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Abstract 

T h e experiences of Canadian immigrant women as they move from one culture to another 
are examined. Making reference to relevant literature, the position of immigrant women in 
Canada, the barriers they encounter in their efforts to adapt to their new homeland, and the 
coping strategies they use to deal with these barriers are explored. In addition, the usefulness 
of different forms of support systems and the role of the counsellor as part of the adaptation 
process are examined. Immigrant women in transition represent a high-risk group in 
Canadian society. Elements that make them such a vulnerable group include race, language, 
and their roles as wives, mothers, and labourers. In addition, social, economic, and political 
policies in Canada contribute to an increase of gender and racial inequalities in the society. 
Six "transitional bridges" which immigrant women employ to make the transition from one 
culture to another are described. T h e role of the counsellor in working with these clients is 
explored. 

R é s u m é 

Les e x p é r i e n c e s d'immigrantes canadiennes dans leur transition d'une culture à l'autre sont 
é tudiées . L a l i t térature pertinente, la position des immigrantes au Canada, les barr ières 
qu'elles rencontrent dans leurs efforts de s'adapter à leur nouvelle patrie et les stratégies 
utilisées pour contrer ces barr ières sont e x p l o r é e s . De plus, l'utilité de certaines formes de 
r é s e a u x de soutien et le rôle du conseiller dans le processus d'adaptation sont e x a m i n é s . Les 
immigrantes en transition r e p r é s e n t e n t un groupe à risque élevé dans la société canadienne. 
Les é l é m e n t s qui rendent ce groupe tellement vulnérable comprennent la race, la langue et 
leurs rôles variés d ' é p o u s e , de m è r e et d 'ouvrière . En outre, les politiques sociales, 
é c o n o m i q u e s et politiques du Canada contribuent à une croissance des inégalités sexuelles 
et raciales dans la société . Six "ponts transitionnels" utilisés par les immigrantes pour effectuer 
la transition d'une culture à l'autre sont décrits . Le rôle du conseiller dans son travail avec 
ces clientes est e x p l o r é . 

T h o u s a n d s o f people migrate each year to C a n a d a a n d they are a major 
c o n t r i b u t o r to Canada 's mult i -e thnic a n d m u l t i c u l t u r a l character . A m o n g 
the i m m i g r a n t s , w o m e n are i m p o r t a n t part ic ipants i n this process. 
N u m b e r i n g over two m i l l i o n since W o r l d W a r II, w o m e n i m m i g r a n t s 
entered this country as p e r m a n e n t residents, as temporary workers , o r as 
students ( B o y d , 1987). W i t h t h e m they b r i n g their cu l tura l tradit ions a n d 
customs i n c l u d i n g their t radi t ional dress a n d core values p e r t a i n i n g to 
family, marr iage , a n d r e l i g i o n ( N a i d o o , 1987). U n t i l recently, however, 
i m m i g r a n t w o m e n have t e n d e d to be a relatively neglected c o m p o n e n t o f 
the i m m i g r a n t p o p u l a t i o n a n d d i d not obtain special a t tent ion as w o m e n 
or as i m m i g r a n t s . A c c o r d i n g to N a i d o o (1988), w o m e n b e l o n g to o n e o f 
the several " h i g h risk" groups w h i c h are ident i f i ed in the l i terature. 

In this paper , we w i l l discuss some of the causes c o n t r i b u t i n g to the 
" h i g h r isk" nature of the lives o f C a n a d i a n i m m i g r a n t w o m e n in t rans i t ion . 
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W e w i l l also explore the barriers i m m i g r a n t w o m e n e n c o u n t e r in their 
efforts to adapt to their new h o m e l a n d a n d the c o p i n g strategies they use 
to dea l with these barriers. In a d d i t i o n , we w i l l examine the usefulness o f 
d i f fe rent forms of support systems a n d the role o f the c o u n s e l l o r as part 
o f the adaptat ion process. 

I M M I G R A N T W O M E N AS A H I G H RISK G R O U P 

C a n a d i a n i m m i g r a n t w o m e n in transit ion encounter t r e m e n d o u s 
disadvantages wh en trying to adapt to their new e n v i r o n m e n t . E lements 
w h i c h make t h e m a h i g h risk g r o u p i n c l u d e race, language, a n d their 
p o s i t i o n as wives, mothers, a n d labourers ( N a i d o o , 1988). Seward a n d 
M c D a d e (1987) ident i f ied the relatively recently arr ived w o m e n f r o m 
S o u t h e r n E u r o p e and A s i a as one o f the most disadvantaged d e m o g r a p h i c 
g r o u p s in C a n a d a . They are characterized by l i m i t e d e d u c a t i o n a n d job-
re la ted skills; they frequendy lack knowledge o f ei ther F r e n c h o r E n g l i s h , 
a n d often requi re i n c o m e to he lp support their families. 

W h e n c o m i n g to C a n a d a , i m m i g r a n t w o m e n often need to re learn 
a lmost everything, f r o m h o w to do the h o u s e h o l d chores to h o w to take 
care o f h u s b a n d and c h i l d r e n . In this process o f re learn ing , the w o m a n 
o f ten loses the respect o f others for her role as a housewife. In a d d i t i o n , 
her status as a wife a n d as a person may be u n d e r m i n e d i f she becomes 
physical ly a n d f inancial ly d e p e n d e n t on her h u s b a n d . T h e r e f o r e , 
i m m i g r a n t w o m e n f requendy struggle for self-worth, dignity, a n d a new 
sense o f self i n a culture so di f ferent f r o m their o w n . O f t e n this struggle 
is a c c o m p a n i e d by m u c h c o n f u s i o n , anxiety, a n d stress (Parson, 1983). As 
mothers , i m m i g r a n t w o m e n may exper ience parent ing p r o b l e m s a s a result 
o f d i f ferent degrees o f accul turat ion that may develop w i t h i n a family . 
M a n y adolescent c h i l d r e n are far more acculturated than their isolated a n d 
n o n - F r e n c h o r n o n - E n g l i s h speaking mothers . Those w o m e n n e e d not only 
dea l w i t h a generat ion gap but also with an accul turat ion gap as far as 
p a r e n t i n g their c h i l d r e n is c o n c e r n e d ( N a i d o o , 1987). 

