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Programming for youth is an important part of 
many community organizations’ mandates and 
structure. The Spence Neighbourhood Associa-
tion (SNA), a community organization serving 
the inner-city community of Winnipeg’s Spence 
neighbourhood, provides a program for female-
identified youth called Girls Night.

This report examines the research on youth 
development and programming for female immi-
grant youth, and identifies the outcomes of Girls 
Night from the perspectives of the program par-
ticipants. These outcomes are analyzed in terms of 
their relation to Spence Neighbourhood Associa-
tion’s Five Year Plan, and Immigration, Refugees, 
and Citizenship Canada’s (IRCC) Mission, as well 
as the academic literature. To achieve this, an over-
view of Girls Night, the Spence Neighbourhood 
Association’s Five Year Plan, and the IRCC’s Mis-
sion are presented first. Next, the report incorpo-
rates a Literature Review which examines the spe-
cific demographic which is served by Girls Night, 
Youth Development, female youth programs and 
newcomer youth programs. The final section is the 
Program Evaluation, including the research ques-
tions, methods, research findings and discussion.

To guide our research, our questions were 
structured around the Five Year Plan of Spence 
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Neighbourhood Association, and Immigration, 
Refugee and Citizenship Canada’s Mission. These 
are the outcomes we identified, and we left the 
questions as open-ended as possible to gain a 
meaningful understanding of what the partici-
pants wanted to say about the program.

Throughout this report, the term ‘immigrant’ 
is usually used when referring to the participants, 
rather than newcomer. While it may be the case 
that some of the participants are state- or private-
ly-sponsored refugees, when given the choice to 
identify themselves as an immigrant, refugee, or 
newcomer, nine of the ten youth research par-
ticipants self-identified as an immigrant. The 
term female-identified is also used throughout, 
as this is the term used by Spence Neighbour-
hood Association to describe the participants of 
Girls Night. Used herein this refers to all female 
people, regardless of gender assigned at birth.

At this time, Girls Nightis directed towards 
any female-identified youth, and there is a sepa-
rate program held at the same facility and time 
by a different organization that is directed to-
wards male-identified youth. A future direction 
for Girls Night or Spence Neighbourhood Asso-
ciation and other community based-organiza-
tions may be to expand program offerings or the 
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propriate and reasonable goals (Spence Neigh-
bourhood Association 2016: 1). The 2016–2021 
Five Year Plan incorporates five areas of focus , 
one of which is ‘Youth and Families’. The goals 
most relevant to Girls Night are from the ‘Im-
prove Life for Vulnerable Youth’ section within 
this area of focus, and includes the following goals:

• Develop community- based accessible safe 
spaces for all youth;

• Provide programming during critical hours 
(after school & evening) for children & 
youth that addresses basic needs, removes 
barriers, & ensures equitable access to 
opportunities;

• Ensure youth have positive adult & 
peer mentors in their lives so youth feel 
supported & thrive holistically (spiritual, 
mental, emotional, physical); […]

• Foster community ownership/connections 
for youth through community- based 
programming;

• Ensure children & youth have equitable 
access to sports & recreation opportunities 
in the community & across the city;

• Ensure children & youth have equitable 
access to arts & cultural opportunities 
in the community & across the city (SNA 
2016: 7)

These goals reflect the community’s desire for 
safe spaces and activities for youth, connections 
to other community members and the commu-
nity itself, and equal access to opportunities and 
leisure activities. SNA seeks funding to support 
these goals and, in the case of Girls Night, this 
funding is secured from Immigration, Refugee 
and Citizenship Canada.

Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship 
Canada: Mission
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada 
has a mandate and mission which reflects its di-

characterization of the Friday evening programs 
to include non-binary or genderqueer youth who 
do not identify as either female or male.

The Principal Investigator, Emma Higgs, is 
a casual volunteer with Girls Night and a social 
work student at the University of Manitoba with 
a practicum placement at the Canadian Centre 
for Policy Alternatives- Manitoba. This research 
project was done in partnership with the Spence 
Neighbourhood Association.

