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“I Am More than My Country of Origin”: An Arts-Based Engagement Ethnography
with Racialized Newcomer Women in Canada

Abstract

Many women immigrate with the hope that they will gain new opportunities for themselves and their
families, however, they often face significant challenges due to the intersectional stigmas related to their
gender, immigration status, and other aspects of their social location. In this study, we sought to
understand the holistic experience of racialized newcomer women to better support their integration
process. Using Arts-Based Engagement Ethnography (ABEE), we employed the use of cultural probes and
qualitative interviews to gain an in-depth understanding of the experience of ten newcomer women. An
ethnographic analysis of this data yielded four overarching structures which include (1) identity
negotiation experiences, (2) process of integration and struggles with transition, (3) resiliency practices
and processes, and (4) making meaning of migration experiences. Each of these structures included
several patterns. Our results demonstrate the benefits of using arts-based qualitative methods with
diverse communities to collect rich and varied data that highlights the multiple social identities of
participants. These results also give an in-depth look at the numerous experiences, both positive and
negative, that influence the well-being of newcomer women throughout the process of migration. The
implications of this research emphasize the need to continue in our efforts to reduce systemic
oppression, to create a more inclusive and equitable community.
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Many women immigrate with the hope that they will gain new opportunities for
themselves and their families, however, they often face significant challenges
due to the intersectional stigmas related to their gender, immigration status, and
other aspects of their social location. In this study, we sought to understand the
holistic experience of racialized newcomer women to better support their
integration process. Using Arts-Based Engagement Ethnography (ABEE), we
employed the use of cultural probes and qualitative interviews to gain an in-
depth understanding of the experience of ten newcomer women. An
ethnographic analysis of this data yielded four overarching structures which
include (1) identity negotiation experiences, (2) process of integration and
struggles with transition, (3) resiliency practices and processes, and (4) making
meaning of migration experiences. Each of these structures included several
patterns. Our results demonstrate the benefits of using arts-based qualitative
methods with diverse communities to collect rich and varied data that highlights
the multiple social identities of participants. These results also give an in-depth
look at the numerous experiences, both positive and negative, that influence the
well-being of newcomer women throughout the process of migration. The
implications of this research emphasize the need to continue in our efforts to
reduce systemic oppression, to create a more inclusive and equitable
community.

Keywords: arts-based engagement ethnography (ABBE), newcomer women,
immigration, social justice

Introduction

Immigration is a social phenomenon with significant global importance. In 2019, the
number of international migrants — that is, people residing in a country other than their birth
country —was almost 272 million worldwide (IOM, 2020). Canada is one of the world’s leading
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migrant-receiving nations and, currently, one in five people living in Canada were born outside
of the country (Statistics Canada, 2016). Newcomers in Canada contribute vastly to the nation’s
diverse, multicultural character, enriching the myriad of languages, places of worship, foods,
customs, and worldviews found across the country. Furthermore, newcomers play a significant
role in the labour market (for example, accounting for most employment gains among those
ages 25-54 in 2017), and are important financial contributors as students, investors, consumers,
and taxpayers (IOM, 2020; Statistics Canada, 2018). as well as economic and social growth
However, although many newcomers arrive in Canada with the hope of obtaining a promising
future, migration also introduces a range of emotional, social, physical, and cultural stressors
as expectations in the new country force them to navigate their cultural beliefs and values in
different ways (Choudhry, 2001). These challenges are uniquely pronounced for women —who
make up half of the newcomers who arrive in Canada each year (Statistics Canada, 2016) — and
are shaped by the intersection of their gender, race, and other social locations (e.g., culture,
language, disability), which are contextual assets and factors that are said to be changeable
over time (Bierman et al., 2009; Collins, 2018; Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada,
2018; Tastsoglou & Preston, 2005).

In this paper, the term newcomer is used to refer broadly to immigrants, refugees,
asylum-seekers, and non-permanent residents who have lived in Canada for five years or less
(Statistics Canada, 2010). Most newcomer women in Canada identify as racialized, which
refers to those identifying as persons of colour or as being part of visible minority groups
(Statistics Canada, 2016). Both terms are socially constructed, occur in the context of power
relations, and are characterized by immense diversity (Agnew, 2007; McKenzie et al., 2016).
As such, racialized newcomer women'’s identities are conceptualized to include a broad range
of intersecting factors including ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, nationality, Indigenous
heritage, religion, social class, size, and physical and mental ability (Arthur, 2019; Kassan &
Sinacore, 2016). Furthermore, in choosing to highlight the experiences of women in this work,
the intention is not to perpetuate a binary system of gender. Gender is conceptualized as being
socially constructed, acknowledging the vast diversity among those who identify as women
and appreciating that gendered social identities are constituted by their context-dependent
positions (Alcoff, 2006).

Migration as a Gendered Experience

Although some newcomer women have expressed an appreciation for more gender
equality and opportunities in Western countries (Gupta & Sullivan, 2013), many continue to
face gender-based hierarchies in addition to those based on race, ethnicity, and nationality
(Graham & Thurston, 2005). For example, women are more likely to be admitted as spouses
or dependants of male principal applicants (Hudon, 2015), impacting their sense of autonomy,
and increasing their dependency on their partners (O’Mahony & Donnelly, 2007; Thurston et
al., 2013). Newcomer women have greater unemployment rates and wage gaps compared to
Canadian-born women and newcomer men (Hudon, 2015), adopt employment for which they
are overqualified at a greater rate (Graham & Thurston, 2005; Hudon, 2015), and have the
lowest median annual income of all newcomer groups (Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada, 2018). Gendered familial roles and the prioritizing of their partner’s economic
integration also often undermine the ability of skilled newcomer women to make the most of
their qualifications after moving to Canada (Phan et al., 2015). These findings and statistics are
discouraging, given that newcomer women are, overall, highly educated. As findings from
2011 indicated, 27.7% of newcomer women had completed a university certificate or degree
at the bachelor’s level or above compared with 19.2% of Canadian-born women (Hudon,
2015).
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Regarding their health and wellbeing, newcomer women face complex challenges in
accessing health care services, including financial and transportation barriers, language and
communication issues, differences in health services from previous experiences, and lack of
culturally competent care (Crooks et al., 2011; Ganann et al., 2019). Recent research has found
that newcomer women were significantly less likely than Canadian-born women to be routinely
screened for cancer (Bacal et al., 2019; Lofters et al., 2019), are at greater risk of postpartum
depression (Daoud et al., 2019), and experience more difficulty accessing care during the
postpartum period (Ganann et al., 2019). Isolation is also common among newcomer women,
(Meadows et al., 2001), which can negatively impact their mental health (Graham & Thurston,
2005). For example, Zelkowitz and colleagues (2004) found that pregnant newcomer women
who reported less social support and less satisfaction with their social support were more likely
to report symptoms of depression. Yet, although newcomer women face complex challenges
in accessing mental health services (Crooks et al., 2011), both the Mental Health Commission
of Canada (McKenzie et al., 2016) and the American Psychological Association (APA
Presidential Task Force, 2012), reported that, overall, newcomers have lower rates of mental
health problems than the general population. However, given divergent research results, and
poor validity of mental health inventories with diverse populations (Norton, 2007; Wong et al.,
2013), more research is needed to better understand the complex mental health challenges
among newcomer women.