A l t h o u g h i m m i g r a n t w o m e n have expertise in many areas o f 
e m p l o y m e n t , they frequendy e n d u p w o r k i n g as cheap labour because o f 
stereotypical attitudes, e thnoccntr i sm, a n d a tendency to view i m m i g r a n t 
w o m e n ' s e thnic and cul tura l differences as p r o b l e m s ( N a i d o o , 1988). 
R a c i s m a n d d i s c r i m i n a t i o n are part icular ly problemat ic for e thnic 
i m m i g r a n t w o m e n . N o t on ly d o they face racism a n d d i s c r i m i n a t i o n as 
m e m b e r s o f a visible m i n o r i t y g r o u p a n d as immigrants , but also as w o m e n . 
T h e term " tr ip le disadvantaged" refers to the tripartite base o f 
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n against those w o m e n (Boyd, 1987). There fore , i m m i g r a n t 
w o m e n are m o r e likely to work in low-wage occupations with little c o n t r o l 
over w o r k i n g hours and condi t ions (Seward & M c D a d e , 1987), the 
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potent ia l for sexual a n d physical abuse, a n d fear o f d e p o r t a t i o n ( N a i d o o , 
1988). 

In c o n c l u s i o n , i m m i g r a n t w o m e n exper ience many adaptat ion stresses 
d u r i n g their t ransi t ional a n d se td ing d o w n p e r i o d into C a n a d a . T h e y 
represent a " h i g h risk" a n d often forgotten g r o u p . 

C A N A D I A N SOCIAL. , E C O N O M I C , A N D P O L I T I C A L POLICIES 

T h e p r o b l e m s i m m i g r a n t w o m e n e n c o u n t e r are not only related to 
"adjustment processes" because o f cu l tura l differences. Rather , to some 
extent, the social organiza t ion o f the C a n a d i a n society a n d the l o c a t i o n of 
i m m i g r a n t w o m e n in that society are responsible for many o f their 
p r o b l e m s . Inst i tut ional ized practices, such as g o v e r n m e n t pol ic ies , 
c o n t r i b u t e to an increase of gender a n d racial inequal i t ies in the society. 

A d m i s s i o n into C a n a d a is regulated by the 1976 I m m i g r a t i o n A c t a n d 
associated regulat ions (Boyd, 1987). T h e C a n a d i a n g o v e r n m e n t fol lows the 
p r i n c i p l e o f universality, a n d therefore , sex per se is not b e i n g used as a 
prerequis i te for b e c o m i n g a p e r m a n e n t resident i n C a n a d a . Males or 
females may receive p e r m a n e n t residency i f they meet a l l the necessary 
cr i ter ia for acceptance. However , i n reality, females tend to be a d m i t t e d as 
d e p e n d e n t s o f the p r i n c i p a l appl icant , or as a m e m b e r of the F a m i l y Class 
b e i n g s p o n s o r e d by a close relative (Boyd, 1987; C a n a d i a n Task Force , 
1988). T h e consequences o f a d m i t t i n g i m m i g r a n t w o m e n as " d e p e n d e n t s " 
o r as m e m b e r s o f the Family Class have advantages a n d disadvantages. T h e 
pol i cy al lows the w o m e n admiss ion i n t o C a n a d a even i f they d o not meet 
the r e q u i r e d entrance cr i ter ia ; however, it can leave them vulnerab le to 
d e p o r t a t i o n d u r i n g the first three years o f their stay, if husbands or 
sponsors are d e p o r t e d (Boyd, 1986). W o m e n w h o are sponsored by famil ies 
o r relatives c a n be d e n i e d access to welfare assistance a n d e m p l o y m e n t -
re lated p r o g r a m s . T h e federal a n d p r o v i n c i a l governments c o n s i d e r a 
sponsorsh ip as a c o m m i t m e n t by the sponsor to take care o f the i m m i g r a n t 
Financial ly. T h i s leaves i m m i g r a n t w o m e n vulnerable in case o f mar i ta l 
v io lence o r b r e a k d o w n . N o alternative hous ing , i n c o m e , or legal a i d w i l l be 
o f fered u n t i l the sponsorship re la t ion is b r o k e n (Boyd, 1987; Seward & 
M c D a d e , 1987). 

L a n g u a g e related pol ic ies are o f f u n d a m e n t a l impor tance to i m m i g r a n t 
w o m e n w h o d o not speak ei ther o f the of f ic ia l languages. A lack o f 
language p r o f i c i e n c y leads to isolat ion and loneliness a n d results in a sense 
o f b e i n g a " m a r g i n a l " person in the society (Canadian Task Force , 1988). 
T h e f u n d i n g for language t ra in ing programs is p r o v i d e d by two federal 
depar tments : the Secretary of State a n d E m p l o y m e n t a n d I m m i g r a t i o n 
C a n a d a ( C E I C ) . T h e d e p a r t m e n t o f the Secretary of State provides f u n d i n g 
"to h e l p prepare p e r m a n e n t residents for c i t izenship and to enable them 
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to adapt to C a n a d a " (Boyd, 1987, p . 30) . T h i s language t r a i n i n g is o f fered 
d u r i n g the day or in the evening, pr imar i ly o n a part-time basis. A l t h o u g h 
the programs are designed to be f lexible , there are serious p r o b l e m s in 
g a i n i n g access to them. M a n y low i n c o m e w o m e n are e x c l u d e d f r o m the 
p r o g r a m because n o l iv ing a n d travel allowances are p r o v i d e d to the 
part ic ipants , a n d as soon as the immigrants obtain their c i t izenship , they 
are n o longer el igible for Secretary o f State language t ra in ing (Seward & 
M c D a d e , 1987). 

