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Part 2 – Digital Transformation  

Introduction 

In recent years, online settlement services have become an increasingly important mode of 

service delivery. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the vast majority of settlement services were 

offered in-person with the exception of pre-arrival services. In March 2020, IRCC instructed 

service provider organizations (SPOs) to focus on providing non-critical services remotely 

whenever possible. As a result, SPOs transitioned programs and services traditionally offered in-

person to either remote or hybrid formats. By autumn 2020,1 97% of domestic direct service 

providers reported offering at least some services online.2 Since then, some service providers 

have continued offering their services remotely, while others have either returned to in-person 

services or adopted hybrid approaches.  

To better understand the opportunities and limitations arising from the use of remote services, 

IRCC embarked on a Digital Case Study (DCS) research project which explored the contexts in 

which Settlement Program services could be offered online, which newcomer clients could be 

best-served through this channel, and whether online services can be offered in a responsive, 

effective, and efficient way. The project applied a mixed-methods approach by analyzing 

existing quantitative and qualitative data as well as generating new data. The project primarily 

focused on domestic and pre-arrival Information and Orientation (I&O) services and 

Employment-related Services (ErS), but also examined other service types.3 The research 

compared in-person services (i.e. services offered face to face in a physical location) with remote 

services (i.e. an umbrella term that captures any service not being offered in-person). Remote 

services include online services which are a high-tech form of remote service delivery, as well as 

via telephone, email, or text services which are considered a low-tech form delivery. Hybrid 

forms of services were also examined, not as a distinct format but rather as a combination of 

service formats.  

 

                                                           
1 IRCC’s settlement data collection system was updated in October 2020 to better capture online service delivery. 
2 Source: IRCC (2022) Remote Service Delivery Survey  
3 Early evidence from the Remote Service Delivery Survey suggested that ErS and I&O offered the most potential for expanding their 

online reach and serving more clients without compromising program outcomes.  

Remote Services is an umbrella term that captures both high-tech and low-tech forms of service  

delivery 
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Responsiveness of Online Settlement Services  

During the study period between fiscal years 2020-21 and 2021-22, clients’ increased use of 

remote service formats was related in part to their increased availability, as well as the 

restrictions on accessing in-person services during the pandemic.  

 

As online services become a more regular service delivery channel of Settlement Program 

interventions, it is important to understand the extent to which newcomers are able to use and 

benefit from these services. Newcomers may face barriers acquiring digital devices, getting onto 

the internet, or simply navigating a new format of service. For any of these reasons, or as a 

matter of preference, clients may not use online services. One the other hand, online services 

may be preferred by others. This section explores how responsive IRCC’s online settlement 

services can be to these realities. 

Client Access 

Although technological advancements make online services more readily and broadly available, 

access to technology, digital literacy, language proficiency, and a lack of reliable broadband are 

often cited as major barriers for newcomers.4 As a result, online services can be perceived as 

introducing more challenges to newcomer clients. However, the research also highlights the 

many positive impacts of technology on information dissemination, employment opportunities, 

skill and capacity building, and language training.5 In order for newcomers to effectively use 

                                                           
4 Alam, K. & Imran, S. (2015). The Digital Divide and Social Inclusion among Refugee Migrants ; Curtis, S. (2019). Digital 

transformation—the silver bullet to public service improvement? ; McMullin, C. (2021). Migrant integration services and coping with 

the digital divide ; Piatak et al. (2019). Bridging or deepening the digital divide  
5 Caidi, N. & Allard, D. (2005). Social inclusion of newcomers to Canada: An information problem? ; Garkisch et al. (2017). Third sector 

organizations and migration ; McMullin, C. (2021). Migrant integration services and coping with the digital divide 

Source: iCARE  

Remote service delivery was the top format for domestic clients 

at the height of the pandemic. SPOS returned to offering in-

person services as physical distancing requirements eased. 

Remote services continued to be the dominant form of 

service delivery for pre-arrival clients in the years 

following the of the start of the pandemic. 

https://research.usq.edu.au/item/q2zw9/the-digital-divide-and-social-inclusion-among-refugee-migrants-a-case-in-regional-australia
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09540962.2019.1611233
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09540962.2019.1611233
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/vsr/12/1/article-p129.xml
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/vsr/12/1/article-p129.xml
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0899764018794907?journalCode=nvsb
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0740818805000332
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44668922
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44668922
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/vsr/12/1/article-p129.xml
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IRCC-funded online settlement services, it’s 

important to understand if clients are able to 

acquire a digital device (e.g. laptop, mobile 

phone, tablet) and use the internet.  