Protective Factors

To counter the view that newcomer women are “helpless victims” (Graham & Thurston,
2005, p. 75), researchers found that, despite stress, pain, and frustration, newcomer women
demonstrate resilience in multiple ways, such as negotiating and adapting to new roles,
maintaining hope and optimism, demonstrating strong network-building skills, expressing
spirituality, and maintaining strong marriages (Cheung, 2008; Graham & Thurston, 2005;
Rashid & Gregory, 2014). Social support and resources may be particularly important
(Goodman et al., 2017; Hudon, 2015), as resilience is a collective process (Pulvirenti & Mason,
2011). Furthermore, Meadows and colleagues (2001) found that access to services, places of
worship, and supportive partners, children, extended families, and friends all assisted
newcomer women in Canada in re-building and maintaining social, psychological, and spiritual
health. These authors also found that the family-centred context of newcomer women’s
wellbeing was a mediating factor in all aspects of their health; they stated that, “it is the health
of the family unit that is the final point of adjudication for women” (Meadows et al., 2001, p.
1457). At present, more research has focused on the challenges faced by newcomer
communities, with less that explores their resilience (Sethi & Obradovi¢-Ratkovié, 2021).
More strengths-based approaches are necessary to provide effective interventions for their
health and wellbeing (Sethi & Obradovi¢-Ratkovi¢, 2021).

Current Study Rationale

Although migration research is a growing field worldwide, it remains limited in scope
(10M, 2020). At present more research is needed to enrich our understanding the diverse range
of experiences faced by newcomer women in Canada. According to Statistics Canada’s
population projections, immigration rates are expected to grow over the next 15 years, with up
to 30% of Canada’s population being foreign-born by 2036. As such, supporting newcomer
women’s successful integration into life in Canada is area of significance for policymakers,
researchers, practitioners, and newcomer communities. This goal aligns with Canada’s
Multiculturalism Policy, which aims to use research to “enable the development of policies,
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programs, and practices that are sensitive and responsive to the multicultural reality of Canada”
(Government of Canada, 2020). However, newcomers may be difficult to engage in research.
Indeed, traditional research approaches tend to privilege the researcher over that of participants,
and methods often encourage nonreflexive data gathering tools (Goopy & Kassan, 2019). More
research is needed that employs flexible and culturally sensitive approaches to engage
newcomer women in research, to understand their experiences in innovative, potentially more
meaningful ways. Moreover, much current research tends to explore either challenges or
resiliencies, presenting a problematic dichotomy that newcomers are either resilient or not
resilient (Sethi & Obradovi¢-Ratkovi¢, 2021). As such, in the current study, we sought to
forefront the diverse, nuanced experiences of participants using an open-ended, creative, and
collaborative method; that is, arts-based engagement ethnography (ABEE) (Goopy & Kassan,
2019; Kassan et al., 2020). Using this method, we asked the following question: How do
participants experience being newcomer women in Canada? This exploration is important, not
only to broaden the migration literature, but also to provide meaningful services, places, and
spaces that support newcomer women.

Researcher Positionality

The following research was conducted by a team of seven researchers, who had various
roles throughout the research process (i.e., data collection, analysis, write-up, etc.,). These
researchers included women from several different backgrounds, ethnicities, and social
locations, however they have several important commonalities. All the researchers on this
project were women who were either graduate students or professors in the areas of counselling
psychology at the time of the research. As well, all the researchers have a vested interest in the
experience of newcomers, and especially newcomer women, as this is a primary area of
research and/or practice for all the authors.

Methodology
Theoretical Framework

This research was rooted in a feminist epistemology that placed women in the centre of
the research frame to transform understandings of social relations (Rice, 2003). We
conceptualized feminism as a broad umbrella term that can be utilized to think with and through
the complicated power relations and practices that directly or indirectly contribute to the
oppression and subjection of women. At the same time, this work was rooted more specifically
in feminist multicultural theory, which allowed for a broad and inclusive conceptualization of
women’s cultural identities and social locations (Nakamura & Kassan, 2013). This included,
but was not limited to, race, gender, sexual orientation, nationality, Indigenous heritage,
religion, social class, and physical and mental ability (Arthur, 2019; Kassan & Sinacore, 2016).
A feminist multicultural perspective highlights the systemic barriers and challenges facing
women who are racialized, while also acknowledging their diverse strengths and resiliencies
(Chung et al., 2008). Through this lens, we attempted to remain attuned to how the intersection
of gender and racial oppressions influenced newcomer women’s experiences as they
transitioned to life in Canada.

Research Design

ABEE (Goopy & Kassan, 2019; Kassan et al., 2020) is a multi-step research design,
which includes multiple sources of data, including cultural probes and individual interviews.
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ABEE was chosen for this project as it has been shown to encourage creativity and autonomy
in the research participants and centers the participants’ voices and experiences above all else
(Goopy & Kassan, 2019; Kassan et al., 2020). It was determined that ABEE fit well with the
feminist multicultural theory lens that guided this project, as ABEE allows for a in-depth
exploration of the participants’ cultural identities and social locations, while highlighting the
perspective of those participants. As outlined in Figure 1, the first step of ABEE is to meet with
participants, as a group, and give each participant a cultural probe package (including a camera,
a journal, maps, and various art supplies). This cultural probe package can vary depending on
the participants included in the study, but generally includes items that allow the participants
multiple ways of expressing their experiences (Goopy & Kassan, 2019). Participants are then
asked to document their experience of being a newcomer woman in Canada. After
approximately two weeks, participants are asked to return their creations (now called artifacts)
to the researchers, who then examine them and create initial codes. These initial codes are then
used to guide individual interviews with participants. In this way, each interview is
personalized to the participant in question.

Figure 1
ABEE Research Design

Approximately 2 weeks
with phone and in-person
check-ins

. N

Individual

* Presentation in | + Artifacts collected ¢ Looking for and
classrooms of ELL « Cultural Probes and organized « Individual comparing

students distributed and * Examined for interviews themes

explained initial codes completed

The use of cultural probes within ABEE was inspired by Goopy and Lloyd’s (2006) work
which combined ethnography and visual arts, as well as Gaver et al.’s (1999) research, which
utilized art to better understand the experience of elderly participants. Cultural probes
encourage participants to have autonomy and agency in the research process and allow
participants to share those aspects of their experience that are most salient to them (Goopy &
Kassan, 2019; Kassan et al., 2020). When paired with individual interviews, the cultural probes
also allow participants to reflect on their experiences over the two weeks that they have their
probes. Thus, when it comes time for their interview, participants enter the research process
with a greater awareness of their own experiences, which facilitates better communication of
these experiences to the researcher (Goopy & Kassan, 2019; Kassan et al., 2020). Participants
also have the opportunity, during the individual interviews, to explain the meaning behind their
artifacts and to clarify any misconceptions held by the researchers.
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Participants

Participants initially included 10 newcomer women who were recruited through
snowball sampling at a university in a large city in Canada, following ethical approval by the
authors’ research institution (Institutional Research Information Services Solution). Interested
participants were asked to contact the researchers, during which time a brief screening
interview was used to determine eligibility. Participants who were interested and eligible were
then invited to an initial, group meeting where the research was explained in more detail. After
this initial meeting, one person chose not to participate. The remaining nine participants
completed all aspects of the research.

