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The University of Ottawa Refugee Hub (‘Refugee Hub’) convened a symposium on community-based 

refugee sponsorship on 25 March 2021, to open the Research Colloquium on Refugee Sponsorship: Insights and 

Issues in Comparative Perspective. The Colloquium will involve a series of workshops drawing upon expertise 

from many disciplines and around the globe, and is being organized with partners from the University of 

Ottawa, the Institute for Research into Superdiversity (IRiS) at the University of Birmingham, the Centre 

for Refugee Studies at York University, and the University of Toronto. It is funded by the Alex Trebek 

Forum for Dialogue and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council. The Opening Symposium 

focused on fundamental conceptual questions relating to the study and practice of community sponsorship 

and brought together researchers, policy experts and practitioners from Canada and around the world. 

Below, we have synthesized key themes, findings and reflections made during the Opening Symposium. 

 
The Symposium was composed of two sessions. The first plenary focused on conceptualizing refugee 

sponsorship: investigating its central characteristics, conceptual differences (depending on national 

context) and exploring its role in the broader matrix of policies and practices responding to forced 

displacement. Participants were asked to provide their thoughts on three questions: 

 

1. What are the essential characteristics of sponsorship? 

2. What role does (or should) refugee sponsorship play in responses to forced displacement? 

3. What are the policy objectives of refugee sponsorship? 

 

In the second session, participants shared their learnings from sponsorship research and practice. 

This session drew on the lived experience of the research community—both recent and longstanding—to 

examine the how, why, and what next of research on community sponsorship. Participants joined small 

discussion groups to investigate five broad research questions in depth (set out below). These deep-dive 

sessions were followed by a plenary where a representative of each group summarized the key reflections. 

 

 

 

 

 
1 We also wish to thank the following members of the University of Ottawa Refugee Hub Research Team for their excellent 
work in coordinating, moderating, and taking on rapporteur responsibilities at the Opening Symposium: Sumaya Sherif, Ian 
Van Haren, Tasha Stansbury, Mathew Wilton, Rhian Foley, Chun He, Aneta Bajic, Stéfanie Morris, and Karina Juma. 

https://refugeehub.ca/
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/superdiversity-institute/index.aspx
https://crs.info.yorku.ca/
https://crs.info.yorku.ca/
https://www.uottawa.ca/forum-for-dialogue/
https://www.uottawa.ca/forum-for-dialogue/
https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/home-accueil-eng.aspx
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SESSION ONE: PLENARY 

1) Defining sponsorship: 

Clarifying key terms was identified as an important task for sponsorship research. There is no agreed, 

universal definition of sponsorship, and different policy settings and legal provisions may be relevant 

depending on the context. However, several key characteristics and questions were identified (these 

are outlined further below). 

 

Some researchers noted that there is definitional uncertainty around closely related terms such as 

resettlement, complementary pathways, and additionality. Since this lack of clarity can obstruct policy 

debates and policy design, further work is needed to clarify the meaning of sponsorship and other 

related terms. Some participants suggested that an important first step is to define the objectives of 

specific sponsorship programmes: whether to increase the number of resettled refugees, meet the 

requirements of ‘in principle’ or ‘in practice’ additionality, or effect family reunification, for example. 

 

Some participants suggested that a definition of sponsorship should focus on empowerment instead 

of responsibility, in the sense that a sponsorship program empowers ordinary citizens to welcome and 

support refugees. This notion of empowerment relates back to the effects of sponsorship on sponsors, 

sponsor-refugee relations, and the wider community. On this view, sponsorship is a community-

building exercise and sponsors claim their agency in supporting refugees. Sponsors also become more 

involved with local services and committed to solving problems in their communities. Through 

empowerment, the sponsor-refugee relationship can turn into a genuinely reciprocal, social 

relationship over time. In a similar vein, on participant defined sponsorship as a means of building 

reciprocal relationships of trust between sponsors and refugees, and another noted sponsorship’s 

potential to empower refugees, such that the power relations between refugees and sponsors can 

become more balanced. 

 

Some participants engaged with sponsorship as a public-private partnership, or as an active 

relationship between government and private actors/civil society. One participant defined sponsorship 

as the work of government done by private actors, while another commented that sponsorship involves 

a sharing of responsibility between public and private actors, but that government must retain ultimate 

responsibility for the wellbeing and settlement of refugees. Relevant to this line of argument, one 

participant described sponsorship as an unparalleled mobilisation of civil society.  

