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Abstract
Research infrequently includes the perspectives of vulnerable and marginalized youth. As the population of newcomer
youth in Canada continues to grow, it is imperative that attention is devoted not only to challenges they experience, but also
to resilience factors they perceive to support their adjustment and well-being. To address this gap, this qualitative research
explored newcomer youths’ experiences and advice for other newcomer youth who have recently arrived in Canada. Thirtyseven newcomer youth from two medium-sized cities in Ontario participated in focus groups. Participants ranged from 14 to
22 in age and identified mostly as female refugees from the Middle East. Through thematic analysis, five overarching themes
were found across groups: (1) moving to a new country is hard, (2) maintain a healthy mindset, (3) take an active role in the
adjustment process, (4) stay true to who you are, (5) and you are not alone. Youth described hardships that make moving
to a new country difficult including lack of belonging due to racism and bullying, insufficient orientation to new systems,
language barriers, and high levels of stress. Findings demonstrated youths’ resilience, coping skills, and strategies to lead
meaningful lives. Youth discussed resilience strategies such as maintaining a connection with home culture and religion,
reframing thinking to be positive, receiving emotional support, accessing community support at newcomer agencies, and
building language proficiency. Findings provide implications for professionals working with newcomer youth and reflect
the importance of addressing structural barriers and racism. The opportunity for newcomer youth to share experiences as
experts in research may also help to promote resilience.
Keywords Refugee · Immigrant · Youth · Qualitative · Focus groups · Well-being
Immigration accounts for approximately two-thirds of the
population growth in Canada. (Statistics Canada, 2017a).
While the economic class of immigrants (i.e. those who have
specific occupational skills and experience to support the
needs in Canada’s labor market) makes up the greatest proportion of newcomers admitted into the country each year,
the Canadian government notably increased the number of
refugees to be resettled into the country. An influx of nearly
100,000 refugees resettled in Canada between January 2015
and March 2018, many of whom were under the age of 18
(Child and Youth Refugee Research Coalition, 2018). Global
trends reveal that we are presently experiencing one of the
largest humanitarian crises in history as the number of forcibly displaced persons worldwide has grown substantially,
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reaching 70.8 million by the end of 2018 (United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees, 2018). As part of Canada’s humanitarian commitment to resettle those most at
risk, the country had plans to welcome over 30,000 refugees
in 2020 (IRCC, 2020). The term newcomer will be used
throughout this paper as an inclusive category that describes
individuals who have been in the country five years or less.

Newcomer Youth and Risks
Despite the increasing population of young newcomers in
Canadian communities, there is a lack of understanding
and support from residents and professionals working with
these youth, particularly for refugee youth, as these young
people can face significant challenges related to emotional,
linguistic, academic, and social functioning (Guo et al.,
2019). There are unique factors related to migrating as a
youth that warrant the need for research addressing how
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to support these young people and their healthy development in a timely manner. Refugee and immigrant youth are
required to adapt to new environments, navigate new culture
and language, and reconstruct their social networks while
moving through important developmental stages, during
which a number of biological, cognitive and psychosocial
changes occur that can coincide with resettlement stress and
impede well-being (e.g. puberty, identity formation; Juang
et al., 2018). It is during this period of life that approximately half of mental illnesses surface, and these can have
lasting impacts throughout the life course (World Health
Organization, 2019). Although physical and mental health
of various newcomer populations tends to be superior to the
native-born population upon arrival, a phenomenon known
as the healthy immigrant effect, this advantage diminishes
and health tends to deteriorate with time spent in Canada
(Beiser et al., 2002; Vang et al., 2017; Xu & McDonald,
2010). Some research has shown that immigrant youth in
Canada report higher rates of psychological distress than
Canadian-born peers (Hamilton et al, 2009). Furthermore,
rates of post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, and
anxiety are cited as being elevated in refugee populations
(Derluyn & Broekaert, 2007). As such, there has been an
increasing focus on the well-being of newcomer students
in Ontario schools to assist with the resettlement process
(School Mental Health-Assist, 2016).
Within a multi-level framework, there is a dynamic interaction of factors (e.g. demographic, social, cultural, and psychological) that operate at multiple levels (i.e. individual,
family, community, and macro) and impact youth outcomes
(see Mawani, 2014). Common stressors for an individual
and within the family unit post-migration include but are
not limited to loss of close relationships, loss of lifestyle,
uncertainty about immigration status, change in socioeconomic status, change in cultural norms, and proficiency in
the host country’s language (Pickren, 2014). Difficulty making friends and adjusting to the school setting are frequently
reported stressors faced by young newcomers in Canada
(Guo et al., 2019). Factors such as socio-linguistic barriers,
racism, bullying, and isolation can hinder their ability to
form important relationships in schools and communities
(Hadfield et al., 2017). Negative media portrayal and hostilities related to anti-immigration rhetoric, similar to that in the
United States, are an ongoing challenge in Canada, especially in relation to Islamophobia (Woodley et al., 2018).

