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Why we conducted this study 

The 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey (CFCS) 

was the first time Statistics Canada began collecting 

routine national data on household financial security. The 

CFCS collects data on important indicators including 

financial knowledge (for e.g. knowledge about interest 

rates or retirement tools), financial vulnerabilities (for 

e.g. ability to cover unexpected emergency costs, debts) 

and financial practices (for e.g. keeping a budget, saving 

for children’s education). Since CFCS is quite recent, 

there is limited and only preliminary level evidence on 

these indicators in Canada. Evidence on financial 

knowledge, vulnerabilities and practices among recently 

arrived immigrants and refugees (i.e, newcomers) in 

Canada is even more limited. Crucially, we know very 

little about how these financial security indicators 

intersect with critical determinants like immigration 

status, race/ethnicity, length of stay in Canada, culture 

and official language fluency.   

To help fill this evidence gap, Access Alliance conducted 

a community based research study in 2014 with 

newcomers in Toronto. We used a mixed-method design 

consisting of a survey (n=200), in-depth interviews with 

8 participants, and a day long focus group discussion 

with service providers. Our study design, sampling and 

recruitment strategy for the study was grounded on 

equity and diversity. We worked closely with peer 

researchers and community organizations to ensure that 

vulnerable and under-represented  newcomers were 

included in the study, including newcomers living in 

rental buildings in low-income neighborhoods, people 

who came to Canada as refugees, people who currently 

do not have legal immigration status, and people with 

limited English language fluency. These vulnerable 

groups tend to be under-represented not just in society 

and service utilization, but also within mainstream 

research. While the findings from this research are not 

generalizable to all newcomers in Toronto, our study 

provides important insights about financial risks and 

knowledge gaps facing vulnerable groups of newcomers, 

and their financial service needs. 

 What we found

Study results can be 

synthesized into seven key 

findings. Four of these 

findings relate to the extent 

and severity of financial 

risks, insecurities and service 

barriers faced by newcomer groups from vulnerable 

backgrounds (those most likely to be living in rental units 

in low-income neighborhood, unemployed, who came 

through refugee streams, and have limited English 

language fluency). We found that:  

 

Key Findings 1:  

Vulnerable newcomer groups have limited (self-

rated) financial knowledge and face barriers to 

acquiring this knowledge.  
 Almost half (46%) of study participants self-

reported their financial knowledge as low or very 

low (compared to 15% for average Canadians).  
 

 Only 13% had taken a financial literacy workshop. 

 

Key Finding 2: 

Systemic barriers to information and tools hinder 

vulnerable newcomer groups from building 

savings and investments, and in managing debt. 
 About half of survey participants said that they had 

no knowledge (“Not at all”) about RRSP and TFSA 

(compared to XX for average Canadians).  Roughly 

two thirds of participants mentioned that they had no 

knowledge of investment tools like mutual funds, 

GICs, and bonds.  
 

 A third of participants indicated that they had no 

knowledge about RESP; just over half of mentioned 

that they are not saving for their children’s education 

(compared to X for average Canadians).  
 

 One-fifth of survey participants (22%) reported that 

they were fairly to extremely concerned about their 

debt.  
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Key Finding 3:  

Vulnerable newcomer groups are at very high 

risk for retirement insecurity. 
 Four fifths of survey participants (84%) reported that 

they are not currently saving for retirement. Three 

out of four participants (77%) did not expect to be 

financially able to retire.  
 

 Participants either saw their children as their 

retirement strategy or planned to retire back home 

(where there is strong social support system); others 

chose to ignore or leave retirement up to fate (“my 

retirement will start in my grave”) 

 

 

Key Finding 4: 

Vulnerable newcomer groups have limited 

knowledge of tax credits and benefits (even 

though they have high rate of filing tax returns).  
 Majority of survey participants (92%) stated they 

always filed their tax returns. 

 

 However, in spite of regularly filing tax returns, 

survey results suggest that vulnerable newcomers 

tend to have low knowledge about tax benefits and 

credits related to retirement, disability, as well as 

childcare and caregiving expense deductions.  