About Girls Night
Girls Night began in late 2014 as a partnership be-
tween Islamic Social Services Association (ISSA) 
and Spence Neighbourhood Association. Girls 
Night takes place Friday evenings at the Univer-
sity of Winnipeg Recplex and the program is for 
female-identified youth aged 12–18 years. It is now 
purely a Spence Neighbourhood Association Youth 
Program (ISSA runs a program for male youth in 
the same facility). The program is funded in part 
by Immigration, Refugee, and Citizenship Canada. 
Many of Girls Night’s participants are immigrant 
and/or racialized youth, but all female-identified 
youth are welcome at Girls Night.

On a typical evening, the program will open 
with a Sharing Circle where all participants 
can choose to share as little or as much as they 
choose, and then an activity is facilitated for the 
remainder of the program. Snacks or a meal are 
provided. There is usually one staff person and a 
number of volunteers who facilitate the program.

As a program of the Spence Neighbourhood 
Association, Girls Night’s goals and objectives are 
developed within a community development frame-
work as articulated in the area’s Five Year Plan.

Spence Neighbourhood Association Goals: 
Five Year Plan
The Spence Neighbourhood Association seeks 
community input to create their Five Year Plans, 
which guide their work and helps them set ap-
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verse roles in Canada. The section of their mis-
sion which most relates to the role of Girls Night 
is the following:

“Developing and implementing policies, 
programs and services that: […] reach out to all 

Canadians and foster increased intercultural 
understanding and an integrated society with 
equal opportunity for all, regardless of race, 
ethnicity and religion” (Immigration, Refugees 
and Citizenship Canada 2016).



canadian centre for policy alternatives  — ManitoBa4

elements of Positive Youth Development which 
can be useful for contextualizing the discussion 
regarding community-based youth programming 
: a strength-based approach, the importance of 
community, and the possibilities for using ele-
ments like “values, moral perspectives, and re-
ligious worldviews” (Damon as cited in Benson 
et al. 2007: 895: 1). These themes can be used to 
inform current programs or strategies for posi-
tive youth development.

University of Manitoba graduate student Al-
lison Odger’s thesis investigated the impact and 
interpretation of sexual health messages by Afri-
can newcomer women, particularly youth (Odger 
2015: 6). Odger’s research is focused on Winnipeg 
residents, and Girls Night is a Winnipeg-based 
program encompassing a very similar group of 
women and youth. This research does not incorpo-
rate as many concrete findings or direct research 
results in relation to programming. However, it 
is an ethnography which helps illustrate some 
nuances of the perceptions and realities of the 
specific population of Girls Night participants.

Odger describes tensions newcomers can ex-
perience between their Canadian public school 
educations and the beliefs and norms they were 
raised with in Canada or their home countries.

To contextualize and support this program eval-
uation, a literature review examining academic, 
government, and civil society literature regard-
ing topics related to Girls Night was undertaken. 
There are distinct facets to a program evaluation, 
and Spence Neighbourhood Association’s pro-
gram ‘Girls Night’ serves a diverse population. As 
such there are several elements to be discussed 
in this literature review. In the interest of pro-
viding as helpful a background as possible, this 
literature review will present research and find-
ings regarding youth development and the demo-
graphic for which Girls Night is intended. Fur-
ther, this review will examine research regarding 
gender-based programs and youth development, 
programming and development for youth new-
comers and racialized youth, and intersections 
of some of the above topics. Finally, a critique of 
current programming and potential directions 
for future program development is included.

Research regarding Youth Development 
and Newcomer Female Youth
Positive Youth Development is a term which cov-
ers a broad scope of techniques, strategies and 
theories. The literature identifies three central 

Literature Review
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This publication affirms the importance of 
having specific and focused programming for 
newcomer female youth. The recommendations 
outlined in this review can be directly applied to 
community-based programming for newcomer 
youth in Winnipeg, and provide helpful concrete 
suggestions for organizations and government.

