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Why Family 
Dynamics?
It is impossible to talk about newcomer 
children without taking into account 
family dynamics. Each family is unique, 
and a number of different factors 
influence the overall development of a 
child, including family structure, culture, 
values, beliefs, language, health, 
education and location. After arrival to 
Canada, family dynamics may shift or 
evolve in unexpected ways that differ 
considerably from before immigration 
to Canada. It may be difficult to cope 
in a new environment due to lack of 
family or social networks, especially for 
those coming from community-centred 
cultures.
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Welcome to the ANCIE Bulletin, a monthly electronic newsletter that explores 
different topics about newcomer children living in BC, including immigrants, 
refugees, international students, and children of temporary foreign workers.  
This e-bulletin focuses on newcomer family dynamics.

 FACTS
•	 In 2009, immigrants arriving 

under the family class 
represented 30.4% of all 
immigrants to British Columbia. 
(WelcomeBC.ca).

•	 Among recent immigrant 
families, the median family 
income is $43,932, or 35% 
less than non-immigrant 
families. (Families Count)

•	 Between January 2005 and 
December 2009, a total of 
1,740 Government Assisted 
Refugee (GAR) Family Units 
arrived from 46 different 
countries (ISSofBC). 

•	 Parents of newcomer children, 
especially mothers, may not 
have had access to formal 
education in their countries of 
origin. (Growing Up in a New 
Land: Strategies for Working 
with Newcomer Families 
(GUINL).

•	North American culture places 
emphasis on independence at 
an early age, whether it is for 
children to feed themselves 
or put on their own shoes. 
Some immigrant source 
cultures place emphasis on 
interdependence and see doing 
something for a child as quality 
time (GUINL).

•	 A study of Toronto newcomer 
families (Chumak-Horbatsch 
& Garg, 2006) revealed that 
mothers are more committed 
to using and maintaining 
their original languages while 
fathers are more interested 
in their child progressing in 
English. (GUINL).

•	Newcomer women who are 
involved in domestic abuse 
cases where their partner (a 
Canadian citizen or permanent 
resident) is their sponsor 
may not be allowed to stay in 
Canada and at the same time 
unable to remove their children 
from Canada. Immigrant 
women in this situation are 
referred to as “mothers without 
status.” (Single Mothers without 
Legal Status in Canada: Caught 
in the Intersection Between 
Immigration Law and Family Law)
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Challenges Facing Newcomer Families
Immigration Class 
Newcomer children and/or their families may arrive in Canada under one of the following immigration classes: economic, 
family, refugee (Government Assisted or claimants), live-in caregiver, adoption, temporary foreign worker or international 
student. Each immigration class affects family dynamics and child development in different ways.

IMMIGRATION CLASS EXAMPLES OF CHALLENGES

Economic Parents may be unemployed for long periods of time and/or forced to take on 
unskilled work. This may affect their sense of self-identity or self-worth, which in 
turn may impact the whole family.

Family Some families have many children and/or extended family members, making it 
difficult to find affordable housing. They may be forced to live in sub-standard 
housing that is overcrowded or lacks the proper utilities.

Refugee Refugee children and their parents often experience post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) after fleeing wars or oppressive regimes in their home countries.

Live-in Caregiver Live-in caregivers are often forced to leave their children behind in their home 
countries until they are able to gain permanent residence and sponsor their children 
to Canada. The process usually takes a minimum of four years, and this can greatly 
impact the relationship between parent and child.

 Even after reunification with their children in Canada, live-in caregivers often lack 
the time or resources to cope as a family unit.

Adoption Children adopted from overseas may not be able to express their feelings about the 
immigration and adoption experience.

Temporary Foreign Worker (TFW) Children of TFWs may attend school in Canada for a short period of time. However, 
if their parents decide to seek permanent residence in Canada, they may not know 
if or when they will return to their home countries.