 

Our study results also provide rich insights on the salient 

ways financial practices intersect with, and are shaped by 

gender relations (for e.g. prevailing gendered 

assumptions about financial knowledge and capacity) and 

culture (for e.g. cultural beliefs about money, savings, or 

charging interest). In particular, we found that:  

 

Key Finding 5: 

Due to gender bias, financial knowledge, capacity 

and role of women tend to be misunderstood and 

overlooked.  
 

 Over half of the women surveyed (52%) rated their 

level of financial knowledge as low or very low 

compared to 32% of men (Χ
2
 = 7.24, p = 0.007). 

 

 While 41% of female participants indicated that they 

were the main person in charge of day-to-day 

financial concerns for their family, only 17% of male 

participants indicated that their spouse/partner were 

in charge of day-to-day financial concerns.  

 

 “The problem is my wife. She wants to spend lot of 

money always. We need this one and this one…She 

doesn’t believe anything what they call savings” 

 

 “I ask my husband to pay everything. You pay the 

bill, I will save money.”-- NawSee 

 

 

Key Finding 6: 

Cultural beliefs and views about money strongly 

shape financial practices like taking loans, 

budgeting, and saving for retirement and 

children’s education.  
 “I told [my bank] I don’t need anything to do with 

the interest…But in mortgage, 25 years and then you 

paying for mortgage and the principal and the 

interest. I can’t morally do that [due to Islamic 

principles against interest].”- Abdirizak,  

 

 “There is a saying in Burmese that if you value the 

money then the money will value you. You don’t 

value the money then the money won’t value you.” - 

Chet 

 

 While majority participants (89%) did their banking 

primarily in English, almost two thirds (59%) 

mentioned that they preferred to do banking in their 

first language. 

 

 

Crucially, data from our study indicate that the root 

causes of financial vulnerabilities and service/knowledge 

gaps that newcomers face are linked to broader structural 

factors including the disproportionate socio-economic 

inequities that this group faces in terms of poverty, 

unemployment, under-employment, precarious 

employment, wage gap, housing and food insecurity, and 

social exclusion. This point to the final and most 

important finding from our study:   
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Key Finding 7: 

Advancing financial security for vulnerable 

newcomers require mobilizing systemic changes 

to remove structural inequities facing this group.  

 
 “So I forgot about the medical [profession], and I 

went and find a survival job, a security guard job. So 

I went and got my security license and I realized no, 

it’s not my job. Because I really got depressed with 

that kind of job” – Nabila 

 

 “It is really hard to get a good job to get more 

money so you live in day by day…I think 70% of the 

people doesn’t have money, enough money to save.” 

- Juan 

 

Our Recommendations 

Study findings underscore the need to change 

organizational policies, capacity and culture within 

financial sector in Canada. Specifically, we need to make 

financial services (and financial education programs) 

more newcomer-friendly, culturally sensitive, gender 

sensitive, equity informed and empowering.  

 

Some examples of recommended practice shifts within 

financial sector are listed below:  

 Educate and empower newcomers (with 

accessible tools) to routinely build savings and 

investments from early on, no matter how small. In 

particular, ensure that newcomers from low-income 

and vulnerable backgrounds learn about, and are 

equitably supported to save and invest.  

 

 Offer low-interest line of credit and accessible 

forms of mortgage, and not just high interest credit 

cards.  

 

 Adopt “Access without Fear” policy to ensure that 

newcomers with precarious immigration status or 

non-status feel safe to use financial services.  

 

 Adopt/strengthen employment equity based 

hiring practices to ensure banking staff 

composition mirrors the cultural and racial diversity 

of Toronto/Canada, including bi/multi-lingual staff 

members capable of offering services in first 

language of underserved client groups.  

 

 Organize regular workshops to banking staff on 

how culture or immigration/newcomer status 

affects financial behaviors and practices. Promote 

best practice strategies for delivering financial 

services in culturally safe and sensitive ways. (For 

example, being aware and accommodating to 

culturally specific views about interest, about 

sending money back home, or cultural expectations 

about retirement).  