Newcomer Youth and Resilience
There is a paucity of research examining how recent newcomer youth adjust and cope in Canada as research and
support has been predominately deficit-focused (Mawani,
2014). There is a need to explore strengths-based approaches
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with a focus on natural resilience to help empower newcomer youth as they respond to stressors. Newcomer youth
possess profound strength and resilience factors that help
them adjust to new environments.
Resilience is complex and varies across culture and context (Liebenberg & Theron, 2015; Ungar, 2008). In the literature on young refugees, individual characteristics (such
as internal locus of control, cognitive skills, and emotion
regulation) and coping strategies (such as problem-solving
and sense of agency, future, hope, and growth) have been
suggested as protective factors contributing to resilience outcomes (Betancourt & Khan, 2008; Este & Van Ngo, 2011.
In addition, factors operating at different levels of a youths’
social ecology, including attachment with caregivers, family
stability and caregiver mental health, reduction of linguistic
barriers, social support, acceptance, and sense of belonging
in community and school environments can promote resilience (Betancourt & Khan, 2008; Este & Van Ngo, 2011).
Although the impact of migration on identity is not well
understood, maintenance of cultural identity (e.g. speaking
native language in the home, religious practices and pragmatic strategies such as dress and diet) also appears to be
an important resource for resilience (Pickren, 2014). Further investigation related to how newcomer youth navigate
through the process of adjustment is necessary, particularly
from the perspectives of youth themselves.

Present Study
The importance of youth voice both in research and policy making has been acknowledged, though young people
often still feel ignored or dismissed when sharing their views
about issues central to their lives (James, 2007; Shamrova &
Cummings, 2017). Young people have received less attention than adults as experts of their own worlds, especially
with respect to participant experiences in research (Liegghio
et al., 2010). This is especially true for marginalized and
vulnerable populations. To address this gap, the primary
purpose of this exploratory paper was to shed light on refugee and immigrant youths’ expressed perspectives on advice
and coping strategies to overcome the challenges they face
after relocating to a new country. Newcomer youths’ lived
experiences can provide a richer understanding of adjustment in the Canadian context and may promote action in
relation to larger issues (i.e. social; system-level). Engaging
the voices of newcomer youth to share their advice for other
newcomers may also promote empowerment and be used to
inform efforts targeting their adjustment and well-being that
is more responsive and culturally appropriate (Bergnehr &
Zetterqvist Nelson, 2015).
Focus groups were selected because they are well-suited
to provide insight into participants’ thoughts and feelings
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(Stewart & Shamdasani, 2014). Interaction among participants in a focus group can generate collective insight from
shared experiences and difference of opinions regarding
relevant topics in their lives (Smithson, 2000). Additionally, focus groups have the potential to promote empowerment among marginalized groups as a result of the collective
experience (i.e. discussion around relevant life issues and
experiences with others from similar social position in terms
of knowledge, language, and framework), and can reduce
power differentials between the researcher and participants,
potentially creating a less threatening environment to share
their views (Bagnoli & Clark, 2010).

Method
Participants
Four focus groups were conducted with 37 newcomer youth
in Ontario communities during fall 2019. A purposive sampling strategy was used to recruit youth who met the following criteria: aged 14–24 years; identified as a refugee or
immigrant; could speak English well enough to engage in
back-and forth-conversation; and attended programming at
immigrant-serving organizations. Table 1 displays demographic characteristics of the participants. Youth ranged
from 14 to 22 in age (M = 17.1; SD = 1.7). More youth identified as female (65%), entered Canada as refugees (65%),
and had resided in the country for less than four years
(M = 2.89; SD = 1.9). The largest proportion of youth came
from countries in the Middle East (73%). The study was
approved by our University’s Research Ethics Board.