Multiple lines of evidence indicate that the 

majority of newcomers have the ability to use a 

digital device and access the internet. 

According to IRCC’s Remote Service Delivery 

Survey (which surveyed service providers at the 

onset of the pandemic), most clients were able 

to access online services. Likewise, among 

respondents to the Digital Case Study client 

survey, 97% of the 18,777 respondents 

reported having access to their own device to 

use settlement services. Notably, more clients 

reported owning a mobile phone than any 

other device.6 Similarly, a study of IOM 

refugees who used IRCC-funded pre-arrival 

services found that 80% owned a mobile 

phone and 70% always or often had internet 

access. Today, many newcomers either own a 

smartphone or have access to one (e.g. through 

a family member or neighbour). This also means 

that they possess some degree of knowledge 

regarding how to use a device and access the internet. However, the degree of knowledge can 

drastically differ depending on personal, social, and economic factors. For example, in the Digital 

Case Study Client Survey only 60% of those aged 65+ said they were comfortable using the 

internet, compared to 90% of those aged 35-64 and 94% of those aged 18-34. Similarly, the 

type of online activity makes a difference. When asked about recent online activities in the past 

month, the most common activity was sending or receiving an email (low-tech) and the least 

common was taking an online class (high-tech). Ultimately, while most newcomers use digital 

devices and the internet, accessibility of online services will vary based on skillsets, experiences, 

and demographic factors. This is where client supports may be needed to assist some 

newcomers.  

Client Supports 

IRCC traditionally provides several types of support services: child care, translation, 

interpretation, transportation, short-term counselling (previously known as crisis counselling), 

and provisions for disabilities. Support services are intended to enable clients to access the 

                                                           
6The Digital Case Study Client Survey was an online survey that asked newcomers about their experiences using online, in-person 

and hybrid forms of service delivery. While the format of the survey is an inherent limitation to the findings, other lines of evidence 

(i.e. IOM report, focus groups, literature reviews) corroborate these findings. Throughout the report, triangulation is used to increase 

validity of research findings.    

More clients reported owning a mobile phone 

than any other device. 

The vast majority of survey respondents 

owned a digital device to access settlement. 

services 

Source : IRCC (2022) DCS Client Survey 
 

Note: Totals slightly exceed 100% because some 

respondents indicated owning and sharing a device  

 

 

https://publications.iom.int/books/digital-inclusion-refugees-resettling-canada-opportunities-and-barriers
https://publications.iom.int/books/digital-inclusion-refugees-resettling-canada-opportunities-and-barriers
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settlement services they need to settle and integrate into their communities. In the years of the 

pandemic, support services accounted for approximately 9% of annual Program spending.7 

 

Between 2020-21 and 2021-22, clients who accessed services remotely used fewer overall 

support services compared to those who accessed services in-person. This is especially true for 

domestic clients of Employment-related Services and Community Connections (CC) who 

accessed significantly fewer childcare and transportation supports than their in-person 

counterparts. 

 

 

                                                           
7 Source: GCS as per agreement allocation by Program Components & SAP as of March 31st, 2022. 

Interpretation and short-term counselling services were the only supports  

that were accessed at higher rates remotely than in-person.  

Fewer clients were using support services when they access remote services, especially CC and ErS. 

Source: iCARE 

Source: iCARE 
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The Digital Case Study Client Survey and client focus groups provide some relevant insight to 

better understand these findings. For example, survey respondents noted that the main benefits 

of remote services included not needing to commute to a service location, and not needing to 

seek childcare. Digital Case Study client focus group participants also noted the benefits of on-

demand remote services for flexible scheduling that was helpful for working newcomers and 

those with caring responsibilities. Participants in the service provider focus groups also indicated 

that they could serve more clients from a wider area once transportation was removed as a 

barrier.  

 

While clients used fewer overall supports in remote settings, the picture looks slightly different 

when examining the different types of supports. For example, more clients accessed short-term 

counselling remotely than in-person – the vast majority of which were female clients. In fact, 

regardless of service format, more female clients used support services compared to other 

genders. Consequently, changes to the delivery format of support services may impact female 

newcomers differently. 

