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executive summary
the Centre on Aging’s 31st Annual spring research symposium was held at the 
university of manitoba, bannatyne Campus from may 5-6, 2014. As part of the 
symposium, a half-day workshop was held to allow in-depth discussion among 
participants on issues affecting older immigrants and their families and look at 
possible solutions to promote change. A total of 46 individuals attended the 
workshop and discussed three topics related to immigrant seniors: 

•	 social engagement and leisure activity participation

•	 health care services

•	 housing

the goal of the discussion was to identify positive things that are happening, 
challenges, and solutions in relation to older immigrants and their families within 
each of the three topic areas. 

Key conclusions from the workshop are the need to:

•	 improve language services (e.g., formal language classes or informal groups)

•	 provide more easily-understandable, easily-accessible information of services 
and resources that are available 

•	 target diverse places in disseminating information (e.g., grocery stores, banks, 
realty offices) 

•	 increase services and opportunities for older immigrants (e.g., interpreting, social 
programs, orientation to Canadian life, such as dealing with the weather)

•	 provide transportation services to help older immigrants attend medical 
appointments, social and educational services and activities

•	 create more diverse housing options that accommodate the needs of culturally 
diverse seniors (e.g., three-generation households)

•	 facilitate and improve connections and partnerships among health, social, 
and ethno-cultural community organizations, and public and private service 
providers 

•	 advocate for older immigrants (e.g., to increase funding for services)

•	 conduct a needs assessment to identify specific needs of seniors from different 
cultural groups
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Background
each year, thousands of people immigrate to Canada, with a considerable 
proportion deciding to live in manitoba. in 2012, 13,312 people immigrated to 
manitoba (Citizenship and immigration Canada, 2012). many immigrants have little 
to no knowledge of either official language. in manitoba, 14,135 individuals were 
unable to speak either english or French in 2011 (statistics Canada, 2011).  Although 
the typical immigrant is younger, older people do immigrate to Canada. moreover, 
younger immigrants will eventually age in their new chosen homeland. due to 
potential language or cultural factors, older immigrants may have unique needs in 
relation to social engagement services and opportunities, health care services, and 
housing.  

the Centre on Aging’s 31st Annual spring research symposium, held at the 
university of manitoba, bannatyne Campus from may 5-6, 2014 was designed to 
address some of these issues. specifically, the symposium focused on two themes: 
aging as a global phenomenon and issues that aging immigrants face in their new 
homeland. 

on may 5, the symposium started off with presentations on global aging. the 
afternoon involved presentations on issues affecting older immigrants and their 
families locally.

on may 6, a half-day workshop was held to allow in-depth discussion among 
participants on issues affecting older immigrants and their families and look at 
possible solutions to promote change. 

Workshop participants discussed three topics related to immigrant seniors: 

•	 social engagement and leisure activity participation

•	 health care services

•	 housing

Forty-six individuals attended the workshop. participants were divided into six 
breakout groups (two groups per topic) of 6–9 individuals per group. each group 
had a facilitator and a note taker assigned to it.  

this report summarizes the discussions at the may 6, 2014 workshop.
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Questions addressed
the goal of the breakout groups was to identify positive things that are happening, 
challenges, and solutions in relation to older immigrants and their families. 
specifically, the following questions were asked:

•	 What are the good things in Winnipeg (or elsewhere) that help older immigrants 
and their families in terms of ... (social engagement or health care or housing)? 
For example, effective services for older immigrants, supportive policies, or other 
good examples.

•	 What are the challenges or difficulties that need to be addressed in terms of ... 
(social engagement or health care or housing)? For example, informational needs, 
resources, or attitudinal barriers.

•	 What are the most important solutions to address the challenges experienced by 
older immigrants and their families?

•	 Considering the three most important solutions, what needs to happen to 
implement them?

how this report is organized
this report is organized into three sections: 

•	 social engagement and leisure activity participation

•	 health care services

•	 housing

Within each section, good things already in place that were identified by workshop 
participants are listed, followed by challenges and solutions.



Report of the May 6 Centre on Aging Spring Research Symposium workshop on issues affecting older immigrants     5

Social engagement and leisure activity 
participation

Good things already in place
organizations that provide english language classes for immigrants,  
such as ...

•	 A&o: support services for older Adults, entry program for older Adults 
immigrants

•	 religious groups

•	 Community centres

•	 immigrant settlement services

organizations that provide services for seniors, such as ...

•	 senior resource councils

•	 senior centres

Seniors can engage in activities that are free or available at low cost,  
such as ...

•	 physical activity classes

•	 Walking trails

•	 Walking clubs

•	 mall activities

values

•	 Canada is a democratic society that cares for people
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Challenges 
Challenges to being socially engaged and participating in leisure activities include:

for immigrant seniors

•	 language barriers

•	 Financial barriers (such as expensive fitness classes)

•	 transportation

•	 not knowing how to access services

•	 technology (such as cell phones and computers)

•	 seniors’ attitudes and perceptions (such as lack of trust, not valuing services 
enough)

•	 elder abuse, which is more difficult to address due to language barriers

•	 dealing with the climate which can make it difficult to access services

for organizations

•	 dealing with diverse groups (such as different cultural groups, people with 
differing needs)

•	 difficulties in connecting with older immigrants due to language barriers and 
cultural barriers

•	 decreasing government funding for programs

•	 lack of cooperation between the levels of government, school divisions, 
businesses, etc. regarding providing services

•	 lack of a permanent physical space to provide services for many groups/
organizations

•	 policies (such as bill C24, which means that older adults would have to be 65+ to 
be exempt from the Citizenship test rather than the current exemption age of 
55+, yet, there has been no increase in government funding for language classes, 
etc. for older adults)
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Solutions
build relationships

•	 build trust and relationships with immigrant seniors 

•	 Create partnerships, for example, by linking programs and services by area and 
working together

•	 exchange  information between communities

•	 expand community networks and include older immigrants (e.g., Fort garry 
Community network)

•	 Connect with leaders in the community to get a sense of how best to 
communicate with older immigrants

enhance communication of available services and resources

•	 newsletters

•	 brochures with pictures and bullets

•	 Advertisement on shopping bags

•	 translate existing information into different languages and distribute through 
advertisements, grocery stores, etc.