Procedure

Participants were recruited through staff with whom they
were familiar from two immigrant-serving organizations
located in two medium-sized cities in Ontario. Focus groups
were conducted at these organizations. The purpose of the
study and the conditions for participation were discussed
with youth prior to focus groups. Parental consent and youth
assent were obtained for youth 16 years and under; youth
16 years and older signed their own consent forms. Youth
were also informed about the importance of privacy and
agreed to keep all information shared in the focus groups and
the identity of other participants confidential. Once informed
consent was obtained, participants filled out a short demographic questionnaire.
Prior to each focus group, an icebreaker activity was utilized to build rapport and allow youth to become acquainted
with other youth, the moderator, and the note taker. It
appeared that many youth knew each other, likely through
the programs offered at the organizations. The icebreaker

Table 1  Demographic Characteristics of Focus Group Participants
(n = 37);
count (%)
Age (years)
14–15
16–17
18–19
20–22
Gender
Female
Male
Status entering Canada
Immigrant
Refugee
Ethnicity
African
Latino
Middle Eastern
Time Residing in Canada
Less than a year
1–2 years
3–4 years
More than 4 years

4 (11)
20 (54)
10 (27)
3 (8)
24 (65)
13 (35)
13 (35)
24 (65)
8 (22)
2 (5)
27 (73)
4 (11)
8 (21)
21 (57)
4 (11)

activity involved a series of low-risk statements during
which youth were asked to respond by standing up if the
statement applied to them (e.g. I am the youngest person
in my family; I like to dance). After that, an audio recorder
was turned on and a semi-structured interview guide was
utilized to gather information from youths’ perspectives
about challenges related to their well-being and relationships, advice for other newcomer youth who recently arrived
in Canada, and programs, activities, events, and people that
have been helpful in Canada. A primary question, “What
advice would you give to someone your age who is moving
to Canada,” provided rich data for the present study, though
applicable responses to other questions were included in the
analysis. The focus groups were conducted in English by the
first author and a note taker was present. Discussion ranged
from 30 to 55 min across the focus groups. Table 2 provides
information pertaining to group make-up. Participants were
compensated with a $20 gift card.

Data Analysis
The first author transcribed interviews with Trint voice-totext software. After the first author reviewed and revised
the transcriptions based on the audio recordings, a research
assistant examined the transcriptions against the audiotaped interviews. The transcriptions were edited slightly for
clarity and by removing word repetitions to make the text
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Table 2  Focus Group Information
Number of Gender
Participants
Focus Group 1 10

Focus Group 2 10
Focus Group 3 8
Focus Group 4 9

Ethnic Makeup

5 Male
5 Female

Primarily African
(Congolese, Ethiopia,
Namibia & Tanzania)
3 Middle Eastern
5 Male
Middle Eastern (All from
5 Female
Syria)
All Female Middle Eastern
3 Male
Primarily Middle Eastern
6 Female
2 Latino
1 African

more readable. Thematic analysis was conducted to identify
patterns across the data and to provide a rich and in-depth
description of the dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Due to
the exploratory nature of this study, an inductive approach
(versus ‘theoretical’ thematic analysis) was utilized with a
semantic and realist orientation. Themes were data-driven
(i.e. did not fit into a pre-existing coding frame) and identified within explicit meanings of the data to remain close to
participants’ meanings (Clarke et al., 2015).
The first author familiarized herself with the data, coded
the data in relation to the research questions, organized the
data into meaningful groups or themes, reviewed the themes,
and produced names based on content within each theme
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Specifically, the first author read
and re-read transcripts to become familiar with the data and
made notes and reflections about content that stood out to
her. Data was then coded line-by-line using an open-coding
approach with the aim of summarizing participant responses
into short statements in relation to the research questions.
The first author organized codes into meaningful categories.
In this sense, themes and sub-themes were developed based
on similar perspectives voiced by multiple participants. The
second and third authors reviewed and discussed the first
author’s coding process and initial development of themes
with examples from the data, and together the authors agreed
on the final themes and their labels. The first author is finishing her doctorate degree and has used Braun and Clarke’s
thematic analysis approach to analyze data on two occasions
prior to the present research, while the second and third
authors are registered psychologists and faculty members at
an Ontario University with extensive research experience.
To increase trustworthiness in the data, the following
criteria were employed: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Shenton, 2004). Strategies used
to increase confidence in credibility of the data were member checking, reflexivity, and peer debriefing (Anney, 2014).
More specifically, the first author summarized the discussion
at the conclusion of each focus group to allow participants
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the opportunity to confirm the accuracy and completeness
of the summary, kept a field journal to log each step of the
process as well as her reflections and reactions throughout,
and presented the findings to the second and third author to
receive additional perspectives. The first author additionally conducted site tours at four immigrant-serving organizations (including the two involved in this study) to better
understand services provided and youth experiences, and
facilitated a healthy relationships program with a group of
newcomer youth in a high school setting. This experience
provided her with insight into newcomer youths’ cultures
and contexts, and helps to bolster trust in the data.
A purposeful sample was selected to allow for transfer of
the findings, while an audit trail was used to explain research
decisions, activities, and observation notes and allow for
transparency and increase dependability of the findings
(Anney, 2014). To increase confirmability, the first author
intentionally worked to be open and transparent in terms of
her interpretations and impressions to ensure that findings
were representative of the participants’ narratives rather than
her preconceived ideas and biases (Shenton, 2004).