 

It’s clear that support services are still needed in remote settings.8 This is especially true as some 

newcomers have challenges accessing supports online. In fact, among the 6% of Digital Case 

Study Client Survey respondents who indicated they had problems using remote support 

services, the majority of them relied on a family member, friend, or service provider to help them 

(e.g. for interpretation). This indicates that support services, and the service providers who offer 

them, remain an important vehicle for some clients to access settlement services. Overall, the 

shift to remote delivery has meant some newcomers continue to use traditional support 

services, while others may no longer need them (e.g. working clients, ErS clients, long-distance 

clients).  

 

Beyond the traditional support services that IRCC typically provides, a new type of client support 

emerged as a necessity during the pandemic. Digital skills training are areas that were 

repeatedly referenced by SPOs and clients across multiple lines of evidence. According to SPOs, 

some clients did not have the necessary knowledge or skills to independently use online 

settlement services.9 In response, SPOs provided various forms of digital literacy and skills 

training to clients as a separate service or as an introductory lesson to an existing service.     

While the evidence suggests that the majority of settlement clients do not require this type of 

support, the need for digital literacy and skills training appears to be concentrated among 

certain client demographics. Newcomers who fell into one or more of the following 

demographic groups were identified as needing additional supports to use online services: 

resettled refugees, seniors, and clients with lower education/literacy levels. These groups, more 

than others, had challenges understanding how to use online services. 

                                                           
8During the COVID-19 pandemic, flexibility around the delivery of Support Services was introduced through IRCC Functional 

Guidance to allow SPOs to lend technology devices to newcomers, and use Support Services to help clients access vaccinations (e.g. 

transportation, child care at vaccination sites).  
9Source: Annual Report on Project Implementation and Outcomes; IRCC (2020) Remote Service Delivery Survey  
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The abovementioned issues can be mitigated by providing clients with supports to access 

services like digital skills training, or by delivering services in-person. Trade-offs exist with both 

options and may even be context-specific. For example, a study of IOM refugees using IRCC-

funded pre-arrival services found that digital technologies provide a range of benefits, but 

critical human elements which technology cannot replace are needed to support refugee clients.  

Ultimately, newcomers have varied experiences, skills, assets, and needs. Even within specific 

demographic categories like resettled refugees, many differences exist. The evidence provides  

an indication of which clients could be in need of additional supports; however it is not 

prescriptive. Every newcomer’s circumstances, needs, and preferences will differ. 

  

The top issue with remote services varied by survey respondents’ demographics. For resettled refugees, 

clients with secondary school or less education, and seniors, the #1 issue related to digital literacy/skills. 

Source: IRCC (2022) DCS Client Survey 

https://publications.iom.int/books/digital-inclusion-refugees-resettling-canada-opportunities-and-barriers
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Defining Digital Literacy and Skills in the Settlement Sector 

Across the sector, service provider organizations have delivered client digital literacy and skills training 

in a variety of ways. The Settlement Sector & Technology Task Group provided insight into how 

this transpired during the pandemic. The Task Group was coordinated by the Affiliation of 

Multicultural Societies and Service Agencies of BC (AMSSA) and constituted representatives from the 

National Settlement Integration Council. These representatives included: the Rural Development 

Network, PeaceGeeks, Immigrant Services Association of Nova Scotia (ISANS) and ACCESS 

Employment. With the support of IRCC, the Task Group set out to learn about the Settlement sector’s 

needs to successfully implement digital service delivery models. In doing this work, they conducted an 

environmental scan on how digital literacy is defined and delivered by service providers.  

The Task Group identified a variety of domestic and international digital literacy frameworks that 

define and measure digital skills. For example, UNESCO developed the Digital Literacy Global 

Framework and defines digital literacy as “the ability to access, manage, understand, integrate, 

communicate, evaluate and create information safely and appropriately through digital technologies 

for employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship.” Alternatively, the International Organization 

for Migration (IOM) defines Digital Literacy and Digital Skills as:  

1. Digital Literacy: The ability to use digital technologies and the internet to find or create 

information and communicate. 

2. Digital Skills: A range of capabilities and skills to use and navigate specific digital devices, 

communication applications and the internet.  

Many other definitions and models exist, however the Task Group identified the following local 

examples as having the strongest potential for adaptability and relevance to the sector’s needs: 

 ISSofBC’s Digital Literacy Curriculum Resource supports English language instructors and 

those in the Settlement field in helping newcomer clients overcome digital literacy barriers. 