 

Participants identified additionality as an important factor in defining sponsorship. This relates to the 

principle that sponsorship should complement a national (government-supported) resettlement 

program in terms of the number of at-risk refugees resettled, and not replace or substitute such 

programs. One participant noted that sponsorship must be viewed within the broader context of 

resettlement and asylum: as one part of a broader commitment to refugee protection and countries’ 

obligations under the Refugee Convention. This contextualisation responds to the risk that resettlement 

and sponsorship may be used to create the discourse of the ‘good refugee’ (resettled) and the ‘bad 

refugee’ (one seeking asylum). 
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Participants noted that more clarity is needed in terms of disaggregating the experience and 

circumstances of different groups of refugees resettled through sponsorship, and more comparative 

work should be devoted to learning how these different groups integrate. Participants noted the 

structural and policy differences between various streams of sponsorship in Canada, for example, and 

the varying contributions of sponsors under each program. While the financial contribution of sponsors 

is critical to some streams, one program that supports newcomers with special needs (the Joint 

Assistance Program) involves no financial contribution from sponsors but an extended period of wrap-

around social and integration support (up to 36 months duration in some cases). 

 

Some participants noted that language can pose challenges of clarity and comparability across 

countries and programs. Even if similar terms are used, they can have different connotations or 

meanings in different legal and political contexts. While some expressed the view that a shared 

international definition of sponsorship may be helpful, participants also acknowledged that 

definitional flexibility can be a strength, allowing sponsorship to be adopted in different places and 

with different policy settings.  

 

2) The different impacts of sponsorship—on integration, on sponsors, on communities: 

Participants discussed how sponsorship differs from other resettlement and integration programs in 

terms of its impacts on refugees, sponsors, and receiving communities. Attendees highlighted the 

‘tailored, wrap-around’ support provided by sponsors—going beyond financial support—and noted 

that this can have a significant positive effect on the integration of refugee newcomers. Two important 

questions relating to the relationship between sponsors and refugees were raised: 

 

(1) how to build and sustain positive trust relations between sponsors and refugee newcomers?  

(2) how to shift the power asymmetry that exists between these two groups?  

 

Some participants commented that it can be difficult to build and sustain trust relations due to 

cultural differences, the potential of support becoming paternalistic, and the pressure of having a 

‘successful sponsorship’ as defined by the legislative/policy structure of the program. Moreover, some 

noted that there is an inherent power imbalance between sponsors and refugees due to differences 

in their legal, financial and community status and their social capital. While acknowledging these 

challenges, participants emphasized that sponsor-refugee relationships are not fixed, but rather are 

dynamic relationships that continuously evolve. Sponsors can learn to provide appropriate care and 

support without paternalism and can shift power imbalances to some degree by using their social capital 

in thoughtful ways: for example, by introducing refugee newcomers to professional and cultural 

communities that might be helpful to them, while respecting their agency in how they engage with these 

communities. Researchers commented that further research should investigate how trust relations 

change over time, how power is (mis)used, and whether power imbalances shift in a positive way in 

sponsor-newcomer relationships in different contexts. 
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Participants discussed the effects of sponsorship beyond immediate sponsor-refugee relations, 

commenting that an essential characteristic of sponsorship is that it is humanitarian and solidaristic 

work. Further research is needed on this point, as it is not clear whether this solidaristic work has had 

a transformative impact: i.e., whether sponsors have become an active, politicized group that advocates 

for refugees globally. Comparative research investigating the participatory roles of citizens and how 

social capital is used by sponsors could highlight differences in support for refugees in diverse political 

and social locations. Participants highlighted the importance of making sponsors aware of the asylum 

system (and the circumstances of asylum seekers) in their countries, enabling them to act with a more 

complete understanding of the complexities of refugee protection.  

 

3) The role of refugee sponsorship in responses to forced displacement: 

Some participants asserted that sponsorship should be considered a third country solution along with 

resettlement and complementary pathways. While some emphasized the role of sponsorship in 

increasing the number of refugees being resettled based on risk or protection criteria, others noted its 

value in supporting additional pathways for refugees, including pathways linked to education, 

employment, and family reunification. One participant suggested that, in line with this reasoning, 

there should be a focus on growing sponsorship in non-traditional resettlement countries, with a 

flexible understanding of the relationship between sponsorship and other third country solutions. 

 

It was generally agreed that sponsorship works as a tool to increase citizen and private actor 

involvement in refugee welcome, while expanding the support base for resettlement. A concern was 

expressed that bureaucratization and a state-heavy program might discourage citizen involvement, while 

a strict definition of ‘what is/is not sponsorship’ could discourage innovation and affect grass roots 

conversations about sponsorship.  

