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OVERVIEW

Chilliwack is growing and changing. Between 2016 and 2021, the
immigrant population increased by nearly 24%, more than double
the city’s general growth rate. With this shift comes rich cultural
and economic opportunity, but also growing pains. This report
explores how newcomers are experiencing belonging in Chilliwack
today, and what it will take to build a more connected and
inclusive community for all.

APPROACH

Using a community-based participatory research model, this
project drew insights from over 100 participants including
newcomers, long-term residents, and service providers. Methods
included an environmental scan, focus groups, 1:1 interviews, and
public surveys. Analysis was grounded in Hagerty et al.’s Theory of
Human Relatedness and Ager & Strang’s Integration Framework.

WHAT WE HEARD

Five interconnected themes emerged from community voices:

1) Meeting Basic Needs as a Foundation for Belonging

Without secure housing, transportation, and dignified
employment, the pursuit of belonging is overshadowed by the
need to survive. When these needs were met with respect, a sense
of safety and connection began to grow.

2) Navigating Social Environments: Fitting In, Standing Out
Newcomers often described feeling politely welcomed but socially
excluded. Experiences of racism, isolation, and culture gaps made
forming genuine friendships difficult—even after years in the
community.

3) Trust and Navigation of Systems: Gateways or Barriers to
Belonging Accessing services often required luck or insider
knowledge. While some found lifelines through English teachers or
settlement workers, others navigated complex systems alone
without a clear path or welcome.

4) Recognition, Reciprocity, and the Need to Be Known
Belonging goes beyond access—it’s about being seen, valued, and
invited to contribute. Many newcomers expressed a deep desire to
give back and be part of something larger, even amid barriers tied
to immigration status or identity.

5) Living Together: Tensions, Possibilities, and the Hope of
Coexistence While participants acknowledged moments of
tension, a shared desire emerged to build stronger, more
connected communities. Mutual learning, curiosity, and care were
seen as key to moving forward together.
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Belonging means
someone knows your name.
Someone invites you in.

You don't have to search for help
because someone is
already there beside you.

-Focus Group Participant
February 2025

ACTIONABLE RECOMMENDATIONS

1) Create Spaces for Social Connection

Invest in structured, ongoing opportunities for newcomers and
long-term residents to build relationships.

2) Establish Clear Orientation Pathways for Newcomers
Develop a multilingual, city-wide orientation model to ensure
newcomers are properly directed and informed from day one.

3) Expand Public Transit Access and Transportation Supports
Collaborate with BC Transit, the City, and local stakeholders to
expand routes and offer newcomer-specific supports; explore ride-
sharing.

4) Support Inclusive Employment Through Supporting
Newcomer and Employer Engagement

Bridge gaps between newcomers and employers through training,
mentorship, information sharing, connection building and
experiential pathways.

5) Invest in Anti-Racism and Belonging Work
Build shared understanding and equity through anti-racism
education and dialogue.

6) Support Pathways for Civic Engagement and Newcomer
Leadership

Create tangible opportunities for newcomers to shape decisions
and participate fully in civic life in Chilliwack.

7) Foster Inclusion for Equity-Seeking Groups, Including Youth,
Seniors, and LGBTQIA+ Newcomers

Review existing services with an Age, Gender, Diversity lens and
ensure equity-affirming services are available and accessible to all
newcomers.

Closing Reflection

This report offers a mirror and a path forward: an honest reflection
of the barriers to belonging in Chilliwack, and a hopeful,
community-driven roadmap for change. The opportunity is here.
Belonging isn’t something we wait for, it’s something we build,
together.
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