To be included in this study, participants had to meet the following criteria: (a) self-
identify as a woman, (b) have lived in Canada for more than six months but less than five years,
(c) be at least 18 years of age, (d) identify as being part of a racialized group, and (d) have a
minimal proficiency in English that would allow them to complete a qualitative interview.
Table 1 provides a brief overview of the participants included in this study.

Table 1
Participant Information

Pseudonym Information

Adriana Adriana is an international student in her mid-20s who immigrated to Canada from
Mexico approximately one year ago to pursue her graduate degree.

Daniela Daniela is an international student in her early 20s who emigrated from China
approximately 3 years ago to pursue a graduate degree.

Mariana Mariana is in in her early 20s and immigrated to Canada with her parents and brother
from Central America approximately one year ago. Mariana is currently struggling to
find work or attend school because of her visitor visa status.

Mino Mino is an international student in her mid-20s who immigrated to Canada Six
months ago from a Middle Eastern country to pursue her graduate studies.

Monde Monde is in her mid-thirties and immigrated from West Africa approximately 4 years
ago with her husband and 2 children. Monde is currently attending university.

Paula Paula is an international student in her late 30s who immigrated to Canada from
Central America approximately 1 year ago with her husband and 2 children to pursue
her PhD.

Priya Priya is an international student in her mid-20s who immigrated to Canada
approximately 4 years ago from a Middle Eastern country to pursue post-secondary
education.

Sahar Sahar is an international student in her mid-20s who immigrated to Canada
approximately 2 years ago from a Middle Eastern country to pursue her graduate
degree.

Zerin Zerin is in her mid-20s and immigrated to Canada approximately 2 years ago with her
husband from a South Asian country. Zerin is currently working full-time for a not-
for-profit organization.

Notes. Participants were given the option of choosing their own pseudonym or having the authors choose a
pseudonym for them.
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Procedure

During the initial, group meeting with researchers, participants were given a detailed
explanation of the project and asked to complete consent and demographic forms. Participants
were then given cultural probe packages which included their cultural probes: a camera, a
journal, three maps (of the city, the world, and the university), stickers, pencils, gel pens, and
glitter glue. Participants were also given written and verbal instructions on how to use the
cultural probes. For the next two weeks, participants were asked to document their everyday
experiences of being a newcomer woman in Canada. Researchers checked in with participants
after the first week, via email, to see if participants had any questions or concerns. After the
two weeks, the participants returned their completed artifacts to the researchers who examined
the artifacts for initial codes. This examination involved researchers studying the artifacts and
creating notes on any observed themes as well as noting any questions the researchers had
about the artifacts. Researchers then completed individual interviews with each of the
participants, which were guided by the initial analysis of the artifacts. These interviews, which
were audio recorded, were between one and two hours long and focused on the participants’
experiences of being a newcomer woman in Canada.

Data Analysis

The qualitative interviews were professionally transcribed, and all artifacts and
transcripts were sorted and labelled with the participants’ codes (i.e., Participant 1) before the
data analysis began. At this time, all identifying information was removed and participants
were each assigned a numerical value and pseudonym (which participants were invited to
choose for themselves). These materials were then analyzed in a series of systematic steps, in
accordance with Saldafa (2014) and Wolcott’s (1994) guide for ethnographic analysis. The
transcripts were read a total of four times by researchers, first to gain an overall sense of
participants experience while making initial codes and margin notes, second to record meaning
units (i.e., paragraphs or sentences) based on patterned regularities and themes that were found,
third to examine the transcript specifically from a feminist lens, and fourth, the transcripts were
re-read by a second coder to ensure that no codes were missed. During the third reading, when
the transcript was examined from a feminist lens, the following questions were used to analyze
the data: (1) What discourses and sociocultural practices related to gender and culture are
evident? (2) How do women accommodate, question, resist, and transform? Once the coding
process was complete, similar codes were sorted into a series of patterns, which were then
further sorted into four overarching structures. Researchers then compared the structures and
patterns found across all sources of data and organized them into a holistic account of the
experience of newcomer women.

Rigor

Both transgressive validity (Lather, 1994) and Morrow’s (2005) four criteria of
trustworthiness were considered (i.e., social validity, adequacy of data, adequacy of
interpretation, and subjectivity/reflexivity). To meet the criteria of transgressive validity and
social validity, a critical lens was used throughout the research process to determine in what
ways newcomer women were being oppressed or discriminated against. Adequacy of data was
achieved by utilizing multiple sources of data (i.e., cultural artifacts and interviews), which
ensured that the researchers were able to gain an in-depth and complex understanding of the
themes presented by participants. Adequacy of interpretation was achieved using multiple
check-ins with participants (at the interview stage as well as after analysis was complete) and
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including participants’ quotes and artifacts in our findings. Finally, to attend to researcher
subjectivity and reflexivity, all researchers involved in this project engaged in several
reflections throughout the study, including taking notes on their reactions to data and writing
about their own experiences of power and privilege.

Results

This ABEE was guided by the following research question: How do participants
experience being newcomer women in Canada? Analysis of participants’ interview transcripts
and artifacts yielded four overarching structures which include (1) identity negotiation
experiences, (2) process of integration and struggles with transition, (3) resiliency practices
and processes, and (4) making meaning of migration experiences. Each of these structures
included several patterns, which are outlined in Table 2. Many of the experiences participants
share in the following sections will not be surprising to readers who are familiar with
immigration literature, however, through the process of ABEE, participants were able to share
their experiences in a new and more in-depth manner. As well, it is important to note that while
some of their experiences are not necessarily novel, it is concerning that newcomer women
continue to deal with such challenges, even though research with and programs for, newcomer
women have existed for decades.

Table 2
The Experience of Newcomer Women in Canada

Structure (Theme) Pattern (Sub-Theme)

Identity Negotiation Experiences Self-discovery and evolving personal identity in relation
to migration.
Developing professional identity in relation to
immigration.

Cultural  identity  negotiations  (and  cultural
comparisons).
Physical identity negotiations.
Process of Integration and StrugglesDiscrimination and Racism.
with Transition Pre-immigration trauma.
Homesickness.
Unexpected problems.
Difficult emotions.
Resiliency Practices Resisting and transforming.
Family connection and support.
Community connection and support.
Making Meaning of MigrationPositive personal experiences.
Experiences Positive experiences for family.

Identity Negotiation Experiences

All the women experienced a change in how they viewed themselves after they
migrated to Canada and throughout their journey of integration. They all felt that they had
changed in some fundamental way and understood themselves differently compared to before
they began their migration journey. The women reported experiencing changes in their
personal, professional, cultural, and physical identities. Thus, this structure includes four
patterns: (a) self-discovery and evolving personal identity in relation to migration, (b)
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developing professional identity in relation to migration, (c) cultural identity negotiations, and
(d) physical identity negotiations.

Self-Discovery and Evolving Personal Identity in Relation to Migration

Central to all participants’ experiences was a shift in how they viewed themselves and
the world around them. For many of the woman, these were fundamental shifts in how they
viewed themselves, and the participants spoke about the profound feelings of being changed.
Many of the women felt that their identities were better defined after the process of migration,
as the challenges they faced required them to strengthen and focus on the parts of themselves
that were most important to them. In her journal, Paula stated, “I consider myself before all...a
Christian WOMAN...then a mother, a wife, a teacher, a daughter, a sister (in that order)”. Paula
then discussed how she used these identities to prioritize what was important in her life
throughout the migration process. Other participants spoke about being in the process of
redefining their identity and their struggles with this process. For example, Daniela spoke about
feeling like she needed to “reconstruct” her identity in Canada but being unsure of how much
of her identity needed to be changed (Figure 2).