T h e language t ra in ing p r o g r a m of the C E I C is part of the J o b E n t r y 
c o m p o n e n t : the C a n a d i a n Jobs Strategy P r o g r a m . Part ic ipants must have 
been out o f school for one year a n d the p r o g r a m is restricted to 
i m m i g r a n t s w h o plan to enter the l abour force. T h e p r o g r a m is o f fered o n 
a ful l - t ime basis for about twenty weeks. I m m i g r a n t w o m e n may have 
p r o b l e m s get t ing access to the C E I C programs for two reasons. First, 
because sponsored immigrants are not e l igible for the basic t r a i n i n g 
a l lowance, this may prevent w o m e n w h o need to earn an i n c o m e f r o m 
p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n the programs. Secondly, i f immigrants are u n s k i l l e d a n d 
have l i m i t e d qual i f icat ions, they w i l l not l ikely qualify for the language 
t r a i n i n g p r o g r a m s because language skills w i l l then not be c o n s i d e r e d 
necessary for e m p l o y m e n t (Boyd, 1987; Seward 8c M c D a d e , 1987). 

Even w o m e n w h o d o qualify for the C P T C t ra in ing programs ident i fy a 
n u m b e r of p r o b l e m s . T h e classes, organized o n a full-t ime basis, pose di f f i 
culties for a l l w o m e n w h o have a d d i t i o n a l family responsibil i t ies a n d a part-
t ime j o b . I m m i g r a n t w o m e n also indica ted that the programs d o not take 
in to a c c o u n t the specific experiences o f the i m m i g r a n t w o m e n a n d fai l to 
address the specific needs ar is ing f r o m them (Paredes, 1987). 

E m p l o y m e n t related polic ies a n d programs are another i m p o r t a n t area 
for i m m i g r a n t w o m e n . E m p l o y m e n t a n d Immigrat ion C a n a d a i m p l e m e n t e d 
a series o f t ra in ing a n d skil l u p g r a d i n g programs k n o w n as the C a n a d i a n 
J o b Strategy (CJS) . T h e CJS has been cr i t ic ized for not taking in to a c c o u n t 
the needs o f certain groups of i m m i g r a n t workers (Seward & M c D a d e , 
1987). T h e C a n a d i a n Task Force (1988) ident i f ied the f o l l o w i n g categories 
o f i m m i g r a n t s as seriously disadvantaged in their struggle for e m p l o y m e n t : 
"visible m i n o r i t y " immigrants , i m m i g r a n t y o u t h , o lder immigrants , a n d 
i m m i g r a n t w o m e n . L o w skil led i m m i g r a n t w o m e n are often d i rec ted 
toward e m p l o y m e n t i n specific industries , such as the garment a n d textile 
industry (Boyd, 1986). N o p r o g r a m in the CJS is designed to "de-ghettoize" 
low ski l led i m m i g r a n t w o m e n . T h e y often do not have the language skills 
necessary to take part in the programs and the t ra in ing allowances are 
fairly low (Seward 8c M c D a d e , 1987). T h e C a n a d i a n Task Force (1988) 
i d e n t i f i e d several barriers to entry to e m p l o y m e n t such as language p r o f i 
ciency, evaluat ion o f academic credentials , a n d a l locat ion o f c redi t for 
f o r e i g n exper ience a n d examinat ions . L a c k of recogni t ion o f n o n - C a n a d i a n 
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educa t iona l qual i f i cat ions a n d work exper ience is an area o f great c o n c e r n 
a n d frustrat ion to immigrants , m e n as wel l as w o m e n . Impart ia l evaluation 
o f n o n - C a n a d i a n credentials is d i f f i cu l t to achieve. M a n y trades a n d 
professions requi re C a n a d i a n exper ience in the field a n d both employers 
a n d c r e d e n d a l l i n g bodies are u n a b l e or u n w i l l i n g to assign C a n a d i a n 
equivalencies to i m m i g r a n t experiences (Boyd, 1987; C a n a d i a n Task Force , 
1988). Bureaucrat i c prob lems that prevent i m m i g r a n t s f r o m e n t e r i n g their 
professions i n c l u d e certain requirements d e m a n d e d by the g o v e r n m e n t 
Immigrants are requested to provide o r i g i n a l certificates a n d / o r transcripts 
w h i c h is often impossible , especially for refugees. T r a n s l a t i o n a n d 
in terpre ta t ion o f fore ign credent ia l documents pose diff icult ies , a n d this 
often results in a devaluat ion of credentials (Seward 8c M c D a d e , 1987). T h e 
i m p l i c a t i o n s o f these practices are serious. Fa i lure to obta in r e c o g n i t i o n for 
academic a n d / o r w o r k experiences usually means u n d e r e m p l o y m e n t or 
u n e m p l o y m e n t , a n d for w o m e n immigrants , this may even be c o m p o u n d e d 
w h e n female-role stereotypes come i n t o play (Boyd, 1986, 1987). 

C h i l d care is a c o n c e r n for a l l w o m e n , but it is even m o r e i m p o r t a n t for 
i m m i g r a n t s for two reasons. First, i m m i g r a n t w o m e n part icipate i n the 
l a b o u r force m o r e than C a n a d i a n - b o r n w o m e n . S e c o n d , the needs o f 
i m m i g r a n t c h i l d r e n are di f ferent f r o m the needs of c h i l d r e n o f C a n a d i a n -
b o r n w o m e n . P r e s c h o o l i m m i g r a n t c h i l d r e n often speak their native 
language; this isolates t h e m f r o m the other c h i l d r e n in a regular c h i l d care 
centre (Seward 8c M c D a d e , 1987). 