Research Regarding Gender-based 
Programs and Youth Development
As Girls Night is a program for female-identi-
fied youth only, it is important to examine the 
literature regarding why gender-based programs 
(specifically, girls programming) are impor-
tant, and what they have to offer to the sphere 
of youth programming and development. The 
Girls’ Fund, a fund established by the Canadian 
Women’s Foundation (CWF), provides funds to 
several youth female programs (CWF et al. 2012: 
3). The CWF undertook program evaluations of 
their 12 sponsored girls programs from across 
Canada for the period 2009–2012, and published 
a detailed report about the findings.

The Girls’ Fund uses a program logic mod-
el which incorporates three central protective 
factors for their programming: self-confidence, 
connectedness/sense of belonging, and critical 
thinking skills (CWF et al. n.d.: 10). The 12 pro-
grams were found to improve and strengthen all 
of these important elements, and as protective 
factors these attributes can have meaningful im-
plications for the development of girls. For exam-
ple, in all three years of the research, over 80 per-
cent of respondents felt anywhere from “a little” 
to “totally better” about their connectedness to 
the other girls in the program, their school and 
community (CWF et al. n.d.: 19). Protective fac-
tors, or “contextual variables that promote […] 
the process [of reaching developmental compe-
tencies]” are critical for personal development 
of youth (Youth.gov n.d.). The report also identi-
fied that “Girls linked the program outcomes to 
the girls-only aspect of the programs, the caring 

There is tension between a system that 
encourages youth to take an active role in 
maintaining their sexual health and the 
messages about abstinence they have received 
from their families about sex. It is clear from 
this narrative we cannot simply disentangle 
the different axes of identity upon receiving 
particular types of sexual health information 
and each of these young women will understand 
and respond to these messages in their own 
ways. (Odger 2015: 52)

This passage demonstrates how newcomer youth 
may experience complexities of straddling two 
distinct “worlds,” which can cause tension. This 
tension, and the ways it is navigated, may be an 
important element to be aware of when interacting 
with newcomer youth, and considering helpful and 
relevant programming. The topic at hand in Odg-
er’s research, sexual health, is also a topic which 
is purposely open and encouraged at Girls Night.

The 2002 Government of Canada Publication, 
“Mental Health Promotion Among Newcomer 
Female Youth,” discusses several aspects of the 
newcomer female youth experience, and differ-
ences between them and male newcomer youth. 
The report explains how the female youth par-
ticipants “recognized that, while newcomer male 
youth face similar issues, based on their new im-
migrant status […], there are differences in ex-
periences on the basis of gender” (Khanlou et al. 
2002: 44). While further discussing the emerging 
issues of the study, the report outlines how cer-
tain social elements are promoting influences- 
one example being the role of having friends in 
developing a positive sense of self (Khanlou et al. 
2002: 44). Some of the recommendations of this 
report include focusing on the strengths, as well 
as the challenges of female newcomer youth , to 
provide sustained government funding for reset-
tlement services for newcomer female youth and 
their families , and to develop partnerships, for 
example in education and social services, across 
systems (Khanlou et al. 2002: 54–57).
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more easily, feeling less judged and more com-
fortable and free to discuss their experiences as 
girls (Poole et al. 2012: 21–22).

Girls on the Run is a physical activity Positive 
Youth Development program for female youth, 
which uses different types of physical activity 
to help girls aged 7–13 develop life skills such as 
confidence, caring, character, social, emotional, 
and physical competence, and community con-
tribution (Riley and Weiss 2015: 3). Their program 
evaluation published in 2015 found that overall, 
“Girls who began with lower pre-season scores 
on confidence, connection, character, caring, and 
physical activity frequency, and higher scores on 
sedentary behaviors showed statistically significant 
improvements from pre-season to post-season. 
Improvements suggest that girls who need the 
program the most are likely to improve” (Riley 
and Weiss 2015: 12). Overall, the girls who had 
lower than average scores to begin with experi-
enced more improvement in the listed Positive 
Youth Development skills by participating in the 
program. More specifically, of the girls who be-
gan with a score lower than the mean for confi-
dence, 60.2 percent improved in that area, and 
of the girls who began lower than the mean for 
connection, 62.7 percent improved (Riley and 
Weiss 2015: 10). These findings suggest that this 
program has been effective for helping the girls 
most in need of support in regards to confidence 
and connection. Girls on the Run, while being 
intended for a younger group than Girls Night, 
has demonstrated its efficacy in supporting girls 
in some key development areas which also can 
apply to a slightly older group of girls.