Figure 2
Excerpt from Daniela’s Journal
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This process also allowed some of the participants to discover and solidify their values. This
experience was exemplified by Zerin, who realized during her migration process, that one of
her core values was helping others and that she would not be happy unless she found a way to
help those less fortunate than herself. When talking about one of her photos (Figure 3), Zerin
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stated that she was able to explore new ways to help others through her job and that this was
fulfilling for her - “Everything is learning for me so I’m trying [to figure out] how they work,
I’m learning [and] enjoying my work now.”

Figure 3
Attending Gatherings as Organizer Committee

The participants also spoke about how they felt that they were changed by the migration
process. Sahar spoke about how the challenges of immigration had a lasting effect on her,
stating “And even you pass [the challenges of migration], they have um...I mean they have left
their effect on you,” while others spoke directly about how the migration process changed their
view of themselves. For example, Paula stated “I’m not a risk taker, I’'m here and people say
you’re brave and I, I just feel I’m not, I’m not a risk taker but when I read these [bible passages]
um before leaving um...I understood many things,” Paula then noted that, despite not being a
risk taker, coming to Canada required her to take several risks and she began to look at herself
differently as a result.

Developing Professional Identity in Relation to Immigration

Participants also spoke about how their professional identity shifted when they
immigrated, either because their professional title changed (e.g., from professor to student) or
their understanding of themselves as a professional shifted. Participants described the
significant effect that this identity shift had on them and the challenging nature of this shift.
Paula wrote in her journal that she felt that — “My decision to change my status from ‘professor’
in my workplace to ‘international student’ in a foreign country has been nothing but hard.”
Paula also shared that pride in her professional achievements was central to her identity and,
therefore, she felt a lot of pressure to ensure that her professional standards continued to be
high throughout her immigration journey (Figure 4).
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Figure 4
Excerpt from Paula’s Journal

Daniela described that she felt her professional identity was getting lost behind her
identity as an educator, as she stated, “I noticed that I always say, ‘I am an International
Student,” but I always forget that I’'m also an Educator.” To prioritize her identity as an
educator, Daniela shared that she purposefully engaged in activities and groups where she
could foster this identity. An example of this is a book club she joined with other education
students (Figure 5).

Figure 5
Excerpt from Daniela’s Journal
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Cultural Identity Negotiations

Negotiating cultural identities was also a prominent experience for many participants.
Several women reported an experience of feeling caught between two worlds. Paula stated,
“Yeah I feel like during the first two months we watched [country of origin] news, we didn’t
watch [Canadian City] news and then we shifted because there’s a lot...I mean we’re here, but
it’s been really hard to detach.” Other participants noted that it was difficult to find a balance
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between representing their country of origin and being an individual, separate from their
ethnicity. Adriana stated:

| became Mexican rather than [Adriana] which has never happened to me before
and it was something that caused me a lot of frustration because I felt like, okay
yes, I’'m from Mexico but I’'m an individual and it’s not something that I, like
even... Profs would tell me like ‘oh you’re the Mexican student!” because in
my program there weren’t a lot of... I was the only international student last
year, at least in the master’s program.

This dichotomy was further felt in participants’ desire to experience Canadian culture while
also retaining their heritage and their pre-Canada cultural identity. For example, Zerin shared
photos of both “true Canadian” past times that she made an effort to experience (Figure 6), as
well as the ways in which she tries to celebrate holidays from her culture (Figure 7).

Figure 6
Enjoying Hockey

Figure 7
Celebrating International Mother Language Day as Part of our Culture
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Participants also reported challenges with navigating religious and cultural differences,
and the effect that this had on their identities. For example, Adriana spoke about the differences



3846 The Qualitative Report 2021

in friendships in Canada in contrast to her country of origin, and how she felt herself shifting
to adopt a more Canadian view of relationships and how she was worried about this shift:

I don’t know it’s so different even here like I...now I’'m used to it so when I,
when | went home in April, I didn’t like immediately like hug people or - not
everyone hugs but at least a kiss is expected.

Participants also discussed their shift in identity in relation to language, and how their
perceptions and identities shifted as they began to embody English. For example, Daniela
explained "Most of the time English just exist in certain parts of my brain. However, in this
moment, English lives in all my body, a feeling of connected.” Finally, participants talked about
how all these challenges and changes in their identity made them uncertain about their future
in Canada and whether they would decide to become permanent citizens of Canada or return
to their country of origin. For example, Daniela shared that she feels like China is “home” but
that her parents would prefer for her to stay in Canada, however, Daniela worries about living
away from her parents for too long:

I’'m an only child in my home so I am, I always think that whether I need to stay
here, I just go back to China. If I stay here my parents I...I want my parents to
come here with me, but they can not speak English so here is really a big, huge
challenge for them to be in a place where they can not communicate with
people.

Physical Identity Negotiations

Identity struggles and changes were not limited to internal experiences. Several of the
participants discussed how their physical identity shifted or was challenged during their
migration process. For example, during her interview, Monde discussed an experience of
looking in the mirror and asking, “Is this me?” after trying to do her hair and makeup in a way
that she felt was more “Canadian”. As well, a prominent perspective for many women was a
change in their feeling of connectedness with their body, due to the change in climate. Many
participants felt that their ability to connect with their body was hampered by the cold weather
in Canada, for example, Paula lamented during her interview, “And winter I didn’t do any
exercise, it was too cold!” The cold weather along with other environmental changes (e.qg., drier
climate) led many participants to struggle with their physical appearance, which in turn affected
their physical identity. However, several of the participants did discuss ways in which they
were able to connect to their bodies and feel more comfortable in their physical appearance.
Examples of this were wearing traditional clothing and finding ways to connect to nature. In
her interview, Sophie stated:

Yeah um...maybe when it’s too sunny and I am going for a walk | feel the sun
on my skin and, I just feel like I’m breathing like pure air, so I feel like I’'m in
my country ‘cause there it’s always too sunny so I feel like warm, like I don’t
know like peaceful yeah so.

Process of Integration and Struggles with Transition
Participants reported several experiences where their integration process was

challenging or difficult. This structure highlights some of the challenges that participants have
faced in their migration and integration process. It includes five patterns: (a) discrimination
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and racism, (b) pre-immigration trauma, (c) home sickness, (d) unexpected problems (e)
difficult emotions. Many of these challenges are one that have been reported by newcomer
women for decades, however, despite the programs and services that now exist for newcomer
women and their families, the participants in this study were still facing these same struggles.

Discrimination and Racism

One of the challenges that participants reported was the experience of discrimination
based on the way they looked, talked, and acted. For example, Monde reported, in her journal,
feeling like an outsider at times when interacting with other parents at her son’s sports activity
—see Figure 8. In this journal entry, Monde writes “I love meeting people so another good time
for me. Unfortunately, most of them do not understand my accent. Some do not even like my
body gestures when I talk.”

Figure 8
Excerpt from Monde’s Journal
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Participants also reported feeling hurt, angry, and frustrated about other peoples’ ignorance.
For example, Sofia recounted an experience, during her interview, of interacting with a bank
teller, and feeling like the teller was treating her and her father poorly because of their English
skills:

Yeah, so um I remember the first time...well the first time that I went with him
to the bank he use to...he go alone at the Bank but just once I went with him
and well when the lady was talking to him she...she used to make like a face
like ...she was talking to a person with problem...and I was like “oh my God
don’t do that” ‘cause we’ll feel bad!

