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Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer  
and/or questioning (LGBTQ) newcomers are an 
integral, though often invisible, part of immigrant, 
refugee and LGBTQ communities. Experiencing 
marginalization from within cultural communities 
and mainstream LGBTQ communities often leaves 
individuals feeling that there are few options for 
obtaining services. Recognizing that good practices 
already exist in the sector, The Ontario Council of 
Agencies Serving Immigrants (OCASI) developed the 
Positive Spaces Initiative (PSI) with the aim to share 
resources and increase our organizational capacity 
to more effectively serve LGBTQ newcomers.

In the context of the settlement 
sector, a Positive Space is a 
welcoming environment where 
LGBTQ newcomers are able to 
access culturally inclusive services 
with dignity and respect and 
service providers can work free 
from discrimination based on 
sexual orientation, gender identity 
and gender expression. Everyone 
can work to create Positive Spaces 
by challenging homophobia, 
transphobia and heterosexism. 

The contents of this starter kit 
were identified and created 
through regional consultations 
with OCASI members and LGBTQ 
communities. We heard that while 
people working in settlement 
services were aware of LGBTQ 
resources external to the sector, 
they wanted resources made 
specifically for our sector. Many 
agencies were candid with us, 
sharing that their starting point 
was getting to know the basic 
issues and ideas, such as terms and 

definitions. Others articulated a 
desire to better understand the  
settlement experiences of LGBTQ  
newcomers through a human 
dimension. As such, this kit is  
comprised of two main components: 
five fact sheets and five stories 
drawn from interviews* with 
LGBTQ newcomers, staff and 
allies who participated in the 
Untold Stories Project (for more 
information on Untold Stories go 
to page 17).

This starter kit is part of a larger 
campaign intended to bring 
greater visibility to the specific 
needs and experiences of LGBTQ 
newcomers and staff. No one 
should have to leave a part of 
themselves at the door when 
they are accessing service or 
coming to work each day. Our 
sector is extraordinarily rich in 
our diversity; this includes sexual 
orientation and expressions of 
gender identity. We are committed 
to creating spaces which are 

holistic and inclusive of our 
diverse identities and experiences. 
We hope that you and your agency 
will take part. Please visit:  
www.positivespaces.ca.

Learning about issues related to 
LGBTQ newcomers is an ongoing 
process. There are people in the 
sector who have been working 
on and advocating for LGBTQ 
rights for many years, while for 
some, this is an entirely new 
area. We hope these fact sheets 
and stories provide a basis of 
discussion within and between 
staff, volunteers, newcomers, 
friends, families, spiritual leaders 
and community leaders to help 
create safer spaces — Positive 
Spaces — for LGBTQ people 
throughout the settlement sector 
in Ontario.

* Names and identifying features of the 
interviewees have been changed to maintain 
confidentiality. The photographs are not 
necessarily the people in the portraits.

Welcome!
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Just 

the Basics:

Tips for 

Supporting 

Your LGBTQ 

Client

Be Supportive.
Maintain an open mind. Ask yourself what your own assumptions are 
about sexuality and gender, and how your personal beliefs and values have 
contributed to these assumptions.

Listen.
Be appreciative of the courage and strength it may have taken that person 
to tell you they are LGBTQ. 

Do Your Own Research.
Ask your clients what they think they need from you and how you can 
help. Be prepared to learn about these issues on your own. Do not expect 
your client to educate you about everything related to LGBTQ newcomer 
issues. For example, getting more information about the laws surrounding 
sexual orientation and/or gender identity in the client’s home country can 
provide information about those attitudes towards LGBTQ people which 
may have impacted your client’s experiences. 

Give appropriate referrals.
If you don’t know where to refer, find the information you need. A place to 
start is at a local agency that offers support and referrals to LGBTQ people 
and their families or at www.positivespaces.ca. Gather information about 
changing personal identification documents, sponsoring same-sex spouses 
and referrals for survivors of trauma and torture due to homophobic and 
transphobic violence.

Respect confidentiality and safety needs.
LGBTQ newcomers come to Canada with distinct strengths and needs. 
Provide support in a way that respects the need for safety. Sexual 
orientation and/or gender identity may or may not be disclosed to family 
and friends. Do not ‘out’ clients by telling friends, family or community 
members about their situation. Stigma can be significant in communities 
and people might fear bringing ‘shame’ to one’s family due to homophobia 
and transphobia. It can be a challenge for LGBTQ newcomers to find a 
balance between remaining connected to culture and family and seeking 
out appropriate LGBTQ referrals and information. 

Support your client to know their rights.
Share information that discrimination on the basis of sexual  
orientation or gender identity is illegal. Share information that no one can 
be discriminated against for their association with someone who is  
LGBTQ-identified. 

“What makes me feel 
comfortable is for no one 

to be interested in my 
preferences or my private 
life…to be able to express 
myself, and say, ‘I’m gay,’ 

but without that side 
effect of people saying,  

‘Oh, he’s gay.’” 

— John
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Just 

the Basics:

Tips for 

Supporting 

Your LGBTQ 

Client

“If the climate is not  
open and the settlement 

worker is not feeling  
safe, then how would 

they be able to respond 
appropriately and 

effectively, and create a  
safe and nurturing 

environment for GLBT 
newcomers. If the 

settlement worker who 
is GLBT identified is not 

able to be open about 
their identity, it’s a huge 

compromise on their  
own personal identity and 

their ability to serve.” 