The resource has an Assessor Rubric to identify skills gaps and learning needs. 

 eSkills is a Red River College project, funded by IRCC’s Service Delivery Improvement fund, 

which created courseware to help build English-language learners’ digital literacy through 

self-directed online learning modules.  

 Norquest College’s Digital Literacy course is an approach to teaching digital literacy skills 

to help learners succeed with online courses. It is an example of pre-online courses designed 

by colleges and other institutions that can be useful to review for the settlement sector. 

Ultimately, the Task Group called for a unified sector-wide vision for digital literacy and skills that can 

support newcomers’ settlement and integration. Many of these promising initiatives, and others, can 

be drawn upon to support the sector’s efforts towards creating a unified approach to defining and 

measuring digital literacy and skills for newcomers.  

https://www.amssa.org/resource/from-silos-to-solutions-toward-sustainable-and-equitable-hybrid-service-delivery-in-the-immigrant-refugee-serving-sector-in-canada/
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/ip51-global-framework-reference-digital-literacy-skills-2018-en.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/books/digital-inclusion-refugees-resettling-canada-opportunities-and-barriers
https://publications.iom.int/books/digital-inclusion-refugees-resettling-canada-opportunities-and-barriers
https://issbcdigitalskills.ca/
http://eskills.km4s.ca/eskills.html
https://www.norquest.ca/about-us/resources/digital-literacy.aspx
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Client Preferences 

Beyond client access and capabilities, newcomers have agency to choose the format of service 

that best meets their needs. Prior to the pandemic, the vast majority of settlement services were 

offered only in-person (with the exception of pre-arrival) but physical distancing measures 

completely changed this trend – with remote options suddenly becoming the necessary format. 

Now, SPOs have begun offering multiple formats for different services. In turn, clients have 

experienced a range of options for how services can be delivered.    

To better understand client preferences, newcomer respondents to the Digital Case Study Client 

Survey were asked how they wanted to access different settlement services.10  

 

Many clients appear to want to access Employment-related Services in-person (e.g. employer 

networking, resume & interview services, employment counseling); however these preferences 

vary across immigration category. Clients from economic categories generally prefer online 

formats more than clients from non-economic categories. The exception is employer networking 

where all clients have similar preferences to access these services in-person.  

 

Findings from the Digital Case Study client focus groups contextualize some of these 

preferences. Participants noted that services which emphasize socialization and body language 

                                                           
10 Hybrid was not a distinct option provided due to the variability in the provision and experiences of hybrid services. The 

effectiveness and hybrid services are explored more in-depth in later sections of this report.   

The top services that respondents preferred to access in-person were social activities with the 

community (a CC service) and employer networking (an ErS service).  

 

 

Source: IRCC (2022) DCS Client Survey 
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were best-suited for in-person delivery.  

These are services where interpersonal skills 

and social cues are important such as 

interview practice, mentorship, and 

developing friendships in the community.  

 

In contrast, focus group participants noted the 

very practical benefits of receiving Information 

and Orientation services online. This included 

factors such as convenience, flexibility, efficiency, as well as ease of access. For example, clients 

who lived significant distances from service locations found it easier to access services.   

 

Focus group participants explain why newcomers prefer to access information online: 
 

 Online services were easier to accommodate in clients’ schedules (e.g. working clients, 

pre-arrival clients preparing for departure to Canada) 

 On-demand services (e.g. pre-recorded sessions) were convenient for busy clients 

 Clients with health concerns (e.g. immunocompromised) were able to participate remotely 

 

 Less time or money spent on travelling to the service location  

 Rural/remote access services more easily when commuting barriers are removed  

 Some clients felt they could attend sessions without worrying about the cost of childcare 

 

 Information available publicly, freely, accessible at any time (online) has made it easier for 

clients to learn about Canada 

 Online information can be easier to navigate at clients’ own pace 

 Recorded sessions allow clients to access information anytime – not just at a session 

 

Above all, newcomer clients prioritized receiving the right service, regardless of the format in 

which it was provided. In the Digital Case Study Client Survey, only 10% of respondents said 

they would look for another organization if a service wasn’t offered in their desired format. 

Being able to access the service in a way that meets their individual needs is what clients 

prioritized the most, and that can vary across service formats.  