Results
The five overarching themes found across groups reflected
participants’ experiences and advice for other newcomer
youth who have recently arrived in Canada. The first theme
acknowledged the challenges associated with moving to a
new country. The second and third themes demonstrated
how youth can take an active role in the adjustment process
to overcome challenges and positively reframe their thinking. The fourth theme reflects perspectives that newcomer
youth should stay true to who they are by being authentic
and resisting societal pressure to change. The final theme
provided reassurance that youth are not alone and described
how to receive support.

Moving to a New Country is Hard
The first theme relayed messages that participants recognized adjustment will be hard initially due to challenges navigating a new country combined with typical teenager struggles. A number of youth spoke of stressors that occurred
before their move to Canada that they are still trying to cope
with (i.e. hardships and losses back home, and difficulty letting go of the past). In this sense, participants validated the
challenges that youth may encounter. One youth said:
I'm gonna say the first years will be hard. I know that,
like they’re going to cry, they're going to be lost. That's
going to happen, like of course…I lost a lot. I cry a lot
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and even in school, I lost in school... And so the first
year will be hard. (Focus group 2)
As this quote revealed, one specific reason why moving
to Canada is hard relates to “feeling lost” while adapting to
new environments such as school systems and their community, as well as having to learn new language and rules
in Western culture.
Many participants described feeling misunderstood and
identified Canadians, teachers, friends, and even parents as
individuals who did not understand them. For instance, a
participant stated, “Your teacher doesn't know what you have
been [through], or what's happened to you, or why you want
to be alone, or why you are excited” (FG-2). This message
was very important because participants commonly reported
feeling as though they don’t belong in Canada due to a lack
of acceptance from members of the receiving society, racism, discrimination, and bullying:
Some people just say, “why did you come here? You
can't talk English, you can't learn anything.” And then
the other day I heard the man…“why did you come
here, like all you people.” There was like, you know
the Indian people, like he was talking about them.
Like, “go back to your country.” (Focus group 4)
Youth described feeling “like you’re not good enough”
in comparison to native-born peers who understand the way
things are and having difficulties making connections and
trusting people from the receiving country. These types of
experiences, along with numerous acculturative stressors
upon resettlement contribute to feelings of loneliness.
In addition to the challenges associated with being a
newcomer, participants spoke about how they experience
stress that is typical for any youth (e.g. pressure to do well in
school), along with bullying and peer pressure in their social
interactions, and exposure to risk behaviour (e.g. substance
use). For instance, one youth explained:
Bullying is one of the biggest things that- and still not
stopping until now and I feel like people around our
age is the ones suffering the most because when you're
in grade school, everyone’s just playing. But high
school is when everything happens and that's when
we all can relate to each other. Everyone experienced
it and went through it, I'm sure. (Focus group 1)
In sum, these challenges demonstrate how moving to a
new country is hard during this developmental period of life,
particularly because of differences between their old country and new country, and feeling misunderstood. Despite
challenges that newcomers experience, participants spoke
of resilience and courage in ways that will be discussed in
the following themes.