— Ahimsa

In Your Workplace:
Create a recognizably welcoming environment. Display rainbow flags 
and stickers in your office environment. If you do not have the support 
of your colleagues to do so, display them in your own workspace. LGBTQ 
people look for identifying inclusive symbols when making choices about 
settlement services.

Use inclusive language. Think about the language and terms we use 
everyday to discuss gender, marital status, family structure, etc. One 
example is to use the term ‘partner,’ which can refer to someone of any 
gender. If you ask a person about their ‘partner’ instead of asking ‘if they 
have a husband’ you may leave more options for that person to share the 
reality of their family structure and home life.

Another example is to learn from other agencies how they have changed 
their intake forms to include ‘transgender’ or ‘trans’ in addition to male 
and female. Change terms in your own agency’s materials to be more 
inclusive if they are not inclusive yet.

Report incidences of homophobic and transphobic violence. Find out how 
to do this on the fact sheet entitled “Tips and Tools.”

Work to learn more about homophobia and transphobia. Ask for training 
for yourself and others in your agency. Call LGBTQ agencies or programs 
and ask for information about their services. There is not a lot of research 
on LGBTQ newcomers in Canada, but there is some. Look for recent 
research, visit the websites on the fact sheet titled “Want to learn more?” 
and share it with your colleagues. Challenge yourself to learn about these 
issues even if it may be uncomfortable.
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Glossary of

Terms

 

 

 

Lesbian:
Women who are attracted to or 
who have loving romantic  
and/or sexual relationships with 
other women. Some women may 
use the term ‘Gay’ or ‘Queer’ to 
describe themselves.

Gay:
Someone who is attracted to  
and/or has loving, romantic and/
or sexual relationships primarily 
or exclusively with members of 
the same sex. In some contexts 
this term is used to refer only to 
men. Some may also use the term 
‘Queer’ to describe themselves.

Bisexual:
Someone who is attracted to  
and/or has loving romantic and/or 
sexual relationships with men and 
women.

Transgender:
Transgender is an umbrella term 
which includes all people who do 
not identify with the gender they 
were labelled with at birth.

Transsexual:
A transsexual is a person who lives 
full-time in the gender with which 
they identify, rather than the 
gender assigned at birth. Living 
full-time in one’s chosen gender 
may include initiating hormones, 
surgeries, changing one’s name, etc.

Queer:
Historically this has been a 
negative term for homosexuality 
and gender variance. More 
recently, the term has been 

reclaimed by the LGBTQ 
movement to refer to itself. The 
definition of queer continues to 
be debated among communities, 
activists and queer theorists.

Questioning:
A term often used to describe 
someone who is exploring their 
sexual or gender identity. A 
person may question their sexual 
orientation or gender identity at 
any point in their life.

LGBTQ:
An acronym that stands for 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, 
queer and questioning. Often the 
acronym is used as an umbrella 
term within communities. Some 
people use longer versions of this 
acronym as a way to work towards 
inclusion. For example, in some 
contexts LGBTTIQQ2S stands for 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
transsexual, intersex, queer, 
questioning and 2-Spirit.

Intersex:
A general term used for a variety 
of conditions in which a person is 
born with a reproductive or sexual 
anatomy that doesn’t seem to fit 
the typical definitions of female or 
male. For example, a person may 
at birth appear physically female 
on the outside, but have typically 
male anatomy internally.

Two-Spirit:
A term used by some First Nations 
and Métis people to describe from 
a cultural perspective people 
who are known in mainstream as 
LGBTQ.

The primary objective of 
this Glossary of Terms is to 

raise awareness amongst 
settlement service agencies 

regarding the relevant 
terms related to working 
with LGBTQ newcomers. 

This is not an exhaustive list, 
but rather an introduction 

to key concepts. For 
additional information 

please go to:

Positive Spaces Initiative 
www.positivespaces.ca 

Organizational  
Standards Initiative 

www.orgwise.ca
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others, often through behaviour, 
physical appearance (clothes, 
etc.) or by emphasizing, de-
emphasizing or changing physical 
characteristics.

Coming Out:
The process of revealing to oneself 
or to others that one is gay, lesbian, 
bisexual or trans. Being ‘outed’ 
usually refers to having this 
information revealed to others, 
often without consent. Coming out 
is a process which has a social and 
cultural context and may or may 
not be something an individual 
person feels is important to them.

Ally:
Allies are people who do not 
necessarily identify as LGBTQ and 
who work in both their personal 
and professional lives to end 
oppression through support and 
advocacy for LGBTQ people.

Note:
It is very important to acknowledge 
that people choose their own terms 
to define themselves. Ask the person 
you are working with what terms 
they use to define themselves.

Transition:
The process a transsexual or 
transgender person goes through 
to bring their physical appearance 
more in line with their gender 
expression. One’s transition may 
include changing how they dress, 
changing their name, changing 
their physical body or all or none 
of these. The process of transition 
is self-defined and varies widely 
from person to person.

Homophobia:
A fear of or aversion to a person 
identified as or perceived to be gay 
or lesbian.

Transphobia:
A fear of or aversion to a person 
identified as or perceived to be 
transsexual or transgender.

Sexual Orientation:
A person’s feelings of emotional 
or sexual attraction to another 
person. This may be with people of 
the same gender (lesbian or gay) 
or another gender (heterosexual/
straight) or both genders 
(bisexual).

Gender Identity:
A person’s internal sense of their 
gender and/or their perceived 
gender. A person’s actual or 
perceived gender can be totally 
different from their assigned sex 
at birth.