These research studies and program evalua-
tions have demonstrated the effectiveness of girls-
only groups for achieving positive outcomes. In 
summary, these three studies have found girls-
only social- and recreation-oriented groups have 
achieved an array of positive outcomes such as 
supporting newcomer female youth to debrief 
their experiences of their cultural community and 
the Canadian experience, the value of developing 

and supportive environment, the caring and sup-
portive staff, the activities where they had fun, 
learned, and gained skills” (CWF et al. n.d.: 66). 
These elements of the programs were the ones 
which helped facilitate the outcomes, from the 
perspective of the participants.

The British Columbia Centre of Excellence for 
Women’s Health partnered with the Girls Action 
Foundation and multiple research organizations 
and universities across Canada to prepare a mixed-
methods research project which compared the 
academic literature on girls groups and gender- 
or sex-based programs and the perspectives of 
participants of these programs across Canada. 
This research identified nine promising practices 
in health promotion with girls, and found that 
the perspectives of participants were consistent 
with the literature on girls’ groups.

One of the promising practices for girls’ 
health promotion was being gender-specific 
“Girl-focused” or girls-only” (Poole et al. 2012: 
10). The research further discussed how “Girls 
in all focus groups discussed the benefits of par-
ticipating in a girls-only space, including having 
a safe space to discuss issues that are normal-
ly avoided or regarded as taboo (i.e., sexuality, 
sex, substance use, suicide and eating disorders) 
and to obtain accurate information about these 
issues” (Poole et al. 2012: 21). The scan of the 
literature incorporated into this research also 
found numerous systematic reviews which had 
found the importance of single-sex groups, as 
well as instances where mixed-sex groups could 
be preferable for discussing certain issues. The 
reviews of programs which participated in the 
research described elements such as the safety of 
being in an all-girls group (Poole et al. 2012: 17). 
The review also found that eliminating power-
issues which silence girls in co-ed settings is an 
important factor for building positive peer-rela-
tionships among female youth. Within the focus 
groups, girl-participants discussed the benefit of 
the girls-only spaces, including feeling empow-
ered, being able to create bonds with other girls 
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development. Volunteer mentors and community 
youth workers can support children and adoles-
cents growing up in challenging environments 
by providing structure and supervision during 
out-of-school hours” (Roffman et al. 2003: 91). 
Further, the chapter describes the importance 
of supporting immigrant families and youth by 
having spaces and programs for youth outside of 
school, as well as how reliable community work-
ers can help immigrant children and adolescents 
manage cultural differences and identities, and 
provide a strong positive relationship for youth 
(Roffman et al. 2003: 109

Critique and Future Directions for 
Youth Gender-based and/or Newcomer 
Programming
Hieu Van Ngo’s article, “Patchwork, Sidelining and 
Marginalization: Services for Immigrant Youth” 
analyzes services for immigrant youth. Within 
the critique, Van Ngo describes how many ser-
vices and programs serving immigrant youth are 
frequently not evidence-based, and generally do 
not incorporate clear goals or objectives. This has 
implications for service delivery, as he describes, 
“As a consequence, the existing service delivery 
to immigrant adolescents appears intuitive and 
less coherent than planned, evidence-based prac-
tice” (Van Ngo 2009: 88–89). Additionally, the 
article elaborates how the programs frequently 
do not sufficiently connect immigrant youth to 
the broader community. This can put youth at 
risk of being over-reliant on “intra-ethnic or im-
migrant networks” (James 1997, as cited in Van 
Ngo 2009: 89).