Despite increased awareness about the effects of racism and discrimination in Canada, and
worldwide, the women in this study still faced multiple forms of discrimination based on their
appearance, speech, and culture.
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Pre-Immigration Trauma

Several of the participants spoke about traumatic events that happened before they
migrated to Canada, and the effect that these events continued to have on them. During her
interview, Monde talked about losing her child in her country of origin and the impact that this
event continues to have on her: “I lost my child to AIDS because our health system is um...it’s
not very good, at least compared to here... Each time I talk about this I...I don’t know, it’s
been a while anyway, but I have not...[crying].” Other participants stated that they also
continue to be affected by the attitudes and ongoing risks in their country of origin, which
created lasting feelings of fear and anxiety. For example, Priya discussed how the homophobia
in her country of origin created a fear of coming out that travelled with her to Canada: “So
that’s why I was scared, and I was scared to come out as well back home.”

Homesickness

Another impactful part of the migration process for many participants was their
experience of leaving home and feeling homesickness. Specially, they disclosed that the
experience of leaving their home and family members was extremely difficult and had a lasting
effect on them. Paula expressed this sentiment in her journal — see figure 9. In this journal entry,
Monde writes, “We packed our lives [sic] in these bags and left behind everything else. | left
my mom in her house, though I didn’t see her cry that day, I can clearly see her crying in my
head.”

Figure 9
Excerpt from Paula’s Journal

Participants also reported feelings of missing home and being homesick as a constant struggle
that could be triggered by almost anything. For example, Adriana explained how, whenever
she was feeling under the weather, she missed having her large network of friends and family
who would always be there to take care of her: “...that sense of caring for you, you didn’t...like
you don’t realize how much you miss that piece too.”
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Unexpected Problems

Participants reported several unexpected problems and greater difficulties throughout
their immigration journey. These struggles often began with the migration process itself.
Beginning with the visa application, participants reported that it was unnecessarily difficult,
and some participants felt that the process was biased. Sahar stated in her interview, “and
sometimes they um what do you say reject your visa application easily with some ridiculous
reason”. Once participants obtained their visas, travelling to Canada held its own challenges
and resulted in unexpected problems upon arrival. Discussing one of the photos she took, Paula
stated:

I couldn’t imagine all the challenges that now I’m facing... because there were
many challenges that I didn’t think before like I have a picture of the car (see
Figure 10) so it was really hard for my husband to get a driver’s license, so it
was frustrating and I didn’t see it coming, I mean I never thought about it.

Figure 10
Photo Taken by Paula
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Many of the challenges that the participants reported, also often involved a struggle to
adapt to their new environment and Canadian political, economic, and social structures. For
example, during her interview, Paula reported having difficulties understanding and utilizing
services in Canada:

| have the picture of the Wellness Center (see Figure 11) because people don’t
know how hard it is to understand the health system, that is different to you,
and people took for granted that | understood that, and they said, “no you don’t
have to go,” but I was like do I have to pay? Or what do I need? And that was
hard.
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Figure 11
Photo Taken by Paula

Further, participants reported struggling to adapt to new cultural ways of interacting. For
example, during her interview, Mariana discussed the difference between how her friends in
her country of origin and her friends in Canada interact:

Yeah, they think different and I think it’s super, super different than my Country
‘cause young people like in my Country like too much to go out and go to parties
and dance and go make trips or camping or all those stuff and here | think they
work too much, they study too much so they’re always tired. And, or they don’t
want to go out.

Participants also discussed the changes that they experienced in their physical
environment and their difficulties in adapting to these new environments. During her interview,
Paula stated:

Yes, we live on campus that’s why | have this picture (participants points at
picture), and this is our house, I don’t like them at all I mean the building is so
old and ugly but it’s a sense of safety, not community, safety. It’s safe, it’s close
to the university, it’s more a convenience so I don’t want to leave because I
know that I’'m gonna miss the fitness center and I’'m gonna miss the help they
give.

Several of the participants discussed their struggles with adapting to Canadian climates as well.
In her interview, Priya stated, “breathing has been more of a challenge here because it’s when
the weather gets very cold I, it gets hard for me to breathe.” Participants also discussed having
to adjust to the food in Canada. Specifically, several of the participants talked about their
struggle to eat healthy in Canada. In her interview, Adriana stated:

So, it’s really different and you’re...like a friend always makes fun of me. He
says like I’'m sure our Canadian produce is not up to your standards. And that’s
not it, like it’s just that the produce that is very good here is not something that
I’'m used to eating.
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Difficult Emotions

The struggles and challenges that participant faced led them to experience a variety of
negative emotions, which they continue to face. Several women reported a sense of
helplessness in Canada, which was articulated clearly by Paula in her interview when she
stated, “Like early in the morning or whenever I feel like I cannot do it anymore or that I’'m
going to give up um...I pray.” Other participants also discussed feeling constricted or limited
in Canada for a variety of reasons, including finances. Mariana, in her interview, expressed
"My country has amazing museums and activities that are free. Here, | sometime feel
constrained by money.”

A prominent experience for participants was that of fear, anxiety, and uncertainty.
Specially, constantly being in new and foreign situations elicited a great deal of fear and/or
anxiety along with a lot of uncertainty about how to act in such situations. In her journal,
Daniela summed up these experiences (Figure 12).

Figure 12
Excerpt from Daniela’s Journal
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Many participants also spoke about the added stress and pressure that came from being
in Canada. For example, during her interview, Adriana spoke about the added pressures of
being an international student:

Like for Graduate Students that are International Students and that they want to
stay in Canada or anything or even me like wanting to finish a degree, ah you
need to do it in a certain way and certain terms like you cannot afford failing
‘cause you’ll be kicked out of the Country so it’s something that people don’t
really understand and that’s in the back of the mind of the minds of a lot of
International Students.

Participants also discussed the feelings of isolation and loneliness that permeated their lives in
Canada. Paula wrote in her journal: “I feel alone, I don't have anyone to talk to. I cannot call
my mom because I just don't have the... I don't want to give her one reason to be worried
about.” Paula also included a summary of how she was feeling one day in the face of all the
challenges of immigration (Figure 13).
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Figure 13
Excerpt from Paula’s Journal
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Participants also spoke and wrote about feelings of guilt that arose from either leaving
their family or bringing their family to Canada where they experienced hardships. Paula
expressed this guilt in her journal — see figure 14. In this journal entry, Paula writes:

This month didn’t start well, I'm feel guilty and responsible for family’s
problems. | feel | dragged them here. And when | see them suffering, | know
it’s my fault. I have experienced this feeling in different stages of my life, I
realized | have not been a good mother, or a good wife or a good sister and for
sure not a good daughter.

Figure 14
Excerpt from Paula’s Journal
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Finally, many participants expressed feeling frustrated and/or disappointed in many
aspects of life in Canada. Frustration was seen in several of the participants’ journal entries.

For example, Mariana shared her frustrations with being unable to obtain a work or study visa
in her journal (Figure 15).