Gender Expression:
How a person communicates or 
‘expresses’ their gender identity to 

Glossary of

Terms

 

 

 

“Trans and homo, it’s  
not the same. There is a 

homo trans, like I could be a 
gay trans man, attracted  

to a man. And there is a 
trans man who is straight, 

like me. So it’s not right  
to mix homo and trans. Not 

all the trans are homo.”

— Omar
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Know Your

Rights! 

Protecting

LGBTQ

people in

Ontario

In Ontario, the Ontario Human Rights Code protects 
LGBTQ people from discrimination on the basis of 
‘sexual orientation’ and ‘sex.’ 

What does this mean? 
It means that if you are gay, lesbian or bisexual, the code has specific laws 
that protect you. The Ontario Human Rights Code also has protection for 
trans people; there is protection included on the basis of sex, and in some 
cases trans people are protected under that category. 

Ontario Human Rights Legal Support Centre  
www.hrlsc.on.ca  
Toll Free: 1-866-625-5179 or TTY Toll Free: 1-866-612-8627

Ontario Human Rights Commission  
www.ohrc.on.ca/en/issues/sexual_orientation

Health
A doctor or health care professional cannot refuse treatment because  
of your sexual orientation, gender identity or if you are living with  
HIV/AIDS. HIV/AIDS is considered a disability, and the Human Rights 
Code has protection for people with disabilities.

If you feel you have been discriminated against by a doctor based on your 
sexual orientation or gender identity you can contact:

The College of Physicians and Surgeons of Ontario 
www.cpso.on.ca/contactus  
Toll Free: 1-800-268-7096 Ext. 603.

You can find doctors who are sensitive to LGBTQ issues by asking at your 
community health centre or asking at a settlement agency.

There is also general information on finding a doctor in Ontario at this 
website: http://settlement.org/site/HE

Housing
A landlord cannot discriminate against you because you are gay, lesbian, 
bisexual or trans. A landlord cannot, for example, refuse to rent you an 
apartment because you are gay. A landlord may not harass you in your 
building or place of residence. For more information about finding housing 
or reporting discrimination you can go to these websites:

Settlement in Ontario: http://settlement.org/site/HO 
New Youth in Ontario: www.newyouth.ca/life/housing

“Where you feel respected, 
you feel your views are 

valued, that you’re able to 
challenge authority, and to 
say, ‘This is not right,’ and 

you’re heard.”

— Melissa
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Employment
An employer cannot discriminate against you because of your sexual 
orientation. For example, being denied promotions, training or being fired.

Workers Action Centre: www.workersactioncentre.org

Hate Crimes, Violence and Discrimination
‘Hate Crime’ is a legal term which describes criminal acts that are 
motivated by prejudice or ‘hate.’ If you experience a hate crime, violence or 
discrimination based on your sexual orientation, gender identity or gender 
expression, you can report it. 

If you want to report an incident of violence, below are some reporting 
lines in Ontario. This is not a complete list; find additional resources and 
use them in your agency.

In an emergency, call 911.

Province Wide (call from anywhere in Ontario):

LGBT Youth Line (4pm-9:30pm) 
1-800-268-9688 (outside Toronto) 
416-962-9688 (within Toronto)

Crime Stoppers 
1-800-222-8477

London: 

Anti-Hate and Bias Reporting Helpline 
519-951-1584

Peel:

LGBT Hate Crimes Hotline 
905-456-5905

Toronto:

The 519 Anti-Violence Programme 
416-392-6877 or avp@the519.org 
Violence reporting line, assistance with police reports, court support, 
legal/medical referrals, counselling, criminal injury compensation 
applications, victim impact statements, self defence.

Know Your

Rights! 

Protecting

LGBTQ

people in

Ontario
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Tips and

Tools: 

How to

make your

agency a

Positive Space

Environment
Display rainbow flags or posters 
within your agency. Many  
LGBTQ newcomers will recognize 
this as an agency effort to be 
inclusive. Displaying these items 
will also signify to other service 
agencies that they can refer their 
LGBTQ clients to you. If you  
have questions from clients about 
why you have chosen to display 
rainbow symbols you can use 
those questions as an opportunity 
to explain your commitment to 
providing open, accessible services 
to all newcomers.

Display materials from LGBTQ 
inclusive organizations and 
agencies. Having these materials 
displayed will demonstrate your 
commitment to providing a 
Positive Space. It will allow and 
empower any newcomers who may 
not disclose information related 
to their sexual orientation and/
or gender identity and expression 
to access the information 
themselves. To ensure safety 
and confidentiality, it is helpful 
to have information available 
about LGBTQ resources both in 
your town or city as well as in a 
neighbouring area, town or city. 
LGBTQ newcomers may choose 
to call or visit neighbouring 
communities in order to maintain 
confidentiality. 

Communication
Use inclusive language. For 
example, change your intake forms 
to ask, “Do you have a partner or 
are you dating?” in addition to 
asking if the person has a spouse.

“I don’t disclose my 
sexuality when I see people 
from my culture. There are 

open-minded people from 
my culture, but you don’t 

know. When I see religious 
people, I don’t want to talk 

about my sexuality, because 
I know what I will get. Even 

if they don’t say anything, 
just how they look at you, 

just the body language, it’s 
not nice. I can’t argue with 

every homophobic person 
that I see, try to teach them, 

to educate them.  
I can’t do that.”

— Andrew

Be aware of the ‘coming out’ 
process. Understand that the 
coming out process will impact 
how and what clients disclose 
about their sexual orientation or 
gender identity and expression.