International Students International students usually attend school in Canada for one or two years. While 
it is mandatory for these children to be in the care of a parent or guardian, they 
can become depressed, lonely or angry because of separation from family and 
friends. Most are ineligible for support services because of their temporary status in 
Canada.
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Settlement Process
After the “honeymoon” phase of im-
migration is over, the reality of settling in 
a new country sinks in. The settlement 
process can cause stress for newcomer 
families, and a number of different fac-
tors may affect the process, such as:
•	 Language/communication barriers
•	 Lack of recognition of parents’ 

professional credentials
•	 Long work hours
•	 Lack of affordable child care (especially 

for parents working night shifts)
•	 Poverty
•	Separation from extended family and 

friends
•	Discrimination or misunderstandings 

about cultural norms (e.g. different 
attitudes or approaches to discipline)

•	Burnout or isolation
•	Speed of integration

Housing
The cost of housing is very high in 
British Columbia, so newcomer families 
may be forced to live in apartments 
rather than single family homes. This is 
especially the case for refugee families. 
The move to an apartment may repre-
sent a difficult transition, particularly for 
those with many children, as units are 
not often large enough. Landlords may 
limit the number or age of children al-
lowed to live in apartments, or they may 
refuse to rent small-sized apartments to 
large families. Children may not be able 
to play outside because of unsafe neigh-
bourhoods or warnings from neighbours 
or building managers about the level of 
noise. (At home in Surrey?). 

Family Structure
Separation, Reunification 
and Attachment  
Immigration to Canada may change the 
structure of families, as some family 
members may have to stay behind 
in their countries. Separation and 
reunification of family members can 
lead to complications, as temporary 
changes to family structures may cause 
shifts in power dynamics or tension in 
relationships. Families may struggle with 
role reversals, such as mothers acting 
as the head of the family or children 
taking on adult responsibilities (Students 
from Refugee Backgrounds).

Families with one or both parents 
living abroad are known as “satellite” 
or “astronaut” families. Some parents 
leave the country after their children 
have registered in school to continue 
their businesses or professional careers, 
or to find better jobs. While they may 
send money and visit regularly, these 
children often live alone, with a sibling 
or with a guardian. Children may be 
forced to take care of themselves at 
a young age with little guidance or 
support, such as by maintaining a 
house or finances (Migration Strategies 
and Transnational Families: Vancouver’s 
Satellite Kids).

Culture  
Newcomer families need to manoeuvre 
between two cultures. Parenting styles 
or expectations may be different, and 
they may have difficulty adapting or 
blending the good from both cultures. 

While a child’s right to play a role 
in decision-making is acceptable in 
Canadian culture, it may not be as 
readily accepted in other cultures. 
Children may be considered “recipients” 
in the family rather than leaders or 
decision-makers. Newcomer parents 
may also worry that their children 
will lose the cultural traditions of their 
birth countries if they integrate “too 
much” into Canadian society. However, 
exposure to different cultures enables 
children to develop bi-culturally or multi-
culturally, allowing them to operate 
in two or more cultures. For example, 
a child may act in one way at school 
and another way at home, integrating 
expectations of their families, school 
and friends.

Grandparents in Parenting 
Roles 
For many newcomer families, it has 
become common for grandparents 
to act as the primary caregiver 
while parents work. There is often 
inconsistency between the parenting 
styles of parents and grandparents. 
Grandparents also have to deal with 
their own increasing physical demands 
as they grow older. Supports are 
often available to parents, but few are 
available for grandparents who play 
primary caregiver roles.

Role Reversal / Power Shift 
A large number of immigrants and 
refugees are not fluent in English, and 
therefore have difficulty accessing 
mainstream information. Some 
newcomer parents are not even literate 
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Barriers To Services
Relationships with Authority 
Figures  
Relationships with authority figures 
vary by country, and newcomer families 
will arrive to Canada with different 
experiences. The assumed position of 
power held by authority figures, such 
as police, government, teachers or 
service providers, may cause confusion 
for newcomer families. They may 
feel intimidated to approach authority 
figures, and it may take a great deal 
of effort even to walk though the 
door of a service provider, school or 
community centre. In some cases, 
cultural misunderstanding on a first 
visit has caused families not to return. 
Many programs also use specialized 
terminology that is often unfamiliar to 
newcomers.

