers since it demonstrates that many newcom-
ers do not access available resources and it is unknown how 
this large population is faring in society. This paper addresses 
the nature of immigrants' service use in Western Canada and 
intends to inform service providers, academics, and policy-
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makers of the characteristics of those who use services and 
those who do not.

Immigrants are not a homogenous group. Individual charac-
teristics and the nature of the settlement service landscape in 
a community or province will influence the extent to which 
services will or will not be accessed. Furthermore, we can-
not assume that all immigrants require or want assistance 
from a formal organization. Many individuals and their fam-
ilies have social networks already established in Canada that 
can provide information and resources. Others may find the 
information they need through their own means. Such immi-
grants will feel they do not need help to successfully settle 
and will not likely pursue resources through an SPO. But 
what about those newcomers who lack the social and human 
capital necessary to find assistance on their own and who 
struggle to navigate the settlement process? This article is pri-
marily concerned with those immigrants who do not access 
services from an SPO, but feel they need such resources. It is 
this population that is cause for concern as they may struggle 
to settle and integrate because they cannot find the resources 
they require to navigate the labour market, find housing, or 
access innumerable other needs during the settlement pro-
cess. This study fills a gap in the literature by examining the 
nature of settlement service use in Western Canada, which 
includes the provinces of British Columbia, Alberta, Sas-
katchewan, Manitoba, and the Territories. While immigrants 
may deliberately choose not to access settlement services for 
a host of reasons, it is the population that needs assistance 
but cannot find their way to such resources that requires 
attention. 

Methods

The data used in this project are drawn from the Western 
Canada Settlement Survey. Survey respondents were con-
tacted through information obtained from a Citizenship and 
Immigration Canada file of all newcomer landings between 
January 1, 2008, and December 31, 2012. All participants are 
18 years of age or older and reside in one of the four west-
ern provinces or territories at the time of landing. The survey 
was conducted over the telephone between March and April 
2013. The total sample includes 2,976 immigrants, who at the 
time of the survey were living in one of the four western prov-
inces and territories for between three and 60 months. Sur-
veys were available in multiple languages including English, 
French, Mandarin, Punjabi, or Spanish. The data has been 
weighted for immigration class and sex, based on information 
provided in the Longitudinal Immigration Database.

Survey respondents were asked if they have used any settle-
ment service from an organization in their Province. If they 
answered in the negative, a series of questions were asked to 
identify their reasons for not accessing services. It is from this 

question that the analysis for this paper has been derived. The 
findings are separated into three groups: those who accessed 
services, those who indicated they didn’t need services and 
those who needed but did not receive services.

Findings

Our finding that only 36.5% of immigrants have accessed ser-
vices through a settlement organization is consistent with 
other findings in the literature (Lo, et al., 2010). Therefore, 
nearly two-thirds of newcomers do not access services. It 
may be alarming to some that so many immigrants in West-
ern Canada have not visited an SPO and numerous questions 
about this statistic arise. Who are the immigrants that do not 
access services? Why have they not accessed services? Where 
do they find information on settling in a new country? Until 
now we have been unable to delve into the characteristics of 
this group and while our data is limited, we can separate those 
who didn’t need services (36.4%) from those who needed but 
did not receive services (27.1%)—two very different groups. It 
is this latter group, the ones who needed but did not receive 
services that we focus on.

There are various reasons for newcomers not to access settle-
ment services and many simply feel they do not need assist-
ance. In fact, 36.4% of survey respondents did not access 
services because they did not feel they needed help to set-
tle. We are not suggesting that these immigrants have navi-
gated their settlement process entirely without information or 
assistance. Rather, they do not feel the need to pursue assist-
ance through a formal settlement service organization. There 
are many informal sources of information that immigrants 
can and do pursue on their own. For example, just over half of 
survey respondents received information on settling through 
government websites and 27.9% found information through 
another online source. Of course, knowledge of either official 
language enables immigrants to more easily seek such infor-
mation on their own and it influences the extent to which 
they feel they need help to settle at all. Just over 90% of immi-
grants who accessed resources through online sources have 
high levels of English language levels. Also, immigrants with 
excellent English language fluency are the most likely to feel 
they do not need help to settle (49.9%). In general, immigrants 
seem to prefer more informal sources of settlement informa-
tion as 58.2% of respondents went to family and friends for 
information. Therefore, it should be unsurprising that family 
class immigrants are the least likely to access services through 
a formal organization (see Table 1) and they are most likely to 
feel they do not need help to settle (44.4%). 
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Table 1: Difficulties accessing service by entrance class