Effectiveness of Online Services  

To assess the effectiveness of online services, it’s important to understand how IRCC measures 

the performance of the Settlement Program. The Settlement Program logic model identifies the 

different outcomes that settlement services aim to achieve. Since Information and Orientation as 

      The only thing that I would have liked to 

be in-person is actually the one-on-one mock 

interviews, because in the interview itself, you 

need to see the reaction and how the other 

party behaves…and the way they react to 

your answers or to the way you react in an 

interview.” 

Client Focus Group Participant 

Convenient 

& Flexible 

Time & Cost 

Efficient 

Easier 

Access to 

Information 

Source: IRCC (2022) DCS Client Focus Groups 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/partners-service-providers/funding/resources/settlement-logic-model.html
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well as Employment-related Services were the primary focus of this research, the immediate 

outcomes of interest were: knowledge of life in Canada and knowledge of working in Canada.  

In order to assess client outcomes by format of service, administrative data from iCARE was 

combined with responses to several questions in the Newcomer Outcomes Survey to create an 

average index score across several topics. Regression analysis was also conducted to determine 

the impact of service format on the outcomes of interest, while controlling for relevant 

demographic characteristics of clients. Notably this analysis was only done for domestic 

settlement services.11 

Knowledge of life in Canada 

Information and Orientation services are designed to increase newcomers’ knowledge of life in 

Canada. During the study period, clients accessed I&O services both in-person and remotely. In-

person formats returned as the more common form of service delivery as physical distancing 

requirements eased. To assess and compare the effectiveness of these formats (including 

combinations of formats – i.e. hybrid), an index of information topics was created using the 

Newcomer Outcomes Survey. Therefore “knowledge of life in Canada” represents an index of 

newcomers’ knowledge (scored out of 100) on the following topics: housing, healthcare, 

education, money/finance, and law/justice.  

Descriptive statistics show that clients who used online I&O services had a higher average index 

score for knowledge of life in Canada than those who used other formats. After controlling for 

relevant demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, regression analysis also confirmed 

these results.12 In fact, clients who used online I&O services had higher scores even compared to 

those who used various hybrid formats of service delivery.  

                                                           
11 Pre-arrival services did not have a sufficient number of clients using in-person services to conduct a similar comparison.  
12 Two general linear models were employed. Model 1 included dummy variables of three modes of access and Model 2 controlled 

for: gender, age, language, province/territory, education, temporary status and immigration category. The results were statistically 

significant at a p-value of 0.05 or lower. 

Clients who accessed I&O online had stronger knowledge results compared to other formats. 
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High-tech (online) Low-tech In-Person
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70
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Source: iCARE-NOS data linkage  
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There are some notable findings within demographic groups. For example, working-aged clients 

(aged 35-64) who used online services had higher knowledge of life index scores than youth and 

seniors. This supports an earlier finding from the Digital Case Study Client Survey and focus 

groups that noted working newcomers found online services helpful because it complemented 

their schedules. Notably, economic immigrants who used I&O services online had the highest 

average knowledge of life index scores compared to any other immigrant category, even after 

controlling for other demographic and socioeconomic characteristics.   

Knowledge of working in Canada 

Clients also have more access to remote Employment-related Services than ever before. In fact, 

remote services were the most common form of ErS delivery for domestic clients, with low-tech 

remote services becoming more popular after physical distancing requirements eased. In order 

to assess the effectiveness of online ErS, an index of employment-related topics was created 

using the Newcomer Outcomes Survey. Therefore “knowledge of working in Canada” represents 

an index of knowledge (scored out of 100) on the following topics: how to apply for jobs, 

establishing networks, getting education assessed, starting a business and soft skills. 

 

Descriptive statistics show that clients who used online services to access ErS had higher average 

index score for knowledge of working in Canada compared to those who used other formats. 

After controlling for relevant demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, regression 

analyses also confirmed these results for ErS.13 Similar to the I&O findings, clients who used 

online ErS services had higher knowledge scores even compared to those who used hybrid 

formats of service delivery. 
 

 

Therefore, both ErS and I&O newcomer clients have stronger knowledge scores when accessing 

services online compared to other formats. However, some limitations exist with this analysis. To 

                                                           
13 Two general linear models were employed. Model 1 included dummy variables of three modes of access and Model 2 controlled 

for: gender, age, language, province/territory, education, temporary status, and immigration category. The results were statistically 

significant at a p-value of 0.05 or lower. 

Clients who accessed ErS online had stronger knowledge results compared to other formats. 
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begin, this analysis examines the relationship between knowledge scores and service format. 