Transportation 
Transportation can be expensive, 
especially for those who need to use a 
car or take public transportation with a 
large family. It can also be intimidating, 
as a certain level of English is required 
to understand maps, transit information 
and driving tests. Some newcomers 
come from non-mobile societies and 
may not even be used to accessing 
transportation at all. In one case, a 
service provider convinced a newcomer 
mother, who was nervous about taking 
public transit, to take the bus on her 
own. The mother waited with her 
children at the bus stop, but the buses 
kept passing her. She was unaware that 

in their mother tongue. Newcomer 
children have the opportunity to learn 
English, literacy skills and Canadian 
customs when they enter the school 
system, and often develop English 
language skills faster than their parents. 
This can lead to shifts in family power 
dynamics, as children may become 
the translator for daily communication 
in stores, with schools or during 
community activities. Children may even 
be placed in difficult or inappropriate 
situations, such as translating for 
doctors, government officials or legal 
services. 

As newcomer children receive 
information about Canadian culture, 
policies and services through schools, 
they often have a better understanding 
of them than their parents. Some 
children use this information to increase 
their power in their relationships 
with their families. For example, they 
may misinform their parents about 
homework or report cards, or they 
may even threaten to call the police or 
child protection if their parents choose 
to discipline them or refuse to give 
them what they want. Shifts in power 
dynamics can put strain on relationships 
between parents and children, as 
the role of the parent changes from 
authority figure to dependent.

buses would not pick up mothers with 
multiple strollers or with one stroller if 
the quota for wheelchairs and strollers 
was already reached.

Children with Special Needs 
Newcomer parents with children with 
special needs may not be accessing 
services available to them, such as 
culturally appropriate assessment 
tools for children with special needs. 
Based on previous experiences in their 
countries, they may not be aware that 
services exist, or they may feel a sense 
of shame because they have a child 
with special needs. It is not uncommon 
for newcomer parents to deny that their 
children have special needs. Lack of 
knowledge or desire to access services 
could have a detrimental effect both on 
children and their families.

Parenting Programs 
Some programs may not be suited to 
the needs of newcomer families, as 
simple translation of a mainstream 
program into another language does not 
take into account differences in cultural 
values. For example, the concept of 
“letting the child lead the play” is not 
typical in some cultures, as children 
either play or adults tell them what to 
do. In this case, simple translation would 
not make sense or be meaningful.

Discipline and Supervision 
Approaches to discipline and 
supervision vary by country, and a lack 
of understanding of Canadian cultural 
norms could lead to embarrassment or 
even child apprehension. At the same 
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time, it is also important for service 
providers to understand different cultural 
norms, as there have been cases 
where cultural practices have been 
mistaken for child abuse. For example, 
coining, which involves rubbing coins on 
pressure points to release illness, can 
cause bruising and has been mistaken 
for child abuse. Though it is important to 
report cases where there is suspicion of 
child abuse, cultural understanding also 
needs to be integrated into programs 
so that those working with newcomer 
children are aware of different practices.

Strategies For 
Assisting Newcomer 
Families
Effective Programs  
Effective programs take into account 
different cultural values in order to 
meet the needs of different newcomer 
families.  They help to translate parents’ 
and grandparents’ skills into assets in 
order to improve confidence and self-
image. Effective practices start from 
understanding one’s own values and 
belief systems about children, parenting 
and families, and acknowledging that 
value judgements one may have about 
others are based on presumptions.