Rac ism a n d d i s c r i m i n a t i o n in C a n a d a can be f o u n d in a l l areas o f l i fe . 
R a c i s m as d e f i n e d by B r a n d a n d Sri Bhaggiyaddatta (1985) is a "system of 
ideas, laws, practices that regulates the presence, aspirations, act ions, a n d 
l i v e l i h o o d of non-white people i n C a n a d a " (p. 3) . Rac i sm e x p e r i e n c e d by 
"visible m i n o r i t i e s " can be observed i n the general absence o f Asians i n the 
c ivi l service, their j o b aggregation in science a n d the c o m m e r c e fields, a n d 
their lack o f access to heal th a n d social services ( C h a n , 1987). M a i n 
findings o f the C h a n study i n c l u d e d i s c r i m i n a t i o n against the A s i a n 
c o m m u n i t y , d i s c r i m i n a t i o n in j o b h i r i n g , j o b advancement , a n d evaluation 
o f e d u c a t i o n credentials a n d other skills. These forms o f d i s c r i m i n a t i o n 
were also f o u n d i n o ther visible m i n o r i t y groups ( H e n r y 8c G i n z b e r g , 
1985). Canada ' s response to racism has been to seek to combat this at b o t h 
federal a n d p r o v i n c i a l g o v e r n m e n t levels. T h e 1982 C a n a d i a n C h a r t e r o f 
Rights a n d F r e e d o m s a n d the 1988 M u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m A c t are attempts to 
preserve the p r i n c i p l e s of equality, just ice, a n d rights for a l l its p e o p l e 
( N a i d o o , 1989). However , the larger society tends to value the e thnic 
m i n o r i t i e s negatively; therefore, the distinctive values they h o l d are also 
negatively va lued ( S o l o m o n , 1983). A n g l o - S a x o n based customs, f o o d , 
dress, a n d life style are apparendy the only basis for acceptance ( N a i d o o , 
1980). H u g h e s a n d KalIen (1974) refer to this as the Anglo Conformity Model 
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o f e thnic in tegrat ion , w h i c h means a one-way process o f r e q u i r e d 
a c c u l t u r a d o n . As a result the m i n o r i t y ethnic cul ture may become ext inct . 
In contrast, the C a n a d i a n g o v e r n m e n t promotes the Cultural Pluralism 
Model. T h i s m o d e l requires that the accul turat ion a n d the ass imi lat ion 
process be l i m i t e d a n d c o n t r o l l e d . Increased c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d 
interac t ion between people o n a preferably i n f o r m a l basis may p r o m o t e a 
m u l t i c u l t u r a l society ( N a i d o o , 1980). 

C O P I N G S T R A T E G I E S 

E t h n i c p e o p l e seem to be in a part icular ly vulnerable pos i t ion as they 
face the n u m e r o u s stresses i n their new h o m e l a n d . T h e y f requendy u n d e r -
ut i l ize the c o m m u n i t y m e n t a l heal th services w h i c h c o u l d h e l p t h e m to 
cope w i t h the stress. They receive services in less quantity a n d of i n f e r i o r 
quali ty than the n o n - i m m i g r a n t p o p u l a t i o n . T h i s is caused pardy because 
social services i n other countr ies take on di f ferent forms f r o m those in 
C a n a d a , a n d the readiness to seek assistance is di f ferent f r o m cu l ture to 
cul ture ( M i l l e r , 1983). 

Di f fe rent ways o f c o p i n g used by i m m i g r a n t w o m e n have been descr ibed 
by various researchers. M e r c e r , N i c h o l s , a n d Doyle (1989) s tudied the 
details o f the life course o f 80 i m m i g r a n t w o m e n . T h e y discovered that 
many o f the w o m e n m a i n t a i n e d long-term ties wi th loved ones i n the i r 
h o m e l a n d , a n d were able to overcome o v e r w h e l m i n g challenges. These 
w o m e n d i m i n i s h e d their losses, a n d were able to cope as a result. C o p i n g , 
then , is a process that occurs w h e n a w o m a n tries to satisfy her 
requirements i n the face o f diff icult ies and obstacles ( D u c k w o r t h , 1976). 
B u r n e t (1986) describes w o m e n as essential contr ibutors in the adapta t ion 
o f e thnic groups to N o r t h A m e r i c a n l i fe . W o m e n m o n i t o r the n e e d for 
dai ly survival o f the family; they set u p i m m i g r a n t homes , h e l p m a i n t a i n 
c o m m u n i t y cohesiveness, assist in business, school , a n d c h u r c h ; they teach 
a n d h e l p to create a new identity by c o m b i n i n g o ld a n d new values. 

N a i d o o (1985) portrays the challenges South Asian w o m e n e n c o u n t e r 
whi le t rying to adjust to C a n a d i a n life. These challenges revolve a r o u n d a 
d u a l d e m a n d o f ident i f i ca t ion : (a) social acceptance w i t h i n the host cu l ture 
a n d (b) maintenance o f those facets of the ancestral cul ture w h i c h are 
perce ived as essential for one's identity and self-concept. In in tegra t ing 
these di f ferent values, they cons idered the bel ief in self, their k n o w l e d g e 
o f the E n g l i s h language, a n d h e l p f u l a n d supportive spouses as useful a n d 
fac i l i tat ing factors. It was also f o u n d that contemporary , l ibera l , a n d outgo
i n g indiv idua ls were better able to cope with the new experiences than 
their m o r e t rad i t iona l -bound counterparts ( N a i d o o , 1985). 

W a r r e n (1986) describes six processes or " transi t ional br idges" w h i c h 
i m m i g r a n t w o m e n employ to make their transit ion f r o m one c u l t u r e to 
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another . These bridges portray the atdtudes the w o m e n de ve lo pe d o n the 
basis o f their experiences . The continuity bridge of familiar persons involves the 
c o n d n u a d o n o f one 's ro le i n the new h o m e l a n d . T h i s results i n a 
s tabi l iz ing a n d b u f f e r i n g effect o n the negative consequences w h i c h are an 
integral part o f the i m m i g r a d o n process. The traditional female bridge allows 
w o m e n to view their stay in C a n a d a as a c o n d n u a d o n of their lives i n the 
country o f o r i g i n . They believe that their lives wi th the t radi t ional roles are 
s imi lar to those o f w o m e n a r o u n d the w o r l d . The burning of traditional 
bridges is a way o f c o p i n g in w h i c h w o m e n break away f r o m the t radi t iona l 
roles o f their parents. W o m e n a d o p t i n g this c o p i n g strategy feel it is the 
best way to m a k e the transit ion successfully. It often creates h i g h degrees 
o f a n g u i s h . Support group bridges are i m p o r t a n t in terms of identity a n d self-
c o n f i d e n c e . T h e y create o p p o r t u n i t i e s for w o m e n to b u i l d a sense o f 
suppor t w i t h others. The (negative) discriminatory bridge and the 
overcompensatory bridge are two di f ferent strategies used to cope with 
p r e j u d i c i a l att i tudes. I m m i g r a n t w o m e n , sensing the d i s c r i m i n a t i o n that 
exists i n the C a n a d i a n society, may use the d i s c r i m i n a t i o n as a deterrent 
to g r o w t h . T h e (negative) d iscr iminatory br idge does not seem conduc ive 
to a posit ive adaptat ion process. I m m i g r a n t w o m e n e m p l o y i n g the 
overcompensatory br idge react toward d i s c r i m i n a t i o n in a more 
construct ive way. They feel that they need to overachieve in o r d e r to be 
successful. T h i s may result i n a successful br idge o f t ransi t ion. The positive 
and pragmatic bridge is a way of c o p i n g i n w h i c h characteristics such as 
c o n f i d e n c e i n oneself a n d in one's o w n abilities, resi l ience, and 
resourcefulness seem i m p o r t a n t i n order to make the transi t ion 
successfully. 