Other variables can still affect knowledge scores despite having controlled for relevant 

socioeconomic and demographic factors. For example, digital literacy is one external variable 

that could potentially explain the relationship between knowledge scores and format of service 

(e.g. those with stronger digital skills may also have more knowledge of life in Canada despite 

the format of IRCC-funded settlement services). While immigration status and education level 

can be used as a proxy for digital literacy, they are far from perfect substitutes. Therefore other 

variables not investigated in this analysis should be considered in making sense of these 

findings. With that said, these results still provide very promising indication that online delivery 

can be a more effective format of service for I&O and ErS.  

Efficiency of Online Settlement Services 

To assess the efficiency of online settlement services, it’s important to understand if they are 

more or less resource intensive compared to other formats (e.g. compared to the popular in-

person format that existed prior to the pandemic). To make this assessment, this analysis 

explored if any savings were realized during the shift to remote service delivery, as well as 

examining other program delivery considerations that may affect future resourcing needs.  

The Cost of Shifting Online 

Because IRCC does not deliver settlement services directly, service providers are better-placed to 

report on resourcing needs associated with a change in program delivery. Therefore, the 

following high-level assessment relied heavily on the insights of service providers through focus 

groups, as well as through the data they submitted via program reporting mechanisms. Overall, 

service providers reported that online services could entail future savings, for example, reducing 

costs in real-estate/rent associated with physical service locations. However, SPOs also noted 

that the shift to remote service delivery created upfront costs related to acquiring new 

technology, making changes to services, and hiring new staff (e.g. IT Support). These costs were 

realized by SPOs as they transitioned to remote service delivery. Additionally, the ongoing cost 

of delivering multiple service formats and/or hybrid formats simultaneously also had an impact 

on resources. In other words, continuing to offer both in-person and remote options can be 

redundant and costly. As a result, service providers reported no net savings during the study 

Delivering Pre-Arrival Settlement Services Remotely since 2014 

Pre-Arrival services have a longer history with remote service delivery because web-based services 

were a focus of the expansion of pre-arrival services beginning in 2014.  In fact, the IRCC 2018 

Evaluation of Pre-Arrival Settlement Services noted that “most pre-arrival services for non-refugees 

offer services via web-based platforms, while a few projects offer in-person services, primarily in 

top source countries.” This explains why, unlike domestic services, remote service delivery 

continues to remain a dominant format of pre-arrival delivery years after the height of the 

pandemic. For example, during the study period, pre-arrival clients nearly exclusively accessed 

Employment-related Services remotely, especially online.  

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/reports-statistics/evaluations/pre-arrival-settlement-services.html#summary
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period, which also entailed new costs associated with the pandemic.  As online and hybrid forms 

of service delivery become increasingly popular, it will be important for cost estimates and 

budget allocations to be revisited accordingly.  

Program Delivery Considerations  

Beyond the factors noted above (e.g. software, hardware, infrastructure) and earlier in this 

section (e.g. digital literacy and skills supports) other program delivery considerations exist for 

online services that will have resource considerations.   

Privacy and Security: This was an area 

referenced repeatedly by both service providers 

and clients. For clients, these challenges related 

to sharing personal information, ensuring 

online safety, and knowing how to trust an 

online service provider. SPOs also noted some 

challenges associated with delivering remote 

services which included establishing new 

security protocols and managing client data 

remotely. The Settlement Sector & Technology Task Group also stressed the importance of 

establishing a sector-wide privacy, security, and confidentiality compliance framework related to 

digital service delivery.   

Digital Standards: As online services or tools are delivered to newcomer clients, they should 

consult the principles outlined in the Government of Canada’s Digital Standards. These 

standards emphasize critical steps such as designing services with users, iterating often, building 

in accessibility from the start, and ensuring good data stewardship.   

Many (clients) are saying…we still don't 

trust you enough to share with you our 

immigration documentation…virtually. We 

want to see you in person. And then any 

follow-ups, we don't mind interacting with 

you virtually” 

 Service Provider Focus Group Participant 

Service providers saw no net savings in the shift to remote service delivery 

Source: SPO Focus groups, ARPIO   

https://mansomanitoba.ca/resources/settlement-sector-technology-task-group-final-report/
https://www.canada.ca/en/government/system/digital-government/government-canada-digital-standards.html
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Continuous Improvement: As new ways of delivering services continue to expand, so too will 

service providers’ need to test new approaches and build capacity. This will involve researching, 

piloting, iterating, as well training personnel. Similarly, the Settlement Sector & Technology Task 

Group emphasized the need for consistent training of staff and sharing resources and learnings 

across the sector to build collective capacity.   