Family Economic

Class Refugee Class

Accessed services 27% Class 38%

Did not need services 44% 25% 35%

Needed services but 
did not receive them 29% 18% 28%

Source: WCSS, 2013
X2 = 105.231, df=4, P≤0.01

Despite the many immigrants who feel they do not need ser-
vices, there are 27.1% of respondents who did not access servi-
ces, but did, in fact, need them. It is this group of immigrants 
that most concerns service providers and policymakers. From 
the data, we cannot discern the impact that this mismatch 
between needing services and not receiving them may have 
on immigrants, but we can speculate that they may struggle 
to meet their settlement needs. For any number of reasons, 
these individuals have not been able to find their way to the 
plethora of services available to them. It is evident that immi-
grants encounter a number of structural barriers to using ser-
vices, which influences the extent to which they feel they can 
actually access services.

We cannot know exactly why survey respondents who feel 
they needed help did not access services since the data does 
not allow us to answer such questions. However, we can reveal 
some characteristics of those immigrants who fall within 
this category. There appears to be no significant differences 
between men and women in this group with both sexes being 
equally likely to access or not access. Immigration class does 
significantly influence service use with refugees most likely 
to access services (57%). The family class is the most likely not 
to access services (44.4%) and the most likely to need services, 
but not access them (29.1%). Among those with the very lowest 
levels of English language, 49.4% accessed settlement services 
while 30.4% needed services, but did not access them. Immi-
grants with very low English language levels are most likely to 
both access services and need services, but not access them.

Region of birth also has an influence on service use among 
immigrants with those who are born in Africa (44.8%) and 
Central and South America and the Caribbean (44.8%) most 
likely to access services. Interestingly, immigrants born in 
Asia (30.0%) and Africa (25.0%) are most likely to need servi-
ces, but not access them. 

The effect of employment status on settlement service use 
is also significant. Unemployed immigrants are most likely 
to both access services (46.8%) and need services, but not 

access them (28.6%). More specifically, unemployed male 
immigrants are most likely to both access services (49.3%) 
and require, but not access services (31%). The relationship 
between employment and service use could be related to the 
central importance of employment in the settlement process. 
When immigrants were asked what service they would need 
most if they were to use only one service in their province, 
48.7% chose employment services such as getting information 
about jobs, assistance with foreign credential recognition, and 
assessment of skills and education. 

The nature of the area immigrants settle in also has an influ-
ence on service use. Immigrants living in rural areas of West-
ern Canada are the most likely not to access services (42.6%) 
and need services, but not access them (28.5%).

Policy and Practice Suggestions

The group of immigrants who need services, but do not 
receive them require special policy and programming so that 
they are able to access the settlement services they need. For 
example, unemployed immigrants may need training and 
job preparation skills in conjunction with language training 
to navigate the labour market and find suitable employment. 
Those arriving through the family class may require informa-
tion resources that lie outside of their kin relations to broaden 
their knowledge and use of support services. It is worth our 
while to examine these groups in more detail and determine 
their specific needs in order to help direct them to the services 
they require.

Unfortunately, without connections to formal SPOs, this 
group of immigrants can be difficult to identify, but there 
is a need to find creative ways to reach such individuals so 
they do not become further excluded and marginalized from 
formal support networks. This is an opportunity for gov-
ernments and service providers to find new ways to engage 
all immigrants who require support. More thorough pre-ar-
rival information services can be a place to start, but more 
is needed. Considering the extent to which immigrants use 
online sources, there is a need to develop comprehensive 
information sources on the internet that are available in mul-
tiple languages and provide resources from diverse sources 
such as federal, provincial, and local governments and com-
munity service providers. Such resources must be simple to 
navigate, yet provide thorough information for newcomers. 
Since one-quarter of all survey respondents cited a lack of 
information or awareness of services and nearly many cited 
confusion about where to go in order to get help (21.8%) as a 
barrier to getting assistance, there is a need to develop strat-
egies that better engage and inform immigrants since a lack of 
information can lead to further challenges such as exclusion 
and marginalization (Caidi & Allard, 2005; Lo., et al., 2010; 
Simich, et al., 2005).
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To our knowledge, no other study has systematically exam-
ined settlement service use according to the three main 
groupings noted in this article. More specifically, until now 
we have known nearly nothing about immigrants who do not 
access services, but still appear to need them. This article rep-
resents a starting point for future studies on those immigrants 
who are not finding their way to the many resources that exist 
for newcomers. There is much to learn about this group and 
both the nature of their need for services and the implica-
tions of not receiving services must be further explored. It is 
possible that immigrants who do not access services are suc-
cessful in their integration process, but we would speculate 
that those who do not access services, but feel they do require 
them face many challenges as a result of structural barriers 
and a lack of awareness of support opportunities. 
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