Maintain a Healthy Mindset
The second theme captured advice related to the importance
of having the right mindset to stay strong and keep going
when times are hard. Participants used phrases such as “have
faith in yourself”, “don’t give up fast”, “try your best”, and
“go for it” to encourage youth to persevere through challenges. A few participants also spoke about having patience
when adjusting because learning takes time. Participants
shared examples of how it can be easy to think negatively,
but how youth should try to reframe such thinking to be
more positive to keep a healthy mindset:
But what keeps me positive…My parents come
here for me to study. Why am I always being negative to stuff…I try to think about something to let me
reach my goal. Yeah, I think thinking is the most like
[important] part that's let your brain [be] healthy or not
healthy. (Focus group 3)
Similarly, participants recognized the benefits of reframing their experiences to be able to grow from the past and
look to their future:
“Yeah, we try to like to- like the thing that's happened,
to not feel like- to be a positive thing in our future,
not a negative thing. We learned from it. Not like just
every single time I sit and think about it and start to
cry…No, just live it a positive thing, not a negative.”
(Focus group 3)
Another youth provided a similar example, that included
the concept of life in Canada being a fresh start, and opportunity to do things differently:
“And if you had tried something in your country and it
didn't work, you can try it here maybe. You try something different. If you stopped studying or I don't know
how I say it- but if you stopped studying, maybe to
work, maybe you came to here and then stopped work
and continued your studying to make your life better.”
(Focus group 2)
Thus, maintaining a healthy mind to persevere by reframing thinking to find positives and looking to the future are
ways in which participants suggested that newcomer youth
could weather the challenges they face upon arrival in
Canada.

Take an Active Role in the Adjustment Process
This next theme illustrates some ways youth might actively
navigate a new country. In other words, strategies for youth
to embrace their move to a new country. As one participant
speaking about cultural nuances said, “All the rules kind of
change” (Focus group 2), and youth should try to be open
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to learning about their new country, asking questions, and
building connections.
Participants suggested being willing to learn about Canada, its people, culture, and social rules. One participant
suggested, “open your mind” to Canada and another said,
“like be with other people…don't say no it's not good,
this way not good. Try to understand other people, other
culture.” (Focus group 4). A number of youth stressed the
importance of learning English. Youth associated understanding the language with adjustment and success, and
acknowledged the barriers that poor language proficiency
presents:
Speak your language. But we have to have a time
where we speak English too. Cause I don't see it happen a lot. And I am not saying you shouldn't speak
your language. Cause I also like speaking my language, but I want people to improve, how to speak
you know. At the end of the day, they don't end up
working because of their language barrier. (Focus
group 1)
Taking an active role in the adjustment process also
included asking questions and seeking help when they are
unsure or confused:
So, I think asking just so many question would be the
best. Yeah, and just to know about everything before
you actually do any steps. (Focus group 3)
Participant responses suggested there is a lot to learn in
Canada that is different than their home country and youth
should take steps to seek out information that can support their adjustment. Lastly, some participants indicated
that taking initiative to build connections with others will
support youths’ adjustment and well-being as one youth
explained, “If you be social with people like that, I think
it would be easier” (Focus group 3). Thus, participants felt
that it is important to learn about the country (i.e. rules and
the language), and that asking questions and interacting with
Canadians were some ways that youth can take an active role
to make for a smoother transition.

Stay True to Who you Are
The next theme reflects participants’ views that youth should
stay true to who they are and who they want to become. In
this sense, participants wanted youth to know that their background identity is valid and to have self-assurance as they
form their identity in a new country. Two subthemes captured participants views about how to manage when faced
with invalidating types of messages that suggest youth are
not welcome and are “different”. These are: (1) Resist the
pressure to change, and (2) Be authentic.
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Resist the Pressure to Change
Participants acknowledged that youth will experience pressure to change their identity (e.g. culture, religion, appearance) and behaviour. One example that participants shared
suggested that this pressure is often because of mainstream
forces, but that they should resist the urge to change:
It could also be like you know we wear hijabs, bigger
clothes, like long sleeves, stuff like that…and you
kind of see the discrimination in some people that
are wearing. You kind of feel like should I change
too, should I like take it off. So, I hope like you find
it in yourself to do your own stuff. To fit into your
own style. Don't change your culture or religion just
because it's being discriminated against. Fight for it
instead. (Focus group 1)
Thinking about the future, one participant in the second
focus group summed it up as, “If you have a dream and
you came here to Canada, do your dream and don't let
people go into your dream. Like your dream is to do this,
do it.” This subtheme intersects with the next subtheme,
be authentic.