Figure 15
Excerpt from Mariana’s Journal

Participants also wrote and spoke about their disappointment about certain aspects of
their lives in Canada. In her interview, Sahar stated, “here I expected to have more friends and
more um I mean deep relationships, deep friendships um but it was not like what I expected.”

Resiliency Practices and Processes

Despite the many challenges faced by participants, they all demonstrated remarkable
abilities and strategies. That is, they discussed how they responded to challenges of migration
and transformed their experiences in positive ways. This structure includes three patterns: (a)

resisting and transforming (b) family connection and support (c) community connection and
support.
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Resisting and Transforming

To resist and transform negative experiences, participants tapped into their personal
beliefs and values, and engaged in several meaningful practices. Participants each had their
own strategies that they used to manage difficult situations. Participants reported several
different beliefs and practices that aided them in resisting and transforming negative
experiences. One of the beliefs reported by all the women in the study was the need for self-
efficacy, for example, when asked what advice she would have for other newcomer women,
Monde stated:

You’re gonna face barriers, people are gonna move away from you because you
have some differences; but always be positive, always reassure yourself.
Nobody is gonna encourage you, don’t wait till somebody makes you feel good,
you make yourself feel good.

Participants also talked about the importance of self-advocacy and the benefits of using
any resources that were at their disposal. Priya, in her interview, discussed advocating for
herself within the mental health system, “I put myself on the wait list for [Mental Health
Services; ...] which got me in contact with a psychologist whom I’ve been working with.”
Monde also spoke about how she utilized services to ensure her children were integrating into
the community:

| want them to feel part of the community so | try to take them out, | look out
for programs, like I said I’'m low income so I don’t really have lots of money to
take them out for a lot of programs, but I, there are still... if you look you will
see, | still see some free programs organized by the [name of western Canadian
city], by some private organizations.

All the participants also talked about the importance of maintaining positive beliefs and
attitudes throughout their immigration experiences. These attitudes were evident both in
participants’ journals, and in their interviews. For example, Paula wrote in her journal “I'm sure
better days will come.” The participants also shared that their values and what they deliberately
chose to focus on were helpful in maintaining a positive attitude. For example, Monde stated
that valuing self-growth allowed her to keep going, “I think it’s just a drive, I have a drive to,
I don’t want to be stagnant, I want to improve myself every day, so I have this drive to go out
and get to, you know, do things.” Participants also appeared to focus on gratitude whenever
possible. For example, Zerin disclosed: “Yeah I'm so, I told you that I'm lucky I got the
financial support and good people and got opportunity to work where | want.”

Participants also discussed their self-care practices, which aided them in maintaining
their resiliency and transforming their negative experiences. These practices ranged from
taking time to do enjoyable activities, to prioritizing mental and emotional health, to physical
self-care. For example, Mariana shared that listening to music was a key practice for her self-
care and, in her journal, shared some of the music that is important to her — see Figure 16. In
this journal entry, Mariana included a list of her thirteen favorite songs, along with some
illustrations.
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Figure 16
Excerpt from Mariana’s Journal

Many participants also spoke about their connection to their faith and how it gave them
strength and hope throughout their migration process. One example of this was Paula’s journal
entry — see Figure 17. In this entry, Paula writes, “Joshua 11:9, be strong & courageous don’t
be afraid don’t be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go. This
Bible verse has been my strength."

Figure 17
Excerpt from Paula’s Journal
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Several participants mentioned how all these practices also aided them in maintaining
their identities in Canada, which was important to them. For example, Sahar discussed how
artistic expression brought her peace and happiness, when discussing a photo, she provided of
some of the artwork she and her friend had created — see Figure 18.
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Figure 18
Excerpt from Sahar’s Journal

Family Connection and Support

Leaning on their family for support and connection was something that all participants
identified as key in managing the challenges of the migration process. Participants talked about
the support they received from the family that they had in Canada, for example Zerin, in her
interview, stated, “I got a good husband who is the source of my confidence...so ah yes he
made me feel that okay you are empowered, you can go alone to [another Canadian city] you
know, no matter what, and you can do it yourself and you are beautiful no matter.” Participants
also spoke about their family members across the world who provide them with support. In her
interview, Adriana discussed how her sisters are a source of support:

So, I guess that also makes you more aware and | know that if anything fails
with anyone, I still have them especially my sisters so it’s...like you always
have someone to call even if we’re far away or on the other side of the world.

Many participants also spoke about the importance of valuing and prioritizing family,
and how their family values aided them in making important decisions. Participants stated that
focusing on their families helped them to maintain their resolve and hope when faced with
challenges in Canada. For example, in her interview, Monde explained, "If | wanna make any
decision now, I think about my family first, anything I do I think about, it’s very important, I
think it’s the culture I come from, very family-oriented."

Community Connection and Support

In addition to their relationships with their families, participants shared valuing
community relationships. Participants explained that they created and maintained connections
with people and communities — both in Canada and in their country of origin. Participants spoke
about the importance of getting involved in their new community in Canada. For example, in
her interview, Daniela stated “I think I try my best to get involved in the community.”
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Participants also discussed how they valued forming and maintaining new friendships in
Canada. By way of example, Mino disclosed that she often found herself reluctant to reach out
to her friends and family back home, as she did not want them to worry about her. At the same
time, she voiced gratitude for her new friendships in Canada, stating “I think maybe because,
you know, people here really understand me; of course, international student are more
understanding...”

Participants also spoke about the support they were able to get from the international
community through their university campus and the friendships they formed with other
newcomers. Paula spoke about these friendships during her interview:

| was really happy to have all these international students in my class, it was a
relief [...] I read about the Internationalization Program at the university, but |
couldn’t imagine how strong it is and it is really strong and really important.

Participants suggested that when they were able to connect with someone who spoke their first
language, or who had experienced the challenges of being a newcomer, they were able to
connect and find support in a unique way. Mariana gave an example of this during her
interview:

Participant: ~ So sometimes | talk with her, and she told me like for her it was
tough too ‘cause she came here too young, so she always tell me
things.

Interviewer:  So, talking to people who have kind of experienced it before can
be a little bit of help.

Participant:  Yeah ‘cause maybe if I talk with someone that they don’t know
everything about this change they won’t help me at all.

Interviewer: They can’t understand.

Participant:  And they will say “I understand” but no they don’t understand
me.

Maintaining connections with friends and communities in their country of origin was
also important for many participants. Paula highlights this experience in the following quote:

I feel like a...like a relief that I still can get connected and I don’t wanna miss
that ‘cause I know that for them it’s so easy to forget about me ‘cause they are
really busy, even my family, they are doing many things there so but I don’t
want to miss what is happening there and about my mom it’s really hard.

Making Meaning of Migration Experiences

Participants also experienced their immigration and integration into Canadian society
in positive ways. This structure, therefore, is about the ways in which participants have made
meaning of their migration experiences and includes two patterns: (a) positive personal
experiences (b) positive experiences for family.

Positive Personal Experiences
Participants shared numerous positive experiences throughout the process of migration.

While these varied among participants, each woman identified at least a couple of positive
experiences. These positive experiences included feeling safe in Canada, being excited about
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the new opportunities in Canada, feeling welcomed and supported, having freedom and
independence, noticing that aspects of their health have improved, and appreciating the beauty
and Indigenous heritage of Canada.