 

Building on this theme, some participants warned against over-definition, regarding flexibility as a 

strength of sponsorship. On this view, sponsorship allows us to think beyond state-centric systems 

when seeking to engage new countries in resettlement and complementary pathways. It may also create 

greater access for refugees who are not able to access state-centric models. Sponsorship may be 

particularly relevant in countries that do not have established resettlement programs and that 

receive large numbers of spontaneous refugee arrivals. Strictly determining sponsorship through the 

lens of additionality may not be helpful in those contexts, and flexibility for sponsorship to provide 

community-led welcome structures may provide significant benefits. On this point, one participant 

commented that sponsorship can play an important role in developing countries, where government 

capacity to undertake resettlement is often limited, including in Latin America. 

 

Some participants pointed to structural issues within the global protection regime where the 

movement of people is seen as a ‘problem to be solved’. They warned that resettlement is vital in this 

context, but we should be wary of resettlement replacing asylum. On this view, the role of 

sponsorship in the global protection regime should be to generate solidarity and encourage more 

support and interest in refugee issues. Participants highlighted the need for further research to 
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understand how sponsorship can affect these wider processes and assess the role of social networks in 

building public support for refugee protection. 

 

4) The policy objectives of refugee sponsorship: 

Participants noted that policy objectives can vary; however, the prime objective of sponsorship is 

humanitarian—both in Canada and Europe. In the Canadian case, participants viewed the primary 

objectives as increasing resettlement and sustaining the idea that Canada is a welcoming country for 

refugees. However, participants noted multiple other policy objectives of sponsorship that vary across 

time and context and emphasized the importance of thinking critically about these objectives and how 

they are operationalized. These include reducing the costs of resettlement, encouraging public 

engagement, and orderly movement as opposed to asylum claimants crossing national borders. 

Several participants noted that sponsorship can serve to draw attention away from a country’s poor 

record of granting asylum to those who arrive at the border. 

 

In the European context, policy objectives have been largely shaped by the perception of a ‘refugee 

crisis’ in recent years. Yet, different countries with their own traditions have diverse objectives that 

drive their interest in sponsorship. These objectives include solidarity, increased access to protection, 

enhanced integration, strengthening partnerships, and expanding inclusion and participation by 

communities and stakeholders in refugee protection. Participants noted that ensuring additionality 

remains a key objective in the European context.  

 

Participants raised three issues for attention in terms of scaling sponsorship programs in Europe: 

ensuring program effectiveness, involving more citizens in supporting legal pathways, and 

overcoming the limits of government support for community engagement. Participants also inquired: 

to what extent will European governments be supportive of community involvement in refugee 

protection long term? Participants reported that, while governments might encourage community 

involvement in sponsorship programs to assist resettled refugees, practitioners report strong negative 

responses by states when it comes to communities and NGOs welcoming and supporting 

undocumented migrants or asylum seekers.  

 

SESSION TWO: DISCUSSION GROUPS 

1) What research questions have been answered, and what questions remain? 

Participants noted that, considering the long history of sponsorship in Canada, there is large body of 

research on the history of sponsorship in Canada and the roles of religious communities and civil 

society organizations in its creation and evolution. There is also significant comparative research 

comparing government assisted refugees (GARs) and privately sponsored refugees (PSRs) in Canada. 

Participants noted that further study should be conducted into sponsorship in local contexts, including 

the collection and analysis of longitudinal data on sponsorship in small towns and rural locations.  

 

Outside of Canada, there is an emerging body of research in the UK, limited data from Italy and a 

nascent research field in France in need of further development. Participants noted that further research 
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is needed on the humanitarian corridor models adopted in Italy and France. In addition, France has 

a family sponsorship model that has also not been adequately researched. Participants identified the 

need for research that focuses on volunteers more generally. Questions included: how to sustain 

citizen involvement in the long run, and—considering declining levels of involvement of religious 

organizations—how to attract and include other sponsors and how to expand the range of sponsors to 

institutional actors such as universities. Another potential area of research concerned the broader 

effects of sponsorship beyond integration, including effects on volunteers, the wider community, and 

other vulnerable groups in society. A third theme of questions related to the secondary movement of 

refugees within the receiving country.  

 

2) How should we re-examine our research assumptions about sponsorship? 