 

 

Mobilizing these organizational policy and culture shifts 

within financial sector may help to reduce some of the 

financial vulnerabilities and service/knowledge gaps 

faced by newcomers. However, as highlighted in our 

study findings, the root causes for financial 

vulnerabilities facing newcomers lay beyond the 

financial sector. Thus, financial institutions need to 

proactively work across sectors with settlement, 

employment and community agencies to promote 

systemic changes in broader social and economic policies 

and in terms of social relations. These broader policy and 

social changes need to have proven capacity to overcome 

structural causes of disproportionate inequities and 

exclusions that vulnerable newcomer groups face.   

 

 

Ensure services are newcomer-

friendly 
 

Ensure services are culturally 

sensitive 
 

Ensure services are gender 

sensitive 
 

Ensure services are grounded on 

equity  
 

Ensure services are empowering 

 

 

Meeting Financial Service Needs for 

Vulnerable Newcomers 
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Recommended 

shared actions 

span policies and 

domains related 

to labor market, 

immigration and 

social services. 

Some of the key 

actions include: 

 

 Introduce proactive labor market policies, 

incentives and enforcement measures to 

remove non-recognition of international 

credentials/experience and eliminate direct and 

implicit discriminations in hiring practices that 

disadvantage newcomers.  

 

 Fund and expand equity based and demand-

side led employment services and workforce 

development programs with proven capacity to 

link newcomers to good employers and decent work 

(e.g. reintroduce/deepen Employment Equity policy; 

expand programs to train employers and HR 

managers on how to hire and support newcomer 

workers for success; fund Bridging programs,  

mentorship, paid internships, and on-the-job 

learning programs) 

 

 Advocate for more inclusive and fair 

immigration policies. This includes (i) 

promoting fair and faster pathways for 

permanent residency for migrants who come 

through precarious immigration streams (e.g refugee 

claimants, live-in caregivers); (ii) removing barriers 

for low-income newcomers to sponsor their parents 

and grandparents; (iii) eliminating financially 

burdensome policy anomalies like requiring 

sponsored refugees to repay transportation and 

medical expenses to come to Canada.  

 

 Introduce progressive legislation to make 

cost of living more affordable in Canada, 

particularly in big cities like Toronto where large 

proportions of newcomers end up settling. This 

includes progressive rent control, making sure basic 

utilities like hydro, heat, internet and mobile phone 

rates, insurance are kept affordable, ensuring public 

transit is affordable, introducing affordable 

universal childcare, making post-secondary 

education affordable and accessible, and keeping 

food costs affordable. 

 

 Fund innovative community development 

programs that can reduce social 

isolation/exclusion among newcomers. Crucially, 

these programs need to enable vulnerable 

newcomers to build the right balance of intra and 

inter community relationships and social support 

system (across class, race/ethnicity, education level, 

neighborhood etc). This can help them not just 

weather financial vulnerabilities but also promote 

upward economic mobility. 

 

The process of mobilizing these programmatic solutions 

and/or systemic changes needs to be grounded on 

evidence, cross-sector collaboration, and participatory 

process. Crucially, vulnerable newcomers need to be 

meaningfully engaged as partners (for e.g., co-

researchers, policy advisors, co-advocates) in producing 

evidence and developing solutions.  Doing so will make 

the process of change itself empowering and 

transformative.  

 

 

 
About this Research Summary Report 
 
This summary report is based on a community based research 

study conducted by Access Alliance Multicultural Health and 

Community Services (Access Alliance) to better understand 

financial knowledge and barriers facing vulnerable newcomer 

communities in Toronto. A full version of the research report is 

also available for download from www.accessalliance.ca. Drop us 

a line at research@accessalliance.ca  to let us know your thoughts 

about our study findings and recommendations.   

This study was funded by Social and Enterprise Development 

Innovations (SEDI) TD Financial Literacy Grant Fund.  Thank 

you to West Neighborhood House, Credit Canada and United Way 

Toronto for their support to this project.   
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