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Serving LGBTQ+ Government Assisted Refugees (GARs) – CSS Special Report 

Overview 

This report seeks to outline some key challenges in the service provision to, and 
settlement of LGBTQ Government Assisted Refugees (GARs) in Canada. Through literature 
review to gather background information, and collaboration with Service Providers who either 
serve LGBTQ GAR clients, are LGBTQ CSS network employees, or both, we have documented in 
this report information on the needs of LGBTQ GAR clients, the contexts which may impact 
particular service needs, and some best practice guidelines for serving LGBTQ clients. 

Background 

The international criminalization of gender and sexual minorities is widespread and well 
documented. As of 2020, Human Rights Watch reported that at least 69 countries criminalize 
same sex relations between consenting adults, and at least 9 have laws that prohibit forms of 
gender expression as an attempt to target transgender or gender non-conforming people. 

Post arrival in Canada, LGBTQ GARs are often faced with increased barriers in accessing 
social programming in their settlement community when compared to GAR clients who are not 
sexual or gender minorities. Depending on the settlement community, finding LGBTQ friendly 
housing, healthcare and related services can be challenging. Finding LGBTQ specific services is 
often nonexistent, or ineffective in meeting the intersecting needs of GAR status and LGBTQ 
experience. Rates of secondary migration are high for LGBTQ GARs, due to more limited 
communities with affirming services. This can lead to inconsistency of service delivery and, 
often, clients lacking access to effective, consistent, affirming settlement service provision. 

Due to the cultural contexts and backgrounds of many LGBTQ GARs in Canada, clients 
may also face the inability to safely share experiences around gender and sexuality within 
cultural communities for fear of rejection or isolation. This context can also be reflected in 
LGBTQ clients’ lack of access to language to describe gender of sexuality, fear of discrimination 
or harassment from service providers and delayed disclosure, and potential barriers to 
expressing gender and sexuality openly within family structure. 

Finally, due to the factors outlined above, many LGBTQ GAR clients have complex 
trauma and other intersecting mental health needs that impact clients' abilities to move 
towards self-sufficiency and achieve settlement goals. 

Best Practice Guidelines 

Through research and communication with various types of settlement sector involved 
professionals with front line knowledge of working with LGBTQ GAR clients, the following best 
practice guidelines have been developed as tools for improving service to LGTBQ clients. 
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• Increasing capacity of settlement communities in supporting LGBTQ Government 
Assisted Refugees 

There is a huge gap in understanding between the GAR serving sector, the LGBTQ 
serving sector, and the intersecting needs of LGBTQ GAR clients. Working to grow this 
understanding within all Canadian settlement communities could greatly improve the level of 
support for LGBTQ GAR clients. It is recommended that GAR serving agencies take steps to 
connect with, if applicable, local LGBTQ focused organizations to discuss the overlap in their 
service provision and how to better address the needs of LGBTQ GARs, or newcomers more 
broadly, in Canada.  

The high rate of secondary migration among LGBTQ refugees, as noted by multiple CSS 
partner agencies, is reflective of a lack of community capacity to support LGBTQ refugees in 
smaller settlement communities across Canada. Working to better equip networks of service 
providers with knowledge of these clients through tangible resources, presentations or 
educators could reduce the rate of secondary migration and lead to more consistent service 
delivery. 

• Increase empowerment-based training for settlement service providers to improve 
confidence in working with LGBTQ clients 

A major gap identified within discussions between service providers was the knowledge 
around how to affirm and support LGBTQ clients. Given the broader demographics of the 
settlement serving sector, dominated by newcomers, the level of knowledge and comfort 
working with LGBTQ clients is often lower. When staff are equipped with training and resources 
that use an empowerment-based lens, they are more likely to feel confident, and equipped 
with good tools to service clients. 

It is recommended that organizations serving GARs invest money and energy into 
securing professional development resources for their staff that focus specifically on serving 
LGBTQ GARs. Having facilitators who have strong experience with LGBTQ GARs, particularly 
with well-developed knowledge or experience in one or multiple common cultural backgrounds 
of clients in the agency, is a recommended practice to ensure that the facilitator has applicable 
knowledge to share with your team. 

• Conduct regular reviews of organizational policies and practices to ensure that they 
reflect a commitment to protecting LGBTQ staff and clients 

In the long term, fostering a professional environment that protects and supports staff 
who are LGBTQ will translate into higher retention rates of LGBTQ staff, a greater openness by 
clients and staff to share their feedback for service delivery, and a higher likelihood of LGBTQ 
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clients returning as service providers and using lived experience as a basis for affirming service 
delivery to new LGBTQ GARs. 

Using tools like internal or external policy audits, organizational working groups on 
equity and diversity, and external consultants for policy development can support building an 
infrastructure that protects LGBTQ staff. In particular, organizations should ensure that polices 
around topics like parental and bereavement leave, workplace harassment and violence and 
hiring practices reflect a documented, clear protection of people who are gender or sexual 
minorities. This information should be open access and shared with staff. 

• Ensure that service delivery infrastructure is accessible to LGBTQ clients and staff 

As conversations around the needs of gender and sexual minorities become more 
mainstreamed, it’s important that organizational and service delivery infrastructure 
preemptively meets the needs of the LGBTQ community. These steps could look many different 
ways, but may include: 

• Ensuring that gender neutral or single user bathrooms are available. 
• Structuring client interview material to, when possible, be focused on identified 

gender as opposed to biological sex or legal gender. 
• Establishing gender neutral/multigender options, and language such as ‘partner’ 

or ‘spouse’, for client and staff documentation. 
• Providing support to all staff, regardless of open identification around gender or 

sexuality, with support in working with clients who are homophobic, transphobic 
or otherwise discriminatory. 

By finding solutions to these issues before they arise, LGBTQ clients and staff ultimately 
feel more supported and willing to continue engaging with the agency. Having people involved 
who have lived experience will increase the organization’s ability to allocate resources, invest 
time and energy, and understand needs better.  

Areas for future research 

It is recommended that future work be done to translate best practices into tangible 
tool kit style resources to support service providers with more practical information on 
navigating complex situation working with LGBTQ clients. There is additionally increased space 
for LGBTQ networks of settlement service providers as a means of collaboration, identification 
of needs within staff’s own community, and discussion of best practice solutions. 

Working to provide a practical framework for connection with likeminded service 
organizations within local communities, and supporting staff in applying this framework to 
conversations with other service providers around unique LGBTQ refugee needs, is a 
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straightforward method to improve service delivery to these clients across any number of areas 
including housing, legal services and language skill development. It is recommended that this 
project be pursued by the CSS network in an upcoming fiscal year to support partners in 
building community capacity to support LGBTQ GARs. 
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