Be Authentic
The perspectives reflected in this subtheme suggests that
youth can be authentic and still find their way to fit into
Canadian society. A narrative present among participants
was that it is okay to be different. Participants mentioned
that youth have different backgrounds and culture, but that
they can still belong in a community where they live: “Just
fit in, in a different way. Like you just don't have to fit into
that way that they want you to. You can just fit in with the
community in a different way” (Focus group 3). Participants
also suggested that that with time youth can “find the right
people” to form relationships with. One participant from the
second focus group shared, “Try and find people that likethey're the same kind as you. Yeah, try to find people that
will treat you good, and like they will let you follow your
dream and make your future like better.”
Furthermore, the idea that youth ultimately decide who
they want to be and make choices for themselves in Canada
as a result of the laws that govern the country was presented
by one participant who stated, “Like it's a free country. Do
whatever you like, learn whatever you want. No one forces
you to do this, or to go to that religion, or they don't accept
you. Like it's good. Canada- it's multiple culture” (Focus
group 4). Overall, participants’ advice to other newcomer
youth to stay true to who they are can be achieved by resisting the pressure to change their identity and accepting individual differences to live authentically.
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You Are Not Alone
The final theme reflects participant views about how to
address stressors they experience. Specifically, youth
explained how talking to loved ones and visiting newcomerserving organizations can help. Participants wanted youth to
know that there are other youth who have been in the “same
position” and experience the “same difficulties.” Therefore,
newcomer youth do not need to be alone in their journey.
Two subthemes provide suggestions and strategies to reduce
isolation: talking helps and access support at newcomerserving organizations.

Talking Helps
Participants discussed how talking to trusted individuals can
help to address challenges they face. Some youth explained
that simply talking about what youth feel with someone can
relieve stress and help them to feel better: “Yeah, so you
would talk and then you would feel better, and then you
would feel like something just went away” (Focus group 3).
Similarly, a youth from another focus group said, “So I think
for me, what I like to do is I talk about it with someone,
and it just feels like a hundred big things like lift out of my
chest” (Focus group 1). Friends, parents, and extended family were noted as those whom youth typically approached
to talk, although one participant explained that when others
become aware of the struggles youth have, they may be able
to assist youth in seeking out more formal support:
A lot of people, they came from a country who have
war…so I think if we talk to them and be friends with
them and then show them there is a lot of um, places
they can go…and like talk [to] them and then that
helps them... I think if we show them, and taught them
about the centre or about the place, they can help them.
(Focus group 2)
Youth also mentioned consequences of keeping feelings
and struggles to oneself, including pain and its potential
worsening:
Find somebody to always like, you know, to tell. Just
don't keep things in because it's really painful when
you just keep it in, so just find somebody. (Focus group
3)
This strategy was perceived to help youth feel heard and
reduce feelings of loneliness, and this intersected with the
next subtheme.

Access Support at Newcomer‑Serving Organizations
In addition to talking to trusted individuals, participants spoke about the benefits of accessing support and