Overall, the discussion around resource considerations and the efficiency of online settlement 

services is ongoing. Despite the sudden shift to remote service delivery, the sector is in a 

transitionary stage that is not necessarily reflective of the past or the future. Instead, the focus 

continues to be learning what works well, focusing on what needs to be studied, and identifying 

where more investments are needed to arrive at a delivery model that works best for clients.  

Conclusion  

What largely began as an operational response to a crisis, has now laid the groundwork for a 

digital transformation of settlement services. Remote service delivery, and particularly online 

service delivery, has shown some promising results for the benefit of newcomers. The evidence 

suggests that online delivery of Information and Orientation services benefits newcomers (e.g. 

comparatively more convenient, accessible and effective than in-person formats). In fact, 

newcomers prefer to access information about life in Canada online more than any other format. 

Similarly, Employment-related Services also had promising results from a service delivery and 

effectiveness perspective, however newcomers still prefer to access some of interpersonal 

aspects of these services in-person (e.g. employer networking).  

However, while the research suggest that most newcomers will be able to access online services 

(i.e. through a mobile phone), some may face significant barriers. Specifically, newcomers who 

fall into one or more of the following groups may face challenges understanding how to use 

online services: resettled refugees, seniors, and clients with lower education levels. This is where 

digital skills supports could benefit newcomers. Through various initiatives (e.g. IRCC-funded 

pilots, Settlement Sector & Technology Task Group identified projects) the sector is already 

exploring different ways to deliver these types of supports.   

Service providers invested a lot of effort and resources into adapting their services to meet the 

needs of newcomers. The quick transition to remote service delivery resulted in significant 

upfront costs in areas such as software, hardware, IT infrastructure, and personnel. While online 

services have potential for future savings (e.g. in real estate and program efficiencies), this will 

need to be an ongoing assessment. Finally, as services continue to be delivered online, service 

providers will need to consider other important aspects of operating in a digital world including 

the importance of privacy and security.     

Ultimately, the digital transformation of settlement services is an area ripe with opportunity that 

could be seized for the benefit of newcomers, while also ensuring that no one is left behind.    

https://mansomanitoba.ca/resources/settlement-sector-technology-task-group-final-report/
https://mansomanitoba.ca/resources/settlement-sector-technology-task-group-final-report/
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Data Sources 

This following contains information about primary data sources used in the report – i.e. data 

collected directly by IRCC. Many other sources of information were used in the development of 

this report. Secondary data sources (i.e. data collected or analysis done by other parties) are 

referenced directly in the report. 

IRCC Permanent Resident Database  

The IRCC Permanent Resident Database is based on the Global Case Management System 

(GCMS). GCMS is IRCC’s single, integrated and worldwide system used internally to process 

applications for citizenship and immigration services. 

This report uses GCMS information about newcomers to Canada: 

 who were admitted as permanent residents between 2013 and 2020, or 

 who used settlement services in 2020-21 and 2021-22. 

The data were extracted between December 2022 and June 2023. 

 

iCARE 

The Immigration Contribution Agreement Reporting Environment (iCARE) is a data entry 

system that collects key characteristics of services used by clients of the Settlement and 

Resettlement Programs, including Pre-Arrival. The data is entered by Service Provider 

Organizations (SPOs) and they are required to report monthly as per their Contribution 

Agreement with IRCC. iCARE has been used to collect Settlement Program data since 2013 

and Resettlement Program data since 2014. 

This report uses iCARE information about settlement services used in 2020-21 and 2021-22. 

The data were extracted between December 2022 and June 2023. 

 

GCS 

The Grants and Contributions System (GCS) is an online tool that allows Service Provider 

Organizations (SPOs) to submit applications for funding, as well as manage Grants or 

Contribution Agreements. 

This report uses GCS information about Contribution Agreement funding and reporting for 

2020-21 and 2021-22. 

The data were extracted March 2023. 

 

SAP 

SAP is the Department’s financial management system used to support the preparation of 

financial statements and other reporting.  

This report uses SAP information about settlement program expenditures in 2019-20, 2020-

21 and 2021-22. 