Have a non-judgemental 
communication style. Be aware 
that for those who are questioning 
their sexual orientation or 
gender identity, they may have 
many unanswered questions and 
not know where to find needed 
information. 

Approach intake questions in  
a sensitive way which allows for 
disclosure of sexual orientation 
and/or gender identity and  
gender expression. For example, 
don’t assume that an individual 
will immediately disclose their  
experience of violence or trauma 
due to transphobia. Asking 
questions in a sensitive way 
will help build trust in your 
interactions.

Attitude and Behaviours
Challenge homophobia and 
transphobia in your agency. Speak 
up in your agency meetings. If you 
are not sure how to act or what 
to do, find the information you 
need and take action. Challenging 
homophobia and transphobia may 
at times require that individual 
staff and volunteers challenge 
their own beliefs and values.

Commit to making change within 
your agency. Strive to meet your 
mandate to provide accessible 
services. Ask yourself how you 
personally are working to provide 
accessible services for everyone. 
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Avoid making assumptions about 
whether or not an individual is 
‘out.’ Many individuals negotiate 
who they are and are not out to on 
a daily basis. Friends, family and 
community members may or may 
not know. It is a person’s right to 
negotiate their individual safety.

Adhere to your agency 
confidentiality guidelines. Ensure 
that you do not discuss personal 
information about a person’s 
sexual orientation and/or gender 
identity and expression. It is not 
appropriate to decide for another 
person what they should disclose 
to others. 

Policies and Procedures
Educate staff and volunteers by 
providing necessary training. In 
addition to general diversity or 
anti-oppression training, learn 
the complexity of issues impacting 
LGBTQ populations by attending 
focused trainings. There are 
trainings and resources available 
in Ontario. To start, you can link to 
www.positivespaces.ca.

Educate your clients and 
service users. Homophobia and 
transphobia affects everyone. You 
can educate people by displaying 
materials from LGBTQ agencies 
and by ensuring that the agency 
board, staff and volunteers are  
comfortable to challenge homo-
phobia and transphobia.

Ask questions to assess whether or 
not you have begun to make your 
agency a Positive Space:

•	�Do you have referral information 
to LGBTQ health, social and legal 
services?

•	�Do you have LGBTQ-specific 
programming for newcomers?

•	�Do you know if there is a ‘coming 
out’ group or LGBTQ social 
group in your community? Does 
that group have information 
about the settlement process? 

•	�Do you have information about 
laws pertaining to gender 
expression, gender identity or 
homosexuality in countries 
around the world? Does your 
agency engage in dialogue about 
how social attitudes from home 
countries affect the settlement 
process for LGBTQ newcomers?

•	�Do you have information on 
sponsoring same-sex spouses? 

•	�Do you have information and 
referrals on how to transition, 
such as access to hormones and 
sex reassignment surgeries? 

•	�Do you have information on how 
a client can change their personal 
identification documents to 
correspond to their gender?

•	�Do you provide information 
for newcomers on how to gain 
volunteer experience within the 
LGBTQ community or with a 
local LGBTQ program?

•	�Do you have general knowledge 
about the mental health issues 
impacting LGBTQ people?

•	�Do you have an anti-oppression 
or anti-discrimination policy 
which includes gender identity, 
gender expression and sexual 
orientation? 

•	�Do you have LGBTQ volunteers, 
staff and board members?

•	�Have you approached LGBTQ 
groups to form partnerships and 
share information?

Tips and

Tools: 

How to

make your

agency a

Positive Space
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Want to

Learn more? 

Resources

Organizations and
Networks
International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission 
www.iglhrc.org 
International LGBTQ human rights organization. Resources include 
research and country-specific information on LGBTQ issues.

Intersex Society of North America 
www.insa.org 
Organization dedicated to ending stigma about intersexuality. Resources 
include a list of support groups and a teaching kit.

Lesbian and Gay Immigration Taskforce 
www.legit.ca 
Resources and information on immigrating to Canada for same-sex couples.

PFLAG Canada (Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) 
www.pflagcanada.ca 
Organization providing support and education to LGBTQ people, their 
friends and families. Find your local chapter and peruse extensive resources. 

The Coalition for Lesbian and Gay Rights in Ontario  
www.clgro.org 
Coalition of LGBTQ individuals and groups working on human rights and 
equity issues in Ontario. Although now dissolved, this website has links to 
relevant info sheets. 

Rainbow Health Ontario (RHO) 
www.rainbowhealthontario.ca 
A provincial program working to improve the health and well-being of 
LGBTQ people. Site includes searchable databases of trainers, training 
resources, researchers and research. 

Rainbow Health Network (RHN) 
www.rainbowhealthnetwork.ca 
A network of LGBTQ health and social service providers. Resources include 
workshop modules using an anti-oppression framework. 

LGBTQ Parenting Network 
www.lgbtqparentingconnection.ca 
A network providing support and resources for LGBTQ families. Resources 
on a range of topics from starting families to family life.

Transexual Road Map 
www.tsroadmap.com 
Written from a transsexual person’s perspective, this site is a guide through 
the various stages of the transitioning process. 

“This person is very 
supportive, an amazing  
ally. He started to work  

with HIV positive and  
trans people, and people 

were making assumptions  
that he’s queer himself.  

It was a challenge which 
took away from his capacity 

to work with his clients 
because he had to deal with 
his coworkers and people in 

the field. He was very clear, 
‘I don’t care what people say. 