This review of the literature gives a brief over-
view of what is known about this demographic, 
youth development, and youth programming. 
This research also helps frame our findings from 
the interviews and focus group, and provides 
guidance while identifying themes and patterns 
from the records.

positive female peer relationships and the bene-
fits of girls-only spaces to developing confidence.

Research in Support of Newcomer and 
Racialized Youth Programs and Youth 
Development
Daisy Camacho and Andrew Fuligni published 
an article regarding their research into first, sec-
ond, and third generation immigrant students in 
Los Angeles, and their extracurricular activities 
(Camacho and Fuligni 2015: 1252). Their research 
connected participation in extracurricular activi-
ties to effects on Grade Point Average (GPA), and 
other factors such as sense of school belonging 
and intrinsic motivation. The study found that 
“apparent benefits of participation can be modi-
fied by generational status” (Camacho and Fulig-
ni 2015: 1259). They found that “the gain in GPA 
as a function of participation [overall participa-
tion, participation in academic activities, and a 
greater breadth of participation] was greater for 
the first-generation students who showed greater 
overall participation, as compared to those who 
did not” (Camacho and Fuligni 2015: 1259). Their 
research suggests that the impacts of academic 
youth extracurricular programming can be more 
significant to first generation newcomers than 
later generation newcomers. Although Girls Night 
is not an academic program, the findings from 
this research may suggest that programming 
and extra-curricular activity particularly helps 
with engaging first-generation immigrant youth, 
like many of the participants at Girls Night. The 
book Community Youth Development: Programs, 
Policies and Practices includes a section on the 
importance of community-based youth work-
ers supporting immigrant youth. Chapter five 
of the book, “Facilitating Positive Development 
in Youth: The Role of Mentors and Community 
Organizations” argues that “For immigrant youth, 
mentors and non-parental adults in community 
agencies may prove to be invaluable for optimal 
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approved by Spence Neighbourhood Association 
staff, and youth participants received a ten dollar 
gift card for a local mall for their participation.

Of the youth participants, nine of ten identified 
as immigrants and one explained that her parents 
were immigrants and she was born in Canada. 
The participants ranged in age from 15–18 years.

Two key informants involved with the pro-
gramming and/or delivery of Girls Night were 
also interviewed. One was a staff member of 
Spence Neighbourhood Association, and one 
was a volunteer with the Girls Night program.

Findings
Relationships and Mentoring
The importance of Girls Night as a setting for the 
development and maintenance of positive relation-
ships was referred to and discussed consistently 
throughout the interviews and focus group. Par-
ticipants made positive references to Girls Night as 
a space where they can meet new peers or friends, 
as well as spend time with their current friends.

I would describe it [Girls Night] as a time for 
girls to come together, and, just to spend time 
with others, and get to talk to other girls (P9)

Research Questions
As discussed above, Girls Night is guided by the 
SNA Five Year Plan Youth outcomes. To help 
frame the discussion with the participants, the 
questions were structured around the missions 
of the Spence Neighbourhood Association and 
Immigration, Refugee, and Citizenship Canada, 
as well as findings from the literature review, 
and they were formulated as open-ended ques-
tions. The research questions are attached as an 
appendix to this report.

Methods
This research project was approved by the Cana-
dian Centre for Policy Alternatives Research Eth-
ics Committee. Participants for the research were 
recruited through posters, presentations at Girls 
Night, word-of-mouth, and informal conversations 
between youth participants and staff and volunteers. 
Ten girls involved with Girls Night participated 
in short interviews with the Principal Investiga-
tor. These were recorded and transcribed. Three 
of the youth participants also did an additional 
focus group (also referred to as a Sharing Circle) 
where they discussed a different set of questions 
together. All of the questions were reviewed and 

Program Evaluation
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they like when I talk to them they make me feel 
like they actually care and […] it’s nice to be able 
to talk to people (P10)

Safe and Welcoming Space
Another theme that emerged from the interviews 
and focus group was the type of space Girls Night 
creates for its participants. The most common 
words used when describing Girls Night include 
safe, welcoming and comfortable. Girls Night as 
a program is described as important or useful 
for the participants for several reasons. Some 
participants mentioned how Girls Night plays 
a positive role for them because as immigrant 
youth there are some added challenges, and the 
program is a place where many female-identified 
immigrant youth can connect. Others saidthat 
because Girls Night is a space for female-iden-
tified youth only, they feel more comfortable 
discussing some subjects, and feel the partici-
pants are more focused on each other, as female-
identified youth.