The data were extracted March 2023. 
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NOS 

The Newcomer Outcomes Survey (NOS) is an annual survey of newcomers to Canada that 

collects settlement outcomes information from both clients and non-clients of IRCC’s 

Settlement Program. Each year, the survey is sent to all newcomers who became permanent 

residents in specific years. Two years of survey data are combined to provide a response set 

from newcomers across eight admission years. 

This report uses NOS responses to the 2020 and 2021 survey waves about the settlement 

experiences of newcomers who became permanent residents between 2013 and 2020. 

The data were extracted March 2022. 

 

ARPIO / APRCP 

SPOs delivering direct settlement services provide an Annual Report on Project 

Implementation & Outcomes (ARPIO) and Local Immigration Partnerships/Réseaux 

d’immigration francophone provide an Annual Project Report on Community Partnerships 

(APRCP). The reports provide an equitable opportunity to hear from SPOs across the country 

on similar issues. Note that the ARPIO was formerly called the APPR – Annual Project 

Performance Report.  

This report uses ARPIO and APRCP reports about Contribution Agreements funded for 2017-

18, 2018-19, 2020-21 and 2021-22. 

The data were extracted after the end of the reporting cycles. 

 

2020 Remote Service Delivery Survey 

IRCC conducted a Remote Service Delivery Survey of Service Provider Organizations (SPOs) 

in November 2020 to better understand what the delivery of direct settlement services looked 

like in the COVID-19 context for SPOs receiving IRCC funding. 

This report uses survey information about the impact of the transition from in-person to 

remote service delivery. 

The data were extracted January 2021. 

 

2022 Digital Case Study Client Survey 

IRCC conducted an online survey of client experiences using online settlement services in 

August 2022, to better understand which settlement services were working well, and what 

needed improvement.  

This report uses survey information about client experiences using settlement services prior 

to August 2022. 

The data were extracted April 2023. 

 

2022 Digital Case Study Client Focus Groups 

IRCC conducted focus groups with clients who had accessed settlement services, to better 

understand what types of settlement services should be offered online, for which clients, and 

how to ensure that online services work well for clients. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/notices/2021-newcomers-survey.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/notices/2022-newcomers-settlement-survey.html
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This report uses focus group information about newcomer client views and experiences 

regarding online settlement services. 

The focus groups were held May 2022. 

 

2022 Digital Case Study Service Provider Focus Groups 

IRCC conducted focus groups with staff from Service Provider Organizations (SPOs), to better 

understand in what contexts Settlement Program services should be offered online, for which 

clients, and how online services can be offered in a responsive, effective, and efficient way. 

This report uses focus group information about views and experiences on the delivery of 

online settlement services. 

The focus groups were held May 2022. 

 

2022 RNIP Newcomer Survey 

IRCC conducted an online survey of newcomers’ experiences participating in the Rural and 

Northern Immigration Pilot in October 2022, to better understand how the pilot is working, 

and what needs improvement. 

This report uses survey information about RNIP newcomers’ use of services and supports, 

experiences of discrimination, sense of belonging, and desire to stay in the RNIP communities 

where they settled. 

The data were extracted February 2023. 

 

2022 RNIP Employer Survey 

IRCC conducted an online survey of employers participating in the Rural and Northern 

Immigration Pilot in August 2022, to better understand how the pilot is working for 

employers, and what needs improvement. 

This report uses survey information about the settlement supports provided by RNIP 

employers to support their candidates.  

The data were extracted December 2022. 

 

2022 RNIP Client Focus Groups 

IRCC conducted focus groups with newcomers who had responded to the RNIP Newcomer 

Survey, and expressed a willingness to participate in focus group discussion, to contextualize 

survey responses and obtain further insights into RNIP newcomers’ experiences using 

settlement supports. 

This report uses focus group information about experiences with volunteer matching, use of 

settlement services, and experiences within the community. 

The focus groups were held February 2023. 

 

 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/notices/2022-rural-northern-immigration-pilot-survey.html
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2022 IRCC Survey: Newcomers’ experiences of discrimination in their city or town 

IRCC conducted an online survey of newcomers in February 2022 to better understand 

experiences of discrimination in their city or town. The results of the survey will help IRCC 

inform its services and awareness campaigns going forward, and to meet the needs of 

newcomers to Canada. 

This report uses survey information about experiences of discrimination in newcomers’ city or 

town, including the type of discrimination experienced.  

The data were extracted April 2023. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/notices/2022-newcomers-survey.html