resources at newcomer-serving organizations. These
organizations were described as contributing to the development of social networks and being a place to receive
social support. As a participant explained, programming at
newcomer organizations brings people together of similar
and different backgrounds and supports the development
of connections with others:
Cause everyone that comes here is newcomers, right?
So, it actually helps you to relate, “oh I'm not the
only new person here with the language and with
the culture.” So, I think these programs are the most
helpful... In school, you know this culture is here and
that culture is over there. There's that people, that
people, they all like separated [from] each other, and
for us too, we couldn't even learn English, cause we
all sit with our people… like there was no multiculturism. But in this kind of places, there is the unity
he was talking about. The multiculturalism. (Focus
group 1)
Other youth spoke about organizations’ efforts to provide a warm, friendly environment:
They all try to make you feel like you're at home…
Even like any newcomers comes here, they try to
make them feel like welcome. Meet new friends, like
they're very helpful in here. (Focus group 4)
Newcomer organizations were mentioned as offering
newcomer youth social support, through emotional, informational, and practical means. Some youth spoke about
meeting supportive people who provided information and
assistance overcoming barriers related to adjustment (e.g.
settlement worker showing youth around the city), while
others discussed how programming in these organizations can create a safe space where youth feel comfortable
receiving support:
There was also that program after school for like - it's
just like homework club. And also, if you don't want
to do your homework, you can just like sit down and
have a conservation and there's actually people to
just talk to, practice your English and stuff, because
you can't really find any new people in school to talk
to in your daily life or something because you're just
new to Canada. So, like you would just sit and read
after school and talk or do our homework, help each
other. (Focus group 3)
Overall, the final theme encouraged youth to seek out
components of community resilience, to access and connect with supportive people and resources to reduce feelings of isolation.
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Discussion
The present study explored newcomer youths’ experiences
and as well as their advice and perceptions of what would
be helpful for recently arrived youth in Canada. Participants across groups discussed challenges previously identified in the Canadian literature such as lack of belonging
due to racism and bullying, insufficient orientation to new
systems (particularly school practices and norms), language barriers, and high levels of stress (Edge et al., 2014;
Guo et al., 2019; Hadfield et al., 2017; Selimos & George,
2018). Participants’ advice for recently arrived newcomer
youth to promote adjustment and well-being amidst difficult circumstances adds to the relatively limited literature on resettlement experiences of young newcomers in
Ontario in a way that prioritizes the views and experiences
of young people. Participants provided recommendations
that ranged from validation of challenges to encouraging
messages and strategies.
Similar to past research, findings demonstrate that newcomer youth “feel lost” and experience a lack of belonging
in Canada during their first years of resettlement (e.g. Guo
et al., 2019). From youth perspectives, stressors such as
lack of English proficiency, racism, and “new rules” can
make youth feel worthless in comparison to Canadianborn peers and can contribute to lower self-esteem as
found in past research (Edge et al., 2014). Despite efforts
being implemented to welcome newcomers and support
their well-being in Ontario schools (School Mental HealthAssist, 2016), examples of racism and discrimination that
were shared by youth often occurred in school settings.
This is consistent with previous literature suggesting that
school systems are ill-equipped to support transition and
address the mental health needs of newcomers as they
enter Canadian schools (Ratković et al., 2017). Scholars in
other Canadian provinces have found that a more thorough
familiarization to school systems is needed for newcomer
students, particularly refugee youth who may have experienced disrupted schooling (Li et al., 2017).
Participant recommendations aligned with factors
linked with resilience and positive acculturation in previous literature including maintaining a connection with
home culture and religion, receiving emotional support
from family and friends, accessing community support at
newcomer agencies, reframing thinking to be more positive, and building language proficiency (Ontario Centre
of Excellence for Child and Youth Mental Health, 2015;
Pieloch et al., 2016; Pickren, 2014). Similarly, a sense
of community and communal self, as well as reframing thoughts to promote hopefulness for the future were
viewed as resilience factors from the perspectives of refugees in the United States coping with trauma and hardship
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in their lives (Goodman, 2004). Youth advice supported
the notion that resilience factors extend beyond individual
characteristics to one’s family, school, community, and
society (Pieloch et al., 2016). For instance, the benefits
of programs at newcomer-serving organizations including
having a safe place to develop relationships and a sense of
community can promote resilience at the community level
(Edge et al., 2014).
One unique finding was youths’ advice to talk about their
struggles and access support, with one participant even referencing formal mental health services. This was positive
given that newcomers (especially those of a non-Caucasian
descent) underuse formal supports (e.g. Boukpessi et al.,
2021; Kirmayer et al., 2007) and may be more likely to use
distraction and suppression as ways to cope, which can be
problematic in the long run (Goodman, 2004). The fact that
many youth participants also discussed maintaining their
home culture despite feeling pressure to change was an
important finding as identity formation is prominent during
this stage of life. Previous work has found that well-adjusted
newcomer youth tend to have a strong ethnic identity and
find balance in maintaining their home culture and adapting
to the culture they are immersed in (Costigan et al., 2010;
d’Abreu et al., 2019).