Participants commented that our research assumptions have been largely based on the specific 

experiences of certain arrival groups, such as Syrians. It is necessary to recognize that sponsorship looks 

different for different communities. This means we should test our assumption that sponsorship is 

an urban phenomenon. Participants pointed out that our assumptions are also shaped by our strong 

focus on integration rather than on protection. Another area where we can re-examine our 

assumptions relates to employment pathways for refugees. There is a need to think outside of current 

streams/pathways of refugee movement. Participants added several issue areas that should be 

investigated, and new questions that should be asked. One question was whether the Canadian model 

is unique and singular. Participants suggested unpacking the model and looking at its different 

configurations and policy settings over time. Another inquiry concerned the relationship between GAR 

and the PSR program in Canada, and the central issue of family reunification within the Canadian PSR 

program. 

 

3) What perspectives should be included, and which voices amplified? 

Participants stated that research should include the voices of refugees, volunteers, the community, 

and different actors connected to community sponsorship. Participants highlighted that the issue was 

not about increasing the number of voices but rather diversifying perspectives. For example, 

children are often assumed to be passive actors and their perspectives and experiences of integration 

are not included in research. Other perspectives lacking in current research are those actors connected 

to sponsorship who have not been traditionally considered ‘within the sponsorship spotlight’. This 

group includes interpreters, teachers, police, municipal offices, social workers, Indigenous 

peoples and leaders, and policy makers. Participants noted that it is also important to include 

experiences from different contexts and to recognize differences in perspectives and voice across 

Canadian, UK and European contexts (among others). Participants called attention to the possibility of 

information bias because research is often driven by the desire for policy change rather than the goal 

of reflecting and representing the diverse voices that exist in sponsorship. Important recommendations 

were made to have more refugee-led research, to prioritize research that promotes refugee (and other) 

interests, and to diversify voices. Participants also noted the importance of ensuring research is more 

accessible, in terms of physical and online access and in terms of how clearly it is communicated.  
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4) What are the most important questions to ask now and in the future? 

Participants commented that, on the one hand, how we conceptualize sponsorship is an important 

question for future research. However, on the other hand, it is important to ensure the definition and 

implementation of sponsorship remains flexible, especially in the context of emerging sponsorship 

countries such as Argentina, which have adopted sponsorship based on their own legal and social 

traditions. Participants raised the question of how to sustain sponsorship where communities might 

be ‘burned out’ or where enthusiasm to sponsor is low. Other questions included how to scale 

sponsorship, and how to measure efficacy and the diverse outcomes of sponsorship. Participants 

identified rural sponsorship and local perspectives and comparative research on different 

sponsorship models across the world as areas that were under-researched. Participants pointed to 

increasing efforts in research to include refugee voices and to inquire into refugee agency and 

empowerment in sponsorship relations. Participants noted that sponsor experiences are also 

important, especially in terms of gauging their political engagement and motivations, and how their lives 

are affected by sponsorship. Participants highlighted that these investigations should include an 

intersectional analysis, reflecting the complexity of human relations at play.  

 

5) What are the anticipated benefits of this knowledge? 

Two primary themes emerged. Firstly, knowledge generated through research and practice can shape 

and influence policymaking, advocacy, and program design. Empirical evidence generated 

through sponsorship research can also showcase the benefits of sponsorship, and the relationship 

between sponsorship and integration. Making these findings accessible to different audiences and 

stakeholders will enable this knowledge to support emerging programs and to inform future ones, 

while gathering information on best practices at the same time. Therefore, these aspects of sponsorship 

knowledge are essential for program transferability. Participants asserted that, to ensure greater impact 

on policymaking, we should create and nurture an effective research-practice-policy nexus.  

 

The second theme that emerged is the benefit of sharing knowledge on empowering and mobilizing 

communities. Knowledge can help sponsorship actors to interact across cultures, to mobilize local 

actors, and to provide information and advocacy tools to communities. Communities are then 

empowered by gaining a political voice and a stake beyond sponsorship itself. Moreover, the growing 

body of knowledge on sponsorship will help sponsors and refugees to manage expectations and set 

goals for future programs. 

 

Participants also highlighted areas where further research is needed for knowledge sharing about 

sponsorship. These include longitudinal research on the experience of sponsored refugees, evidence 

of the long-term benefits of sponsorship, comparative studies that show what works under what 

conditions, comparative studies that research sponsor experiences across different streams of refugee 

selection (UNHCR referral and named programs), the role played by resettlement and sponsorship in 

meeting the development objectives of a country, and the impact of pre-departure preparation on 

refugee experiences. 