It appears that many of the previously m e n t i o n e d bridges involve a 
relatively s t rong sense of one 's o w n ethnic identity. T h i s supports the idea 
that a s u p p o r t network in the f o r m of close relatives a n d friends, an e thnic 
c o m m u n i t y , a n d / o r organized support w h i c h emphasizes the e thnic 
identity, is very i m p o r t a n t i n the adaptat ion process. T h e ethnic identi ty 
provides the security, the bel ief in oneself, to be open to new ideas, to take 
risks, a n d to incorporate positive features o f the new e n v i r o n m e n t . 

S O C I A L S U P P O R T / S O C I A L N E T W O R K S 

T h e term "social suppor t " can be de f ined as an interpersonal transaction 
i n v o l v i n g one or more o f the f o l l o w i n g features: (a) e m o t i o n a l c o n c e r n 
w h i c h involves car ing, trust, a n d empathy; (b) ins t rumenta l a i d w h i c h 
inc ludes p r o v i s i o n o f goods a n d services; (c) i n f o r m a t i o n a l suppor t w h i c h 
involves g i v i n g i n f o r m a t i o n or teaching a ski l l w h i c h can provide a so lut ion 
to a p r o b l e m ; (d) appraisal suppor t w h i c h involves i n f o r m a t i o n that helps 
one evaluate personal p e r f o r m a n c e . These categories s h o u l d be viewed as 
in terre la ted c o m p o n e n t s rather than i n d e p e n d e n t entities (House , 1981). 
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T h e suppor t may be accessible to the i n d i v i d u a l t h r o u g h social des to 
indiv iduals , c o m m u n i t y , a n d the inst i tut ional ized suppor t systems. Socia l 
s u p p o r t general ly is related to physical a n d menta l wel l -be ing . L i n , Ense l , 
S i m e o n e , and R u o (1979) p o i n t e d out that social suppor t may act as an 
antecedent factor that reduces the l i k e l i h o o d of life changes o c c u r r i n g , or 
as a buf fer ing factor that, after the life changes take place, contro ls the 
in terpre ta t ion o f the events a n d the e m o t i o n a l response to t h e m . Recent 
studies have shown that immigrants generally have smaller s u p p o r t systems 
available when c o m p a r e d to A n g l o people (Vega & K o l o d y , 1985). 
F r e q u e n d y , they lose part or a l l o f their social network whe n they leave 
their country a n d setde in to a new h o m e l a n d . In a d d i t i o n , it appears that 
i m m i g r a n t s have m o r e dif f icult ies in in i t ia t ing or sustaining support ive 
re lat ionships (Vega, K o l o d y , & Val le , 1986). I m m i g r a n t w o m e n especially 
are m o r e l ikely to be constra ined by tradi t ion f r o m d e v e l o p i n g new social 
networks (Canadian Task Force , 1988). 

W o o n (1986) describes the advantages for Chinese i m m i g r a n t s o f hav ing 
close relatives l iv ing nearby. W h e n a h i g h degree o f c o o p e r a t i o n exists 
a m o n g relatives, bo th m u t u a l a id and e m o t i o n a l support can be f o u n d . 
T h e y h e l p each other to find l iv ing quarters a n d e m p l o y m e n t , encourage 
a n d consult one another , a n d share the frustration e x p e r i e n c e d at work . 
W i t h o u t e m o t i o n a l support , immigrants tend to lose their urge to succeed 
in the C a n a d i a n society; they d r o p out o f courses, stop search ing for 
e m p l o y m e n t , a n d give u p their hopes and dreams. 

M a n y immigrants arrive in the new country wi thout family o r f r iends , 
a n d d e p e n d o n their e thnic c o m m u n i t y for support . FUhnicity is a major 
f o r m of g r o u p ident i f i ca t ion a n d gives a sense of b e l o n g i n g ( M c G o l d r i c k , 
1987). T h e e thnic c o m m u n i t y may ful f i l many support ive funct ions 
i n c l u d i n g preservation o f the cul tura l heritage, c o m p a n i o n s h i p , a n d 
pro tec t ion against hostil ity a n d d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ( N a n n , 1982). N a n n a n d T o 
(1982) describe h o w the ethnic c o m m u n i t y may del iver pract ical services 
s imi lar to those p r o v i d e d by the Chinese relatives as m e n t i o n e d above. 

However , famil ies a n d ethnic c o m m u n i t i e s can not only be a f o r m of 
s u p p o r t but also of stress. " C e r t a i n types of social networks a m o n g i m m i 
grants seem to w o r k against their social mobi l i ty a n d psychological wel l -
b e i n g " ( K u o & T s a i , 1986, p . 136). As m e n t i o n e d before, i m m i g r a n t w o m e n 
often become d e p e n d e n t o n their husbands. A n y d e p e n d e n t re la t ionsh ip 
carries the danger of abuse, a n d the i m m i g r a n t husband-wife re la t ionsh ip 
is n o di f ferent ( C a n a d i a n I a s k Force, 1988). In a d d i t i o n , s t rong ties 
between the m e m b e r s o f an ethnic group) tend to discourage w o m e n f r o m 
o b t a i n i n g new i n f o r m a t i o n necessary to their social mobi l i ty ( K u o & Tsai , 
1986). Walker , M a c B r i d e , a n d V a c h o n (1977) stated that a dense network 
may act as a trap, f o r c i n g an i n d i v i d u a l to behave w i t h i n a l i m i t e d set o f 
normat ive expectat ions a n d social contacts rather than encourage her to 
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e x p a n d her h o r i z o n s . T h u s , whereas a h i g h dense network is associated 
w i t h fast a n d ready assistance, a low dense network allows an i n d i v i d u a l to 
m a n o e u v r e a n d grow ( W e l l m a n , 1981). 