Cultural Competence 
Cultures are constantly evolving, and 
diversity exists within cultures. Service 
providers always need to be up-to-date 
on the cultural dynamics of different 
communities. Ideologies may vary, but 
they may be appropriate for the cultural 

context in question. For example, it is 
important in some cultures for a baby 
to sleep in a separate room to learn 
independence, while in other cultures 
it is more important for a baby to sleep 
together with its parents to develop a 
sense of security and connection to the 
family (Identity and Agency in Cultural 
Worlds). 

It is important for service providers to 
take into account the different values of 
the communities they are serving, and 
to go beyond simple translation when 
assisting clients. Translations need to 
take into account the information gap 
that may exist for newcomers, and 
practical examples can help to avoid 
possible misunderstandings. 

Tips for Service Providers
•	 Ensure not to stereotype cultures, as 

there is diversity within each cultural 
group. Make sure interventions meet 
individual needs. 

•	Mention similarities before talking about 
differences. Provide opportunities for 
all parents, including Canadian-born 
parents, to discuss their child-rearing 
values with other parents in a non-
judgemental way.

•	 Personally welcome participants. 
Introduce new participants to someone 
from their culture or who speaks their 
language. If this is not possible, try to 
find something else parents have in 
common. 

•	 Families may require intensive help 
in the beginning, but their needs will 
change as they learn and benefit fr om 
services. 

•	 Integrate services where family mem-
bers (children, youth, parents, grandpar-
ents) are engaged in programs together. 

•	Role-play situations and use communi-
cative and visual tools. Printed material 
may not be particularly effective with 
some newcomer families. 

•	 Provide culturally appropriate support. 
Integrate cultural diversity concepts in 
every day programming, not just for 
special celebrations. 

•	Adapt your program to respect various 
holidays and accommodate practices 
such as food restrictions. For example, 
some religions prohibit the consumption 
of pork. 

•	 Physical settings can reflect diversity 
through pictures, seating arrangements 
(chair and floor seating), multilingual 
signs, bilingual story books or cultural 
toys. 

•	Be open to learning from newcomer 
parents, as they know their children and 
cultures best. 

•	 It is important to emphasize that there 
is no “best way” to raise a child. Parents 
need to be comfortable and consistent 
with the decisions they make.  

•	Avoid evaluating a child’s development 
based on his/her language abilities or 
behaviour.

•	Respond to discriminatory comments 
quickly. Make it clear that such com-
ments are not appropriate.

•	 There is no single best approach. Each 
program, area or family will have its 
own unique needs. 

Modified from Growing up in a New Land 
and interviews with service providers and 
educators.
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About AMSSA:

The Affiliation of Multicultural Societies and Service Agencies of BC (AMSSA) is provincial not-for-profit, non-partisan umbrella 
organization representing and serving over 75 immigrant settlement and multicultural agencies in British Columbia. AMSSA members are 
mandated to address a broad spectrum of multicultural and immigrant settlement and integration issues in their communities. AMSSA 
acts as a central resource for member community agencies working in large urban centres and smaller communities. AMSSA’s services 
and engagement extend to all levels of government, as well as to relevant public institutions, the private sector, community groups, and 
the general public. For more information, please visit www.amssa.org.

For more information about AMSSA’s Newcomer Children’s Advocate Program or to subscribe to the ANICE Bulletin, please contact 
Rishima Bahadoorsingh at newcomerchildren@amssa.org.

AMSSA 

205-2929 Commercial Drive, Vancouver, BC,  V5N 4C8                   Tel: 604 718-2780       1 888 355-5560         Fax: 604 298-0747

Email: amssa@amssa.org  Website: www.amssa.org

AMSSA gratefully acknowledges the United Way of the Lower Mainland for its financial support.
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Information on newcomer children, including research and resources cited in this bulletin and more, can be found in the “Family 
Dynamics” section here.

For more information about AMSSA’s Newcomer Children’s Advocate Program, please visit: www.amssa.org/ancie.
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