Implications
These findings have several implications for policy makers
and professionals working with newcomer youth. From a
social-ecological perspective it is acknowledged that resilience develops not only because of individual psychological
processes, but also as a result of “social process that reside in
relationships among people, systems and institutions at the
level of families, neighborhoods, communities, and organizations, governments and transitional networks” (Kirmayer,
2014, p. vii). Youth identified challenges related to systemic
problems outside of their control (e.g. racism and bullying)
that make adjustment very stressful and cause them to feel
like they don’t belong in Canada; yet, the manner in which
youth spoke suggested they feel the onus is on them to be
resilient and thrive, rather than on the receiving society to
support their well-being and relationships.
From a policy-making perspective, the larger context
must be addressed to improve societal and institutional
engagement and broader social inclusivity. Racism and
discrimination are significant issues to combat given their
negative impacts on mental health (Shakya et al., 2010) and
psychosocial functioning (Oxman‐Martinez et al., 2012).
Although it is beyond the scope of this paper to set out precise policy and programming that should be implemented,
insights from this research and the wider literature suggest
that attending to the responses and perceptions that residents
of a receiving society hold is critical in promoting diversity
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and understanding (Guo et al., 2019; Ratković et al., 2017).
Educating Canadians and targeting their negative perceptions about immigration would be beneficial given the
increasing rates of resettled young people in Canada who
have newcomer backgrounds; projections suggest this could
be true for up to 49 percent of children under the age of 15
by 2036 (Statistics Canada, 2017b).
The need for more resources and supports that will
enhance transition and adaptation into new systems continues to be evident as found in past research (Ratković
et al., 2017). As schools are often one of the first points of
contact to support newcomer well-being, professionals in
the Canadian education system would benefit from training
on culture and needs of newcomers to be able to provide
welcoming and supportive spaces. Moreover, partnerships
between mental health providers, community agencies (i.e.
settlement workers) and schools would be ideal as such collaboration can help support youth adjustment and development (Li et al., 2017; Ratković et al., 2017).
Advice offered by the youth participants could be used
in settlement agencies, schools, and mental health settings.
Most youth participants had been in Canada for several years
and have experienced and overcome many of the challenges
that recently arrived youth face. Thus, settlement workers,
educators, and clinicians may consider sharing the findings
with recently arrived newcomer youth. Doing so may contribute to a sense of resilience and help newcomer youth
through the adjustment process by validating stressors experienced and feelings of isolation (and even preparing youth
for these obstacles), but also by affirming that challenges can
be overcome with time and support.
Findings also revealed areas of focus to consider for
programming with newcomer youth. For example, a focus
on identity development and ethnic pride appears to be
warranted as it can assist in the development of resiliency
(d’Abreu et al., 2019). Findings additionally suggest that
specific approaches to handling peer pressure would be useful to support newcomer youth well-being. As discussed by
Chrismas and Chrismas (2017), pressure to “fit in” and be
accepted by peers may put newcomer youth at greater risk
for engagement in unhealthy behaviour (e.g. substance use,
violence and aggression, and falling out of the school system). Methods for addressing bullying of newcomers should
also be considered and built into school- and communitybased programming. Finally, more school and communitybased programs and activities that will facilitate socialization between newcomer youth and native-born peers
to promote cross-cultural understanding and acceptance
would be beneficial given that peer relationships and sense
of belonging are important predictors of wellbeing (Crooks
et al., 2021; Pieloch et al., 2016; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2009).
For instance, peer mentoring programs that engage nativeborn peers and recently arrived youth at school could assist

in creating a climate that is more supportive of newcomer
youth (Birman & Morland, 2014).
Future research should seek out perspectives of youth
who do not attend immigrant-serving organizations and
youth who do not speak the host language (with the assistance of an interpreter or in their first language) to look at
the extent to which challenges are magnified or changed as
a result of limited ability to express oneself in the language
of the host country. In future studies, it would also be important to explore if function of status (immigrant vs. refugee)
results in different factors of resilience and advice recommended by youth, given the different challenges experienced
by those who come through different pathways (MacKay &
Tavares, 2005).

Limitations
The findings in the present study may not be generalizable
to other newcomer youth in other settings and regions of
the country; findings are best understood in relation to the
experiences of newcomer youth living in mid-sized cities
in Ontario, Canada who attend newcomer-serving organizations. The sample is also skewed toward female refugee
youth from countries in the Middle East and therefore,
may not speak to newcomer youth more broadly, and male
immigrant youth in particular. Some youth in the sample
who were not as proficient in English appeared to have difficulty expressing themselves at times, possibly limiting the
perspectives and ideas shared, and even those youth who
spoke more fluently may have been limited in their ability
to express themselves fully at times. Finally, difference in
experiences as a function of status (i.e. immigrant vs. refugee) were not examined.

Conclusions
Newcomer youth face many hardships when adapting to
a new country that can affect their well-being and ability
to develop meaningful and genuine relationships in their
host country. Despite hardships, newcomer youth demonstrate resilience and develop coping skills and strategies to
overcome challenges and lead meaningful lives. Findings
align with previous literature, outlining major challenges
experienced by newcomer youth, and contribute newcomers’ advice and motivation to counteract these challenges.
Participants acknowledged that the first years of resettlement are stressful and can feel isolating, but also encouraged youth to be brave, learn about Canada, reframe their
thinking to be more positive, and access supports available
to them. The necessity of addressing structural barriers and
racism to support newcomer youths’ well-being and social
inclusion is indicated.
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