Several participants reported that they felt safe in Canada and discussed an overall sense
of pride in their accomplishments associated with migration. All but one woman mentioned
feeling safe in Canada, explaining that this condition allowed them to venture outside of their
comfort zones. Zerin explained this feeling of safety during her interview:

| feel so safe and, and last week | went to [other Canadian city] alone so | flew,
| have some work and | went to [local park] and [national park] and I, I did all
by myself and I came back again and I, I didn’t feel anything.

Participants also mentioned that there were many opportunities available to them in Canada,
which were not accessible to them before migrating to the country. For example, Adriana
shared:

Canada has been a good place for me, and I was bored in my Country. I still...I
felt like I needed a change so it was good to go out and see that | can do it and
that | can get to meet new people and do something completely different in a
different setting, in a different language.

These new experiences, and instances of venturing outside their comfort zone, led many
participants to feel a sense of pride in their accomplishments. This sense of accomplishment
was evident in Monde’s interview when she stated, “you know all the problems I’ve been
through in [country of origin] it’s been helping me to like...regain myself, I’ve been proud of
myself again, build confidence again. Yeah, so I think that I’ve had wonderful experience here
so far.”

When it came to feeling welcomed and supported, several participants stated that there
were people in Canada, both friends, family, and professionals, who helped them feel at home
in the country and encouraged them during their first few months following arrival. For
example, Zerin stated that she felt very supported by [name of local migration agency]:

And they told me, “Okay we have a coordinator. Her name is [name of staff
member]. If you don’t have food talk to her” ... so we know where to talk. So
maybe I don’t need help like financially or logistically, but that support that I
can...l have somewhere to go. That’s all. I didn’t go for food or settlement or
anything but, but it made me confident.

Participants’ experiences of freedom and independence were varied and ranged from
feeling like they were able to express their independence more in Canada, to feeling like they
had more freedom in what they wore, to feeling like they can express their true self more in the
country. Priya expressed this sense of independence in her interview:

So that was my reason for wanting to come to Canada ‘cause it was a LGBT-
friendly country and they have laws that protect LGBT folks and I could be
myself to be independent as well. Because in [home country], | was raised to
be dependent on people, especially men, like my father and my brother and in
future, my husband so that’s why.
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As well, while many participants spoke about the difficulties of eating healthy and maintaining
their connection with their body in Canada, some mentioned ways in which their health had
improved in the country. In her interview, Zerin discussed this shift and explained that it
resulted from having access to healthier foods and being more aware of what she is eating in
Canada:

Yeah...so now I can come in my physical things so for my health condition, so
it was bad before that | am here, so | just take my annual check-up, so the doctor
told me “Oh you’re absolutely perfect” [...] so what happened, I change my
food habit, I changed my lifestyle.

Regarding appreciating the beauty and Indigenous heritage of Canada, participants mentioned
how they enjoyed the landscapes and architecture in Canada. For example, in her interview,
Adriana stated:

I think so far, it’s been like the focus in nature here and like especially in [City]
and since [City] is so close like having that opportunity to go and hike and like
experience nature in a different way it’s something that, it’s really nice and I
didn’t really, I could have done it in my Country, but I didn’t do it as much.

Further, Mino disclosed how she developed an interest and respect for the traditional territory
and customs on which the country was built. She shared her learning about the process of
colonization, which changed her overall perceptions of Canada. Mino’s experience is capture
in the photograph below (see Figure 19).

Figure 19
Mino Looking at a Book about Indigenous Peoples in Canada

.
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The women also shared important meaning-making experiences. For example, Paula
disclosed feeling like her migration process had been a profound experience:
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I’m living a dream um...twenty (20) years ago I used to laugh or joke about it
and say my dream is that someday they will pay me to study. I didn’t even
thought that it was a possibility, because I didn’t know the university has these
programs for instructors. So now that I’'m here and I go back, I start thinking
like yeah, I'm here.

As well, Daniela expressed her happiness and contentment with her decision to come
to Canada:

Interviewer: Okay and were you happy with your decision...now that you’re
here are you happy with your decision that you came here to
study?

Participant:  Yeah definitely.

Interviewer:  Definitely? Yeah, yeah, you’re smiling so it’s been like ... it was
a good choice for you is that ...

Participant: ~ Yeah, because | have spent one year studying here and | really
like the academic atmosphere here, because here | can try my
best to explore what I want to do ...

Finally, Adriana expressed that she feels more respected as a woman in Canada, “It's great to
know that I can go out here dressed however I want to dress and feel respected. Go Canada!”

It is important to note though, that these positive experiences were often contrasted with
the struggles that the participants experienced. For example, in her journal, Paula spoke about
the many positive experiences she had in Canada, but also the fear and loneliness that she
experienced — see Figure 20.

Figure 20

Excerpt from Paula’s Journal
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Positive Experiences for Family

A couple participants, who came to Canada with their partners and children, also talked
about the ways in which their migration journey was made meaningful by providing new
opportunities and experiences for their families. Monde discussed how important it was to see
her family happy in Canada, “The laughter, joy, and sense of fulfilment I see in him makes me
happy in turn. Whenever he plays, he does so with much confidence, and it gladdens my heart.”
As well, Paula discussed how she valued the opportunities that she was providing for her
children:

And that’s why I started telling directly to my daughter, this is your chance to
know a different Country. How many girls like you have the chance to go to
another country, not to be worried about getting a job, not to be worried about
paying the apartment or housing and all this, just enjoy the moment.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to better understand the experience of being a newcomer
woman in Canada. ABEE (Goopy & Kassan, 2019; Kassan et al., 2020) was used to gain a rich
and nuanced understanding of the experiences of nine newcomer women, who were provided
several cultural probes they could use to support them in reflection and documentation of their
experiences. Following the analysis of artifacts and interviews with the nine women, four main
structures were found in the data, each with one or more patterns. These structures highlighted
participants’ discussion of experiences related to identity negotiation, integration and transition
within a new culture, resiliency throughout their journey, and meaning making resulting from
their migration.

These results confirm and extend upon past research findings, particularly previous
studies investigating the influence of migration on identity, as well as the influences of
migration on wellbeing. Further, these results highlight social justice implications for research
with newcomer women as well as important methodological implications for conducting
research with this community. While many of these results have been represented in previous
literature on migration, ABEE offers a unique, in-depth understanding of these experiences. As
well, it is important to note that while these experiences may not be novel, they are still very
relevant for newcomer women as they are presently experiencing them, despite decades of
research on this subject and many attempts to better support newcomer women.

Migration and Identity

The structures and patterns found within our results are consistent with previous
research related to migration and identity, transition, and acculturation, particularly related to
personal, professional, and cultural identity. Participants in this study spoke of negotiations
with their cultural identities, such as wanting to find a balance between experiencing Canadian
culture while also retaining their culture of origin and their language. These findings are like
previous research results, whereby participants have reported feeling “in-between” two
cultures (Cohen & Kassan, 2018; Fang & Huang, 2020), as well as feeling an attachment to
both cultures, especially the language of their culture of origin (Barros & Albert, 2020).
Participants also spoke of their experiences with changes to their personal and professional
identities, such as becoming international students as well as gaining a better understanding of
their personal roles and values. These findings complement the findings of previous
researchers, whereby the process of migration has been described as having an interwoven
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influence on both cultural and personal identity (Macias-Gomez-Estern & de la Mata Benitez,
2013). These authors described narratives of migration as having a profound impact on the life
story and on identity construction (Macias-Gomez-Estern & de la Mata Benitez, 2013), which
may include aspects of professional and physical identity.