In a d d i t i o n to relatives and c o m m u n i t y networks, ins t i tu t ional ized 
s u p p o r t systems are sometimes set u p to r e s p o n d to the setdement needs 
o f i m m i g r a n t p e o p l e . N a n n (1982) discussed two outreach projects i n the 
city o f V a n c o u v e r . T h o s e projects p r o v i d e d educat iona l a n d social services, 
thereby s t r e n g t h e n i n g the i m m i g r a n t famil ies and h e l p i n g to alleviate the 
c o n f u s i o n a n d disor ienta t ion that f requent ly accompanies the u p r o o t i n g 
e x p e r i e n c e . T o what degree organized h e l p is facultative to the adjustment 
process may be a topic o f debate. Some people believe strongly i n its 
usefulness, others are more d o u b t f u l . S o u t h As ian i m m i g r a n t w o m e n 
c o n s i d e r e d o r g a n i z e d he lp , C a n a d i a n as wel l as So uth A s i a n , a m o n g the 
factors that were less h e l p f u l i n the adjustment process. O n l y a smal l 
percentage (33.3%) o f the w o m e n perceived the c h u r c h , social services, 
a n d v o l u n t e e r groups as h e l p f u l ( N a i d o o , 1985). 

T H E R O L E O F T H E C O U N S E L L O R 

In a c o u n t r y w i t h such cu l tura l diversity, C a n a d i a n counse l lors are 
b e g i n n i n g to acknowledge the n e e d for in te rcu l tura l c o u n s e l l i n g . N o r t h 
A m e r i c a n pract i t ioners typically have been trained i n a variety of 
c o u n s e l l i n g techniques w h i c h emphasize the individual i ty o f the person 
often w i t h o u t c o n s i d e r i n g a socio-cultural perspective. These e t h n o c e n t r i c 
approaches of ten bewi lder and confuse the cultural ly di f ferent c l i ent . As 
a consequence , the c l ient f requendy fails to benefit f r o m the c o u n s e l l i n g 
process a n d does not return for future appointments . Rather than 
a t t r ibut ing these fai lures to the cl ients, the counse l lor may want to l o o k at 
the appropr ia teness o f the counse l l ing process (Draguns, 1989). I m m i g r a n t 
w o m e n w h o c o m e to therapy carry their own "part icular i n t e r n a l i z e d 
c o m b i n a t i o n o f external ly d e t e r m i n e d a n d intra-psychic confl ic ts" ( E s p i n , 
1985, p . 169). E s p i n stressed the i m p o r t a n c e o f d is t inguish ing between the 
confl icts that have their o r i g i n i n societal pressures and those confl icts 
ar i s ing f r o m in terna l psychological sources. Conf l ic ts o r i g i n a t i n g f r o m 
socia l izat ion processes are better u n d e r s t o o d in l ight o f their social 
contexts a n d structures. T h e counse l lor needs to translate these c u l t u r a l 
characterist ics i n t o subjective goals o f the c l ient (Draguns, 1989). 

In reviewing the l i terature o n cross-cultural counse l l ing , some factors 
i m p o r t a n t to the effectiveness o f the c o u n s e l l i n g process become apparent . 
Sue (1981) p r o p o s e d that cross-cultural counse l l ing effectiveness w i l l most 
l ike ly i m p r o v e w h e n c l ient a n d counse l lor share the same w o r l d view. T h i s 
w o u l d facilitate the counsel lor ' s use o f counse l l ing processes a n d 
d e f i n i t i o n s o f goals consistent w i t h the cl ient 's life style. T h e cross-cultural 
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counse l lor needs to develop a d e e p u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the cl ient 's cul ture 
and its heritage. A n effective way o f l e a r n i n g about a new ethnic g r o u p is 
by cu l tura l i m m e r s i o n or p r o l o n g e d contact wi th that c o m m u n i t y (Dean 
& Rosen , 1955). T h e counse l lor also needs a g o o d u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the 
socio-pol i t ical system o f the new h o m e l a n d , especially o f the ro le c u l t u r a l 
racism plays i n the d e v e l o p m e n t o f identity a n d w o r l d views a m o n g 
m i n o r i t y groups (Sue, 1981). 

In the course o f the counsel lor ' s e x p l o r a t i o n , he or she s h o u l d become 
aware o f the value discrepancies between h i m or herself a n d the c l ient a n d 
e l iminate the value j u d g e m e n t s that often go h a n d i n h a n d with the 
cul tura l di f ferences (S luzki , 1979). T h e counse l lor s h o u l d also be aware of 
n o n v e r b a l dif ferences in c o m m u n i c a t i o n ; i n t o n a t i o n o f language, facial 
express ion, a n d b o d i l y postures give di f ferent messages in di f ferent cultures 
(Sue & Sue, 1977) a n d may lead to m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d c o n f u s i o n i n the 
c o u n s e l l i n g process. 

T h e cl ient 's value system is very m u c h related to the c l ient-counsel lor 
re la t ionship . S o l o m o n (1983) observed that some i m m i g r a n t cl ients prefer 
a c o u n s e l l o r w h o provides structure, gives advice, a n d is m o r e author i tar ian 
in the c o u n s e l l i n g role . O t h e r s prefer a m o r e egalitarian a p p r o a c h w i t h a 
r e d u c t i o n of inequal i ty between the counse l lor a n d cl ient . A m a t c h 
between cl ient 's expectat ions a n d counse l lor ' s behaviour in the c o u n s e l l i n g 
re lat ion is a s igni f icant factor in the counsel lor ' s credibi l i ty (Sue, 1981). 
T h e counse l lor ' s credibi l i ty is an i m p o r t a n t p r e c o n d i t i o n for trust a n d 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g between the c l ient a n d the counse l lor . A counse l lor 
perce ived as trustworthy s h o u l d be i n f o r m e d , capable, a n d inte l l igent (Sue, 
1981). 