I’m going to push for it and 
fight for it and make people 
know that I’m doing this for 

the right reason.’”

— Rakan
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Supporting Our Youth (SOY) 
www.soytoronto.org/links.html 
Organization offering programs for LGBTQ youth. Extensive resources 
including a list of LGBTQ positive religious, spiritual and cultural groups. 

519 Church Street Community Centre 
www.the519.org 
Toronto-based community centre offering many programs for LGBTQ 
communities and their families, including a peer support group for LGBTQ 
newcomers. 

Positive Space Campaigns 
Positive Space campaigns have been used in university settings:  
www.queensu.ca/positivespace 
www.positivespace.utoronto.ca

Downloadable Resource Packages
Asking the right questions 2 
www.camh.net/Publications/Resources_for_Professionals/ARQ2 
A manual for counsellors working with LGBTQ clients. Produced by Centre 
for Addition and Mental Health (CAMH).

Family Equality Council: 52 Ways to be OUTSpoken 
www.familyequality.org/resources/publications/52ways%202009.pdf 
Two-page activity sheet with ideas for making LGBTQ families visible and 
present. Produced by US-based Family Equality Council. 

LGBTQ Immigrant Exclusion: An Introduction 
http://digitalcommons.ryerson.ca/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1103&cont
ext=dissertations 
This research report outlines the case for providing LGBTQ services for 
newcomers in mainstream and culturally specific settlement agencies. 

One Umbrella, Many People 
www.glsen.org/cgi-bin/iowa/all/news/record/1292.html 
Curriculum unit with stories from LGBTQ people of colour. Produced by  
US-based Gay, Lesbian and Straight Educators Network (GLSEN).

Pathways to Gender Justice 
www.ccrweb.ca/Gender.pdf 
Toolkit integrating a gender analysis for the immigrant and refugee serving 
sector. Produced by The Canadian Council of Refugees (CCR).

Youth Migration Project 
www.actoronto.org/research.nsf/pages/youthmigration 
Six fact sheets created from a research study on HIV vulnerability and the 
health and social service needs of migrant LGBT and Two-Spirited youth.

Want to

Learn more? 

Resources



The Untold Stories Project 
was a research component of 
The Positive Spaces Initiative. 
One of the most common 
misconceptions we heard 
during our consultations was 
that LGBTQ newcomers do 
not exist, so there is no need 
for LGBTQ-specific settlement 
services. From others, we were 
told there is little understanding 
about how settlement issues 
are experienced differently by 
LGBTQ newcomers. Finally, 
we heard that queer colleagues 
working in the settlement 
sector do not feel safe or fully 
supported in their workplaces. 

It was in this context that the 
need for this research emerged. 
Hoping to break these myths and  
misunderstandings, we conducted  
25 interviews with LGBTQ 
newcomers, service providers 
and allies across Ontario. People 
ranged in age from 16–60 and 
were from Africa, the Caribbean, 
East Asia, Eastern Europe, Latin 
America, the Middle East and 
South Asia. Nineteen newcomers 
and six service providers were 
interviewed. LGBTQ newcomers 
and staff do exist, and their 
stories have guided this project.

The quotes throughout this kit 
and the five stories that follow 
have been drawn from these 
interviews.* They were selected 
because they highlight many key 
themes that emerged across all 
the interviews: feeling isolated, 
shame and pride around being  
LGBTQ, the importance of 
peer support, the complexity 
of being out to one’s different 

communities, racism, violence, 
finding good legal advice, 
problems with personal 
identification documents when 
transitioning, language and the 
importance of creating safer 
spaces through programming, 
policies and interactions 
between staff, volunteers and 
service users.

We hope these stories will 
be used to generate both 
informal conversations and 
illuminate the issues in more 
formalized contexts for the 
development of training 
materials, programming and 
organizational policies and 
procedures.

We are deeply grateful to all 
the people who shared their 
stories — their strengths, their 
hopes and the injustices they 
have experienced. We are also 
grateful to the people who did 
not participate for various 
reasons but who continue to  
create their own stories 
living their lives as LGBTQ 
newcomers, service providers 
and allies. 

Please meet Paulette, Norman  
& G, Nouri, Nico & Johan,  
and Billi… 

* Names and identifying features of the 
interviewees have been changed to maintain 
confidentiality. The photographs are not 
necessarily the people in the portraits.

Untold Stories



“I count my blessings and I keep 
it moving,” Paulette says of her 
experience as a refugee claimant so 
far. Since coming to Canada from East 
Africa eight months ago, Paulette has 
drawn on her inner strengths 
to keep moving forward 
while navigating the 
immigration system 
and making a home for 
herself here.

Paulette did her 
homework before 
coming to Canada, 
and tried to be 
realistic about 
what to expect. 
Initially, 
Paulette  
felt a 

Paulette
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landlord was an elderly man who 
commonly rented to immigrant 
women. After living there for a 
short while, he told her that he 
expected his tenants to entertain 
him in the evenings. Paulette 
found this inappropriate and 
offensive so she packed her things 
and left. But she chose not to file 
a complaint against the landlord 
because she did not want to draw 
attention to herself while awaiting 
the decision on her claim: “As a 
refugee claimant, and a queer one, 
you really want to pick and choose 
your battles wisely…It has a really 
bad feeling. It sits in your stomach. 
And you’re like, hmm, maybe next 
time. But this time I’m just going 
to let it ride.”