The rich and varied findings related to identity in this study are also consistent with the
perspectives of Verkuyten and colleagues (2019) related to the multiple social identities of
newcomers. These researchers conceptualized multiple social identities of newcomers as
potentially intersecting, combining, and conflicting. They noted that the examination of the
multiple identities of newcomers would benefit from an increased focus on how multiple social
identities interact with, and relate to, one another in different contexts. They asserted that such
an approach to understanding the multiple social identities of newcomers would allow for a
greater understanding of how identities change and develop throughout the migration process
(Verkuyten et al., 2019). Just as our findings uncovered a structure of meaning-making related
to the process of migration, Verkuyten and colleagues (2019) also noted that research
investigating the meanings associated with multiple social identities of newcomers would
benefit from increased attention, as meaning-making associated with multiple identities would
likely differ between individuals.

Influences on Well-Being

In addition to the results related to identity, the structures and patterns within our
findings are also consistent with previous research related to the mental health, well-being, and
resilience of newcomers throughout their migration process. Participants spoke of difficulties
related to discrimination in Canada, pre-migration trauma, homesickness, and unexpected
problems faced during their migration process. Given the results of previous research, we know
that such pre- and post-migration difficulties can have a significant impact on the mental health
of newcomer women, including feelings of depression (Lai, 2004; Smith et al., 2007) and
feelings of isolation (Meadows et al., 2001).

Although participants reported experiencing numerous difficulties, they also noted
several positive influences on their well-being, including family and community connections
as well as positive personal experiences throughout their processes of migration. These findings
are consistent with previous research examining the resilience of newcomers. Hufana and
Morgan Consoli (2020) found that, among a group of Filipino participants, resilience was
demonstrated via multiple methods, such as a reliance on support systems and cultural values,
and that such actions positively contributed to participants’ perceived well-being. Additionally,
Aube and colleagues (2019) examined migration challenges and experiences with resilience
among mothers in Montreal, Canada and identified several helpful strategies, including
maintaining connections to family and friends in their country of origin as well as recognizing
small gains in independence over time.

Like the findings related to identity, the results related to influences on well-being also
highlight the varied experiences of newcomers in our study. These results support the efforts
of Graham and Thurston (2005) to discredit perceptions that newcomers are “helpless victims”
(p. 75), by noting the occurrence of both positive and negative experiences of newcomer
women and the overall resilience the women in our study have demonstrated. We assert that,
like multiple identities, it is important to examine the intersection, combination, and potential
conflict of the positives and negatives experienced throughout migration and how they
collectively influence well-being.
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Social Justice Implications

In addition to the influence of experiences with discrimination and racism on well-
being, it is important to note the social justice implications associated with such experiences of
newcomers. Researchers have well-documented experiences of newcomers with
discrimination and how newcomers experience systemic inequality in Canada. Closson and
colleagues (2014) found that, among many newcomer adolescents in Canada, more recent
newcomers perceived significantly greater levels of discrimination compared to newcomer
youth who had lived in Canada longer. Vang and Chang (2019) recently documented
newcomers’ everyday experiences with discrimination in Canada, including experiences with
harassment, being treated with less respect, and receiving poorer services. Such discrimination
can significantly impact the lived experiences of newcomers, especially about employment
success and financial stability. Newcomers to Canada experience significantly higher
unemployment rates and significantly lower wages compared to Canadian-born workers,
despite the focus of immigration policies on the recruitment of highly skilled and educated
individuals (Oreopoulos, 2011). Such a disadvantage will have far-reaching consequences on
the lives and well-being of newcomers. Thus, the findings of our research suggest that
experiences with discrimination are still commonplace in the lives of newcomers and that
efforts to reduce both the negative attitudes towards newcomers as well as the systemic
inequality they experience are critical.

Methodological Implications

Finally, an additional strength of this study is its use of the arts-based research method
to explore newcomer women’s experiences. In addition to qualitative research, overall, being
a “minority endeavour” within psychological research (i.e., the discipline within which this
research is conducted; Chamberlain et al., 2018, p. 131), arts-based qualitative research is
conducted even less. Despite its lack of use in psychological research, Chamberlain and
colleagues (2018) argued that such an approach has “significant potential” for use in
psychology (p. 132), due to the opportunity arts-based research affords to “extending our
capacity for understanding the human condition” (Chamberlain et al., 2018, p.133). Thus, arts-
based methods can support the examination of complex phenomenon in creative ways
(Chamberlain et al., 2018). In addition to the perspective of Chamberlain and colleagues
(2018), we have asserted that arts-based methods provide the opportunity to make the research
process more accessible to participants who may not be fluent in languages spoken by
researchers and that the use of an intentional package of cultural probes allows for increased
depth of information gathered, when paired with a more traditional interview (Kassan et al.,
2020).

We assert that the use of ABEE (Goopy & Kassan, 2019; Kassan et al., 2020) in the
current research contributed to the rich, diverse, and nuanced findings that came from
interviews with participants related to their cultural probes. Participants in the study were
provided with the opportunity to reflect on experiences they may not otherwise have had
reflected upon and were also afforded with the ability to interact with their cultural probes in
an individualized way. This processed allowed us to uncover a more complete understanding
of their experiences as newcomer women in Canada. We recognize that using arts-based
methodologies, such as ABEE, with newcomer participants in research involves more careful
consideration of planning and reflection by the researchers. However, we believe that, when
afforded such considerations, researchers using ABEE, and other arts-based methods will
benefit from such a unique, open, and accessible perspective from which to better understand
the experiences of newcomers.
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Limitations and Directions for Future Research

There are several important directions for future research, implicated by some of the
limitations of the current work. First, most participants involved in this study were enrolled as
students at a Canadian University. The perspectives of these women as newcomers to Canada
were important to explore and we also recognize that they may not reflect the experiences of
all newcomer women in Canada. Thus, the use of ABEE (Goopy & Kassan, 2019; Kassan et
al., 2020) to examine the experiences of newcomer women in Canada who are not students
would add to our understanding of the migration experiences of this population. Furthermore,
it is critical that future research continues to invite the voices of diverse individuals across
social locations — including gender identity, sexual orientation, ethnicity, and religion. Most of
the participants in our study identified as cisgender, heterosexual women, who limited the
scope of experiences shared. We also recognize that our definition of racialized (i.e., those
identifying as persons of colour or as being part of visible minority groups; Statistics Canada,
2016) may have excluded the voices of some newcomers; for example, those who are racialized
due to their accent but not necessarily the colour of their skin. Overall, more research is still
needed to understand the experiences of newcomer women in Canada, and how to conduct
such research in culturally sensitive and meaningful ways. In doing so, working closely with
community gatekeepers to identify the needs and experiences of newcomer women is an
imperative part of future research design and initiatives.

Conclusion

The use of ABEE to explore and understand the experiences of newcomer women in
Canada provided a rich and diverse description of participants’ experience of their identities
and well-being throughout the migration process. Our results highlight the benefit of arts-based
methods in collective varied information related to the multiple social identities of newcomer
women, as well as the diverse positive and negative experiences throughout the migration
process that can have an impact on overall well-being. Social justice implications of this
research also highlight the importance of continued efforts to reduce systemic oppression in
Canadian society to create a more inclusive and equitable community for newcomers and
Canadians alike.
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