In h e l p i n g i m m i g r a n t w o m e n , the counse l lor together wi th the c l ient 
wi l l e x p l o r e a l l l i fe opt ions to e x p a n d the range o f possibil i t ies available to 
the c l ient . As part o f this process, the counse l lor s h o u l d c o m m u n i c a t e to 
the c l ient that the migratory process is intr insical ly stressful a n d that 
confl icts are not an unusua l by-product (S luzki , 1979). S l u z k i also 
suggested that it may be h e l p f u l for a counse l lor to explore how the c l ient 
dealt w i t h previous conflicts; this may b e c o m e a g u i d e l i n e for the 
intervent ion process of present a n d future compla ints . A l t h o u g h some 
cultures are present-or iented, the counse l lor may have to a d d some future 
or ienta t ion a n d p l a n n i n g in the intervent ion p r o g r a m . 

M o s t e x p l o r a t i o n takes place t h r o u g h verbal exchange between 
counse l lor a n d cl ient , but o ther approaches are available. E s p i n (1985) 
descr ibed some techniques relevant for H i s p a n i c w o m e n with somatic 
compla ints as a result o f stress a n d anxiety. E x a m p l e s w o u l d be progressive 
re laxat ion , use o f imagery a n d fantasy, a n d Gestalt approaches . A s H i s p a n i c 
w o m e n tend to rely o n other w o m e n to discuss their problems, E s p i n 
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suggested the deve lopment of w o m e n ' s groups as a f o r m o f therapy. As 
such groups develop, they may also become support groups for w o m e n 
w h o feel isolated in their new country . A similar a p p r o a c h has been 
suggested by Vega, K o l o d y , a n d V a l l e (1986) for M e x i c a n i m m i g r a n t 
w o m e n . T h e i r f indings showed that the maintenance o f wel l -being is closely 
related to the presence o f conf idante support . A s this support is not always 
accessible to i m m i g r a n t w o m e n , the counse l lor may have to become 
i n s t r u m e n t a l i n p r o v i d i n g l inks between the cl ient a n d the c o m m u n i t y 
( G o t d i e b , 1983). 

In summary , if cross-cultural counsel lors are to be effective in 
c o u n s e l l i n g i m m i g r a n t w o m e n , they need to be aware o f their o w n values 
a n d the values o f their clients. T h e y need to be f lexible in the c o u n s e l l i n g 
process so that they w i l l choose the therapeutic interventions that fit the 
cl ient 's par t i cu lar s i tuat ion. 

C O N C L U S I O N 

T h e social , po l i t i ca l , a n d e c o n o m i c C a n a d i a n policies , a n d the absence 
a n d presence o f social support groups are impor tant factors i n i m m i g r a n t 
w o m e n ' s efforts to adjust to a new h o m e l a n d . C a n a d i a n pol ic ies appear to 
place i m m i g r a n t w o m e n in a disadvantaged posi t ion as far as educat iona l 
a n d e m p l o y m e n t oppor tuni t i es are c o n c e r n e d . W o m e n often are 
ghet to ized i n low- paying a n d low-status jobs, because of insuf f ic ient 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s to i m p r o v e language def ic iencies a n d work skills, a n d lack o f 
a p p r o p r i a t e a n d affordable chi ld-care facilities. 

T h e exis t ing socio-economic inequal i t ies make it d i f f i cu l t for i m m i g r a n t 
w o m e n to m a k e a successful t ransi t ion f r o m one cul ture to another . In 
o r d e r to alleviate the stress a n d dissatisfaction, w o m e n in transi t ion can 
prof i t f r o m s u p p o r t in the f o r m o f relatives/friends, e thnic c o m m u n i t y , 
a n d ins t i tu t ional ized support networks. S t rong social s u p p o r t serves to 
prevent d e m o r a l i z a t i o n by al leviat ing the negative effects o f a stressor by 
direcdy p r o m o t i n g wel l -being. Yet, a dense network has been f o u n d to be 
d e t r i m e n t a l to the growt i i of i m m i g r a n t w o m e n . W o m e n may be especially 
vulnerab le to the negative consequences o f a dense support network 
because of their often isolated pos i t ion in the tradi t ional family. Cross-
cu l tura l counsel lors can play an i m p o r t a n t role in al leviat ing stress as a 
result o f i so la t ion . T h e y may become ins t rumenta l i n assisting i m m i g r a n t 
w o m e n to create a balanced suppor t network that allows for support as wel l 
as personal g r o w t h . 

References 

Boyd, M . (1986). Immigrant women in Canada. In R J . Simon Sc C .B. Brettel ( E d s ) , 
International migration: The female experience (pp. 46-61). New York: Rowman Sc Allanheld. 



Canadian Immigrant Women in Transition 181 

Boyd, M . (1987). Migrant women in Canada: Profiles and policies. Ontario: Carleton University, 
Department of Sociology and Anthropology. 

Brand, D . , & S r i Bhaggiyadatta 1K. (1985). Rivers have sources, trees have roots: Speaking ojracism. 
Toronto : Cross Cultural Communication Centre. 

Burnet, J . (1986). Looking into my sister's eyes: An exploration in women's history. Toronto : 
Multicultural History Society of Ontario. 

Canadian Task Force. ( 1988). After the door has opened: Mental health issues affecting immigrants 
and refugees in Canada. Toronto : Author. 

C h a n , K.B. (1987). Perceived social discrimination and responses: A n analysis of perceptions 
of Chinese and Indo-Chinese community leaders. CanadianEthnicStudies, /9(3), 126-147. 

D e a n 1 J T . , & R o s e n 1 A . (1955). A manual of intergroup relations. Chicago: Universi tyofChicago 
Press. 

Draguns.J .D. (1989). Dilemmas and choices in cross-cultural counseling: T h e universal versus 
the culturally distinct. In P B . Pedersen 1 J .G. Draguns 1 W J . Conner , & J . E . T r i m b l e ( E d s ) , 
Counseling across cultures (pp. 3-21). H o n o l u l u : University of Hawaii Press. 

D u c k w o n h , D. (1976). H u m a n coping. InJ. Adams, J. Hayes, Sc B. Hopson ( E d s ) , Transitions: 
Understanding and managing personal change (pp. 54-61). L o n d o n : Martin Robertson. 