While Paulette was able to find 
new housing with the help of 
a LGBTQ support worker, she 
wonders about other women in 
the same vulnerable situation who 
do not have the resources to leave. 
Being part of a group for LGBTQ 
newcomers has been incredibly 
important for Paulette. Not only 
has it provided useful information 
and resources along the way, but it 
has also given her a sense of family, 
when she is so far away from the 
family she grew up with.

Paulette shares how feeling 
connected to other queer 

immigrants and having a 
supportive facilitator 

has helped during an 
immigration process that 

is often impersonal: 
“They make you feel like 
you’re a human being, 
and your life is worth 
something. Whereas 
going through the 
process, dealing with 
the machine, you 

tend to question your value as  
a human being, because you’re not 
viewed as, ‘hey, I’m so-and-so,’  
you’re viewed as, ‘hey, oh the 
refugee clinic.’”

Paulette has also had to confront 
Western ideas about what a queer 
person should be like, a demand 
that feels unreasonable when she 
has had to conceal her sexuality for  
most of her life: “A lot of us spent 
so much time hiding our sexuality 
where we came from, so to come 
out and all of a sudden flip the 
switch…It’s like, ‘oh, we don’t see 
you acting like this, you’re not 
the typical…’ I mean, what is the 
typical queer person?”

Proving persecution based 
on sexual orientation is not 
only stressful but has real life 
consequences. With that in mind, 
Paulette chooses to be open  
about her sexuality when she deals 
with immigration officials and 
settlement agencies, recognizing 
that it was this openness that drew 
her to Canada in the first place.  
As she puts it, “This burden is now 
my freedom.”

Reflecting on her life, home  
has been many different places  
for Paulette — she was born in  
one, grew up in another and has 
learned from all these different 
cultures. Coming to Canada has  
been a continuation of this 
personal journey: “It was about 
coming into my own and coming 
out to myself, in the open. I found 
that refreshing…You just go 
through it and you think about all 
the things you’ve been through  
and you’re like, wow, this is 
another step forward, wow, this  
is another step forward.”

tremendous sense of relief to be  
in a country with rights for LGBTQ 
people: “The minute I touched 
ground over here, it was like this 
thousand ton weight was lifted 
off my chest, and I felt so much 
release from all the pressure 
that I’d been feeling, tossing and 
turning and dealing with my 
emotions about being a queer 
individual.” 

Her journey has not been 
without its particular 

complexities, though. 
Amidst the many 

challenges of 
the settlement 
process – feeling 
isolated, adapting 
to cold winters 
and finding 
community — 
Paulette recalls 
how even a 
basic need 
like securing 
housing was 
very difficult 
in the 

beginning. 
Her first 



Norman and G have been fighting for 
their rights as a gay couple for nine 
years. It is a fight that has taken them 
from Honduras, their home country, to 
the United States, where they applied 
for asylum and lived for six years, 
and now to Canada, where they 
have lived for the past three years 
while awaiting the outcome of 
their refugee claim. This journey 
has been important for 
Norman and G because 
after being partners for 
13 years, they finally 
feel comfortable living 
together, openly, as a 
couple and as a family. 
Norman feels that this 
has helped him be who he 
truly is: “Ten to fifteen 
years ago, I couldn’t be 
myself. I couldn’t live 
the way I can now 
live. One day, I

Norman

& G
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US despite getting married, but G 
was threatened with deportation.

Both Norman and G knew they 
could not return to Honduras 
where they felt they would never 
be able to live freely. A friend 
suggested Canada might be a more 
welcoming society for refugees 
and gay people, so Norman and G  
decided to pursue making a refugee  
claim here. They felt tremendous 
relief arriving in Canada after so 
many years feeling threatened by 
police and state violence in both 
Honduras and the US. Knowing 
that their rights are protected here 
helped them feel safe as they dealt 
with immigration for the first time. 
G recalls: “I was crying in that 
moment because it make me feel 
very happy and very emotional. 
Because Norman and me, we can 
speak about us together.”

They now live in Hamilton, 
Ontario where they spend their 
days volunteering, going to school 
and working towards having 
their professional credentials 
recognized. Even though they  
were licensed professionals in 
Honduras and went through a 
recertification process in the 
United States, Canada recognizes 
neither. They dream of the day 
they can work as professionals 
again. Going back to school has 
been a mixed experience. Norman 
found himself with a homophobic 
classmate and a teacher who 
did little to intervene. G, on the 
other hand, decided to come 
out to his class one day. He said 
to them: “‘I’m going to tell you 
the truth. I am not here under 
the political refugee. I am here 
because I am gay. And I live with 
my partner.’” He asked that they 
keep his story confidential, but 

felt it was important to share 
his experience — some of his 
classmates have now met Norman, 
and he feels good about his 
decision to be open about his life.

Norman and G have a strong 
sense of community. Through 
their volunteer work in a senior’s 
centre, they have learned about  
the resources available here —  
something they would have found 
useful when they first arrived in 
Canada: “We have found many 
resources. We know we are going 
to suffer discrimination because 
homophobia is everywhere  
around the world and in all the 
levels. We know where to call.  
We know who we could speak 
with.” (G). They also appreciate 
spending time with other queer 
newcomers: “Because you can 
talk, and can relate to stories, and 
everything that happened to you. 
And you don’t feel that judgment 
because people are simply like 
you.” (Norman).