Provide opportunities

•	 encourage older immigrants to learn english and provide opportunities for 
learning through, for example, hobby groups (e.g., gardening, cooking, etc.)

•	 provide introduction to services 

•	 provide opportunities for casual get-togethers (such as going for coffee) to help 
immigrants learn about transportation, customs, everyday activities, how to 
handle the weather, etc.  

•	 get students involved (such as teaching english, connecting with communities)

•	 provide transportation to services

Advocate

•	 government advocacy

•	 Advocacy to increase funding

Research

•	 Conduct a needs assessment to find out what older immigrants want 

•	 evaluate programs
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health care
Good things already in place
Publicly funded health care services, such as ...

•	 home care

•	 Access centres

•	 geriatric assessment teams

•	 mental health team

•	 interpretive services through Winnipeg regional health Authority

organizations that provide services and resources, such as ...

•	 Welcome centre for newcomers

•	 senior resource councils

•	 Community centres

•	 Centre on Aging

•	 network of organizations Working for War Affected newcomers (noWAn)

•	 seniors support line 

english language classes 

•	 Classes provided by A&o: support services for older Adults, entry program for 
older Adults immigrants

Private businesses that provide services for seniors, such as ...

•	 Companion care

•	 meal delivery

Resource guides, such as ...

•	 the Manitoba Seniors’ Guide that is produced and distributed by the seniors and 
healthy Aging secretariat and the manitoba Council on Aging

•	 newcomers’ orientation package published by the manitoba interfaith 
immigration Council inc. 

values

•	 Canada promotes multiculturalism rather than acculturation and assimilation
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Challenges
Challenges in relation to health care services include:

Limited knowledge of the health care system

•	 information may not be available in immigrants’ first language

•	 Access to information may require internet use

Cultural differences in communication, such as ...

•	 eye contact

•	 touching

•	 gestures

Cultural differences in understanding of health and health care

•	 medical model versus holistic approach

•	 medical model versus social model

Lack of time on the part of health care providers 

•	 to spend with older adults and their families

•	 to build rapport

•	 to understand needs

Solutions
enhance communication of available services and resources

•	 Articles in ethno-cultural community newsletters

•	 newcomers’ handbook

•	 radio, tV, newspapers

•	 direct dissemination (personalization)

•	 internet

•	 seminars with invited speakers

•	 one unifying presence or source of information

•	 translate the Manitoba Seniors Guide into more languages
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target diverse settings and people to disseminate health care information 

•	 health care settings and health care providers

•	 banks

•	 travel agencies

•	 realtors and property managers

•	 Caregivers 

•	 Workplaces

•	 manitoba start program

•	 Cultural associations

•	 younger family members and grandchildren as point of contact

•	 manitoba health (where people receive their manitoba health card)

enhance translation and interpreting services

•	 Audio translations for those with low reading skills

•	 provide more language options for interpretation in health care settings

Create more cultural sensitivity

•	 be aware of differences between different cultures

•	 emphasize the importance of cultural sensitivity in training programs for health 
care professionals. 

•	 increase health care staffing levels to allow building of rapport 

•	 develop culture-specific guidelines, such as food guideline 

Advocate

•	 establish advisory committee

•	 stress importance of these issues

•	 Attract more funding for multicultural organizations for communication, 
planning and delivery of culturally appropriate programs and services to 
promote health and well-being of immigrant seniors.  
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housing
Good things already in place
variety of housing options, such as ...

•	 housing specifically for certain ethnic groups or age groups

•	 subsidized (low income) housing

•	 Assisted living apartments

•	 supportive housing

•	 manitoba housing is currently piloting a supportive housing model in which 
residents are provided with two meals a day

Services and resources to help people age in place

•	 home care

•	 meals on wheels

•	 Advisory tenant Committees through manitoba housing allow residents to have 
an input in housing decisions and activities 

older immigrants are supported by family

•	 there is an intergenerational culture

Housing resources 

•	 A&o: support services for older Adults maintains a listing of seniors apartments 
and rent prices

•	 immigrant and refugee Community organization of manitoba (irCom)
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Challenges
for immigrant seniors

•	 lack of knowledge about housing options

•	 immigrants don’t always know their rights

•	 the amount of information can be overwhelming

•	 because of language issues, people may not access available options, such a 
personal care home

•	 basic poverty as an issue in accessing safe and appropriate housing

in terms of housing

•	 lack of diversity in housing options

* For three-generation families

* Co-op housing

* low-income housing

•	 poorly maintained buildings

•	 the danger of “ghettoizing” older immigrants who live with family or in housing 
for specific cultural groups 

* lack of integration into Canadian culture

* do not learn english

•	 lack of housing policy for older immigrants
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Solutions
•	 raise awareness of regulations

•	 Create more diverse housing options, such as co-op housing, housing that 
accommodates three-generation families

•	 match up people from same culture in empty apartments

•	 provide subsidies to renovate existing housing to allow people to age in place or 
to support multi-generation housing design

•	 increase the monthly amount of rent aid 

•	 Create housing partnerships with ethno-cultural organizations

•	 help relieve poverty in general so that immigrants do not need to depend on 
subsidized housing

•	 ensure that home care services accommodate people from different cultural 
backgrounds so that older immigrants can age in place
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