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Consultation with Host Program Participants in Ontario 
Executive Summary

During the late summer and fall of 2008, nine Ontario Host Program service provider agencies organized focus groups with newcomer and volunteer program participants on behalf of the Ontario Host Coordination Project. One of the nine organizations also held focus groups with participants of its Youth Host program. In all, the consultation consisted of 10 volunteer focus groups with a total of 87 participants, and 10 newcomer focus groups with a total of 88 participants. 
All consultation participants, except for the youth, were current or recent members of a Host match — a pairing of a volunteer and newcomer that had been arranged and monitored by Host Program staff. Host match participants make a formal commitment to spend time together for a period that may be a few months, or as much as a year. In this way, the newcomer has access to a friendly guide to Canadian society and the local community. 

The newcomer and volunteer decide how to spend their time together. Most often they opt for unstructured social visits or low-cost activities, such as visits to local sites. Improving the newcomer’s English conversation skills often features prominently in the time spent together. Some matches focus on advancing on the newcomer’s job readiness or search for employment. [Learn more about the Host Program, its objectives and activities at: www.HostOntario.org]

The purpose of this consultation was to determine how newcomers and volunteers define and assess the success of the Host Program in Ontario. Findings will inform Ontario Host Coordination Project activities, especially those related to program promotion and training for staff and volunteers. 

Consultation Findings

Participants strongly confirmed the value of the Host Program and the benefits of matching newcomers and volunteers — when things go well. 

However, it appears that a number of matches are stressful or unsatisfactory for participants, and some break down before the end of the commitment period. Host Program newcomers and volunteers identified a number of ways in which the Host Program could do more to prepare and support participants and to optimize the chances for success. From their discussions of what worked well, what hadn’t worked well, and what would be ideal, several themes emerged.

More Program Support to Matches

Volunteers and newcomers both say that for optimal results, and for a match to be a good experience, there must be great care applied at each stage of the Host Program matching process: selection of participants to match, preparation of participants, staff follow-up and support throughout the match, and closure at the end of the commitment period. 

Many participants feel that they could have been better prepared for their match, or have had better access to help when problems arose. But even when matches go well, participants want to feel that their match is not an isolated one-on-one relationship, but truly part of a program, within a network of peer and professional support and validation.

Balanced Benefit for Participants

Both volunteers and newcomers find that Host is a most satisfactory experience when there is some mutuality and balance to the program benefits. 
Desire to help newcomers to Canada is an important motivation for Host volunteers. However, the match needs attention and support to keep the level of help within the volunteer’s comfort range. If the newcomer seems too self-sufficient, the volunteer feels that their time is not well spent. On the other hand, if a newcomer’s needs are many or profound, the volunteer becomes overwhelmed or frustrated. 

In addition, many volunteers have their own social or learning goals in joining the Host Program, such as exposure to new cultures and languages. They expect the Host Program to take their objectives into account when matching them with a newcomer.

Newcomers often expect and certainly appreciate assistance from their hosts, but they too become uncomfortable if they feel that the relationship is too one-sided. 
Hold More Group Activities

Both volunteers and newcomers would like to meet more often in peer groups and in mixed newcomer and volunteer groups organized by the Host Program. 
Group activities pool the knowledge and efforts of multiple newcomers and volunteers. They support the goals of the Host program by building networks and widening the range of community engagement in the newcomer integration process.
Consultation participants also discussed the bigger picture of settlement assistance to newcomers. Host Program participants find it difficult to get complete information on professional settlement and community services that newcomers may access. They also question how integrated or comprehensive settlement services are. It appears that many newcomers either don’t know about services, can’t access them, aren’t eligible for certain programs, or find that the services aren’t a good match with their needs. 
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