For Norman and G, being in a 
country where they believe their 
rights are protected helps them 
feel safe despite the homophobia 
that is often part of their life. 
Although G still has nightmares 
about his experiences, and would 
like to talk with a queer counsellor 
to help him heal these traumas, he 
appreciates that he and Norman 
can live together as a common law 
couple and be open about their 
relationship. While Norman and 
G wait for a decision about their 
refugee claim, G is writing a book 
about their story. He is still waiting 
for its conclusion, and is hopeful 
that Canada will give it to him.

just met this guy, G, and I just fall 
in love. And we decide to move 
out of our country because people 
there hurt us so much.”

Both men were accomplished 
professionals in their home 
country: Norman was a pharmacist 
and G was an engineer. Initially, 
they applied for political asylum 

in the United States because 
same sex relationships are not 

recognized there. Instead, 
their lawyer suggested that 
they should marry women 

to make them seem more 
credible to immigration. 
While very hesitant to 

make an untruthful claim, 
Norman and G did as they 

were advised. Not only 
were they both 

denied 
refugee 

status 
in the 



“It was very hard, because we thought 
I was the only one here, and then after 
a while, we recognized that we are not 
alone … It was a relief.”

Since meeting a community 
of transgendered people in 
Ottawa, Nouri feels happier 
than when she first arrived 
in Canada from South Asia 
with her family several 
years ago. Nouri is 21 
years old and she spends 
her time taking English 
classes — two a day — and 
going to arts programs 
for trans newcomers at a 
local community 
centre. She 
has found 
it helpful 
to have 

Nouri
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providers in her life who support 
her and her family — a settlement 
worker, a translator, her teacher 
from the job skills training program 
and the doctor at the community 
health centre. Granaz, her teacher, 
has been especially helpful. 
Not only has she been discreet 
and confidential about Nouri’s 
gender identity, making her feel 
comfortable in class, but she has 
also helped to have her name 
changed from her legal male name 
to her chosen name, Nouri, on 
documents used at the agency.

Nouri also hopes to eventually 
change her name legally. Having 
a male name on government 
documents while living as a 
woman has created confusion 
in some situations, as well as 
discrimination when looking 
for a job: “For now it’s a problem 
because I am one person, and my 
name is another person. I was 
applying for some job, and I didn’t 
get it, because my real name is 
another, and they found out I have 
two names. This is our problem 
now but maybe, after the surgery, 
I hope to be done everything.” 
Another time, when Granaz was 
away, the substitute teacher read 
Nouri’s male name off the class 
list during roll call and caused her 
tremendous embarrassment and 

distress. 

Sometimes helping 
Nouri negotiate 

negative attitudes 
about trans 

identity has its 
own negative 

consequences. For example,  
even Granaz, who Nouri likes 
so much, advised her to pretend 
that she only speaks English with 
people from her home country 
so that she won’t have to answer 
personal questions. While 
intended to maintain her privacy, 
this also means that Nouri is cut 
off from her community: “We were 
embarrassed sometimes. It’s hard 
for us to talk to people because 
everything was in change, and 
we didn’t know how to explain to 
them. In this way we keep a little 
bit separate.” At the same time, 
Nouri feels hopeful about her and 
her family’s life here. She finds 
strength in her faith — “It’s all 
coming from Allah. Allah helped 
us to come here and now I can 
change my gender, and this is our 
best wishes here.” — and with her 
English steadily improving and a 
good group of friends, Nouri’s next 
project is to take sewing classes to 
learn to make clothes!

somewhere to share the worries 
that she is facing, and especially 
likes being able to get together 
with other trans people to talk 
about challenges like finding 
employment. Most important, 
though, are the friendships that 

Nouri has made at the 
school she attends with 

her older sister: 
“Now I am very 

happy. We have 
a lot of friends 

there, and we 
are going, 
talking to 
them. And 
when I am 
absent, 
they are 
missing 
us.” 

While 
friends 
have 
provided 
a sense 
of com-

munity,  
Nouri 
also has a 

number of 
different 

service 



When Nico and Johan first saw one 
another at school, they immediately 
recognized that they were both from 
the same home country in Asia. Now 
living with their families in Barrie, 
Ontario, they have become good 
friends during the short time they 
have known each other. This is 
partly because they are close 
in age and partly because 
they have both been in 
Canada for just a short 
time ( less than a year). 
Most of all, though, it is 
because their experiences 
as gay teenagers back 
home and now here in 
Canada have been quite 
similar.

Nico 

& Johan 
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Sometimes, other youth from 
school seem to want to talk and 
maybe even make friends, but after 
asking Nico about his back-ground 
and how he came to Canada, they  
stop talking to him and just leave. 
Nico finds this confusing: “In 
your own country, if you talk to 
somebody, it’s easy to become 
friends, to communicate. You 
can express what you’re feeling 
because you know the system 
there, what people say.”

Making new friends in a new 
country and a different culture  
has been hard because they don’t 
feel confident speaking English 
yet: “Because it’s English, you 
don’t know a lot of words, like 
when it’s deeper English, maybe 
they taunt us, and then we don’t 
know what that means.” (Nico). 
Most of all, they are frightened to 
truly be themselves and worry that 
if they tell other people that they 
are gay, they will not be accepted: 
“We’re shy, we’re nervous a lot, 
and to be gay. We’re new in school 
and if the teachers know and our 
classmates know…” (Nico) “They 
judge us, they will make fun of us.” 
(Johan) “And maybe they’ll leave 
us, so we don’t have any friends.” 
(Nico). In contrast, they both had 
many friends back home and felt 
well-liked. Because they generally 
understood what people thought 
there, and what was accepted, 
they also felt more able to be open 
about their sexuality: “Back home, 
if they know we’re gay they don’t 
care, ‘you’re my friend, we love 
you.’” (Johan).