F'.spin, D . M . (1985). Psychotherapywith Hispanic women: Some considerations. In P. Pedersen 
(Ed.) , Handbook of cross-cultured counseling and therapy (pp. 165-172). L o n d o n , England: 
Greenwood Press. 

Gottlieb, B. (1983). Social Support strategies: Guidelines for mental health practice. Beverly Hills , C A : 
Sage. 

Henry, F., & Ginzberg, E. (1985). Who gets the work? A test on racial discrimination in employment. 
Toronto : The Urban Alliance on Race relations and the Social Planning Counci l of Metro 
Toronto . 

House, J.S. (1981). Work, stress, and social support. Reading, M A : Addison-Wesley. 

Hughes, D R . , Sc Kallen, E. (1974). The anatomy of racism: Canadian dimensions. Montreal: Ffar-
vest House. 

Kuo 1 W . H . , & Tsai, Y. (1986). Social networking, hardiness, and immigrant's mental health. 
Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 27, 133-149. 

L i n , N . , Ensel, W . M . , Simeone, R.S., Sc Kuo, W. (1979). Social support, stressful life events, 
and illness: A model and empirical test, journal of Health and Social Behavior, 20, 108-119. 

McGoldrick, M . (1987). Ethnicity and family therapy: A n overview. In M . McGoIdrick, J. 
Pearce & J . Giordano (Eds.), Ethnidty and family therapy (pp. 3-30). New York: T h e Guilford 
Press. 

Mercer, R .T . , Nichols, A . G . , Sc Doyle, D . C . (1989). Transitions in a woman's life: Major Ufeevents 
in a developmental context New York: Springer. 

Miller, S.O. (1983). Practice in cross-cultural settings. In A. Rosenblatt Sc D. Waldfogel (Eds.), 
Handbook of clinical sodai work (pp. 490-517). San F'rancisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Naidoo, J . C (1980). New perspectives on South Asian women in Canada. In N . A . Nyiri Sc T . 
Miljan (Eds.), Unity in diversity: Proceedings of inlerdisdplinary seminars at Wilfred Laurier 
University (Vol. 2, pp. 199-266). Waterloo: Waterloo Lutheran University Press. 

Naidoo 1 J .C . (1985). A portrait of South Asian Canadian women. In J. Singh (Ed.) , SiAA 
women's seminar (pp. 2-28). Willowdale, Ontario: T h e Sikh Social and Educational Society. 



182 Gerda Wittebrood, Sharon Robertson 

Naidoo, J . C (1987). Women of South Asian origin: Status of research, problems, future issues. 
In M . Israel ( E d ) , The Southern Asian diaspora in Canada: Six essays (pp. 37-58). Toronto : 
Multicultural History of Ontario. 

Naidoo, J . C . (1988). Mental health issues affecting immigrants and refugees: Spedai needs groups. 
Waterloo, Ontario: Waterloo Lutheran University Press. 

Naidoo, J . C . (1989). Canada's response to racism: Visible minority in Ontario. Waterloo, Ontario: 
Waterloo Lutheran University Press. 

N a n n , B. (1982). Settlement programs for immigrant women and families. In R . C . Nann 
(Ed.) , Uprooting and surviving: Adaptation and resettling of migrant families and children (pp. 
85-94). Dordrecht, H o l l a n d : Reidel. 

N a n n , R . C . , & T o , L . (1982). Experience of Chinese immigrants in Canada: (A) Building an 
indigenous support system. In R C Nann ( E d ) , Uprooting and surviving: Adaptation and re
settling of migrant families and children (pp. 155-164). Dordrecht, H o l l a n d : Reidel. 

Paredes, M . (1987). Immigrant women and second-language education: A study of unequal 
access to linguistic resources. Resources for Feminine Research, 16(1), 23-27. 

Parson, K. (1983). I'm an immigrant woman. MuUiculturaUsm, 6(4), 8-13. 

Seward, S B . , Sc McDade , K. (1987). Immigrant women in Canada: A pokey perspective Ottawa: 

T h e Institute for Research and Public Policy. 

Sluzki, C E . (1979). Migration and family conflicL Family Process, 18, 381-390. 

Solomon, B.B. (1983). Value issues in working with minority clients. In A. Rosenblatt & D. 
Waldfogel ( E d s ) , Handbook of clinical sodai work (pp. 866-887). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Sue, D.W. (1981). Counseling the culturally different- Theory and practice. New York: Wiley. 

Sue, D.W. , Sc Sue, D. (1977). Barriers to effective cross-cultural counseling. Journal of Counsel

ing Psychology, 24, 420^129. 

Vega, W . A . , Sc Kolody, B. (1985). T h e meaning of social support and the mediation of stress 
across cultures. In W . A . Vega Sc M . Miranda ( E d s ) , Stress and Hispanic mental health 
Washington, D C : National Institute of Mental Health. 

Vega, W . A . , Kolody, B., Sc Valle, J R . (1986). T h e relationship of marital status, confidant 
support, and depression among Mexican immigrant women. Journal of Mamage and the 
Family, 48, 597-605. 

Walker, K , MacBride, A . , & Vachon, L.S. (1977). Social support networks and the crisis of 
bereavement. SocialSdenceandtheMedicine, 11, 35-41. 

Warren, C . E . (1986). Vignettes of hfe: Experience and self-perception of new Canadian women. 

Calgary, A B : Datselig. 

Wellman, R.S. (1981 ). Applying network analysis to the study of support. In B. Gottlieb (Ed.), 

Sodai networks and social support (pp. 171-200). Beverly Hills, C A : Sage. 

Woon, Y (1986). Some adjustment aspects of Viemamese and Sino-Viemamese families in 
Victoria, Canada. Journal of ComparativeFamily Studies, 27(3), 349-370. 

About the authors 

Dr. Sharon Robertson is an Associate Professor at the University of Calgary in the Department 
of Educational Psychology. Her specialization is in counselling and school psychology; 
teaching counselling theories. 

(ierda Wittebrood is a graduate from the Department of Educational Psychology at the 
University of Calgary. Her specialization is in counselling immigrant women's issues. 