Nico and Johan do not only worry 
about homophobic attitudes being 
directed towards themselves, 
they also worry that their parents 
will be affected. Both families 

immigrated to Canada because 
it was hoped that there would be 
better opportunities here, and 
they are acutely aware of how hard 
their parents are working to give 
them a better life. Nico and Johan 
have both told their mothers 
that they are gay (although their 
fathers do not know), and they 
feel that their mothers are very 
supportive. Yet to protect their 
parents, they are very private 
about their sexuality: “Here, you 
are scared if anybody sees you. 
And then tell that to your Mom. 
Because they’re working hard just 
to take care of you.” (Nico).

Sometimes, they go to a newcomer 
youth group, which they enjoy. It 
feels good to talk with other people 
about their shared experiences as 
immigrants — at the same time, 
though, most of the conversations 
assume that all the youth there 
are straight, and neither Nico nor 
Johan think they will ever feel 
comfortable saying anything about 
being gay.

	 At this point, so soon after 
moving to Canada, Nico and Johan 
have trouble even imagining 
what a safe space might be like 
for queer immigrant youth. But 
they do know what safety, comfort 
and community felt like back 
home: knowing their neighbours, 
feeling accepted by their friends, 
being in a place where people say 
hello to one another on the street, 
speaking the language with ease 
and living amongst their sisters, 
nieces, cousins and other relatives. 
Perhaps most importantly, they 
felt sure that the people around 
them would accept them, and love 
them, for who they were regardless 
of their sexuality.

Nico and Johan felt very 
comfortable with each other right 
away, but making other friends 
has been much more difficult. The 
few other Asian people at their 
high school were born in Canada, 
so they feel like they don’t have 
much in common with them. And 

although they miss their 
friends back home and 

want to make new friends 
here, it feels like it is 
taking a long time. Nico 
says: “I tell myself, just 
wait, just wait for friends. 
Two months [passed], 
I give myself [an] 

extension and then it 
doesn’t really [do] 

anything.”



For almost 40 years, Billi has been 
dedicated to “the business of helping 
people.” A parent and a poet, 
Billi also works as a senior 
manager at a community 
organization in a small 
town north of Toronto 
that provides settlement 
services. Although Billi 
is heterosexual and is 
not aware of any LGBTQ 
newcomers who have 
accessed services at her 
agency, she has taken an 
interest in learning 
more about 
the 
issues

Billi 
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cubicle, are we providing a safe 
space for the person to say, ‘By the 
way, no, I’m a gay man’?”

For Billi, it is neither possible nor 
desirable to ask that an employee 
separate the various aspects  
of who they are and leave a part 
of themselves at home each day 
when coming to work. Instead, 
given the diversity of people and 
experiences that make up our 
communities, she believes that 
organizational change through 
flexible policies and practices is 
needed to better support LGBTQ 
staff: “If we have rigid policies, 
then they’re not client-centered or 
worker-centered. They are agency-
centered policies and procedures.”

But change happens slowly, and in 
her experience, it can be met with 
resistance. Billi recalls hearing 
about a staff and management team  
at another social service agency 
who wanted LGBTQ diversity 
training. Ultimately, the board of  
directors denied the request 
because they were concerned about  
how the agency would be perceived  
if they worked on LGBTQ issues. 
In other situations, Billi has 
observed that the ways diversity 

training is delivered can be 
inadequate. She notes that 

while some senior staff 
might believe that 

a short, one-time 
training session is 

enough, in reality, 
it is often not 

sufficient. 

Furthermore, the emphasis  
for learning about diversity is 
often placed upon frontline staff:  
“My recommendation is that 
senior management, and the 
board level, also need to become 
sensitive and caring.”

There are serious consequences 
associated with lack of training 
and education — many service 
providers are ill-informed 
about LGBTQ issues and 
stereotypes persist: “People are 
not knowledgeable. They have 
preconceived ideas, [and] there 
are some myths floating around 
that the majority of people in this 
community have HIV, those kinds 
of things.” In small towns like 
the one Billi lives in, insufficient 
services for LGBTQ newcomers is 
also a problem. As a result, many 
people end up accessing services 
in Toronto — an unsatisfactory 
solution given the distance people 
must travel. In the future, she 
hopes to see more research into 
the issues and some focussed 
LGBTQ programming where 
people can share experiences over 
a meal and feel a greater sense 
of community. After all, LGBTQ 
newcomers want to participate in 
community life much like anyone 
else, Billi believes: “They bring the 
same strengths anybody would 
bring. In terms of their education, 
their abilities, their aspirations, 
their dreams. They would want 
to contribute to the society. They 
would want to participate in civic 
responsibilities. They would want 
to participate in the community’s 
well-being.”

involved, and hopes to support 
change within her workplace to 
create a safer environment for 
LGBTQ staff and clients. 

Billi imagines the 
complexity and 

vulnerability of even 
beginning to access 
service as a gay man, 

when assumptions 
about sexual 

orientation are 
so common: 
“How difficult it 
would be to go 
to any ordinary 
settlement agency 
and say, ‘Ok, I 

want to sponsor my 
partner.’ So then 
they’re going to 
say, ‘Ok, so, what’s 
your wife’s name?’ 
Automatically 
assuming…and if this 
settlement worker 

is hearing, and that 
settlement worker is 

hearing, and it’s in 
the open 
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