Participants even mentioned some benefits 
of Girls Night as a space for female-identified 
youth such as supporting each other through 
personal or broader social issues, or that Girls 
Night is meaningful to them because in other 
settings male youth tend to have more power or 
are able to dominate interactions.

I feel like it’s a place where just girls are 
welcome, cause everywhere you go, it’s like guy 
dominated (P2)

The key informants also identified a number of 
ideas about the importance and effects of Girls 
Night as a space. They brought forward ideas 
about Girls Night as a safe space, a characteris-
tic that allows for a number of specific outcomes 
to occur. The safety of the space for the partici-
pants encouraged discussions and relationships 
to flourish, often as a result of one another. The 
Key Informants also outlined how the space, the 
programming, and the entire focus of the even-
ing centred on the female-identified youth and 

Other points regarding relationships between 
the participants that were mentioned during the 
interviews and focus group include feeling sup-
ported at Girls Night, and being able to inter-
act, connect, and feel welcomed at Girls Night.

I see like, other girls connecting with each 
other, and I like that, ‘cause they communicate, 
and maybe at school they don’t have friends to 
communicate with and then at Girls Night they 
have people to talk to and, like do activities with 
and stuff (P5)

Within the key informant interviews, the relation-
ships between participants were also emphasized. 
These research participants discussed how Girls 
Night is a place where the participants can explore 
new relationships with other female-identified 
youth, and how they can receive support from 
each other during the Sharing Circle portion of 
some Girls Nights. Further, Girls Night was char-
acterised as a place where the female-identified 
youth can participate and interact in relation to 
each other, not in relation to male youth.

There was also a significant amount of dis-
cussion during interviews and the focus group 
regarding Girls Night’s success at fostering pos-
itive relationships between the adult female-
identified staff and volunteers, and the program 
participants. Generally, the participants charac-
terized the staff and volunteers as being helpful 
or supportive, as being genuine, kind, or non-
judgemental, and as trustworthy.

My favorite part about Girls Night, was, um, the 
way the staff communicated with us, which was 
really nice and sweet (P8)

Further, the approach of the staff and volunteers 
is mentioned as being among the participants’ 
favourite parts about Girls Night, or the element 
of the program that most helps them deal with 
personal issues.

The staff here are also super helpful because, 
like, I talk to them, every time I’m here, and like, 
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the participants’ understanding of the term “Ca-
nadian culture and issues.” Three of the ten par-
ticipants did not have examples to give of Girls 
Night achieving an educational or immersive 
experience about Canada, while several oth-
ers did discuss various examples based on their 
understanding of the question, which included 
arts and culture based examples. A participant 
discussed attending a cultural event which in-
cluded First Nations drumming and storytelling 
as an outing with Girls Night. Five participants 
provided examples which portrayed Girls Night 
itself, or some specific activities (such as making 
music or painting) as helping explore the various 
multicultural backgrounds of the youth, and the 
volunteers and staff. In one case this was related 
to having a chance to play an instrument they 
identified as being central to Canadian music 
(guitar). For some, Girls Night was a way to ex-
press or share cultural backgrounds or identities 
doing arts and crafts like painting.

One of the two Key Informants also discussed 
Girls Night as being a place where the partici-
pants could discuss and celebrate their cultural 
backgrounds in an inclusive space.

it’s like a positive environment, and meeting 
new people from different, like, races, and 
different backgrounds, ethnic, religious 
backgrounds, and it’s just kinda like, we’re all 
just, we’re all just hanging out (P3)

Girls Night was portrayed as a space that en-
courages inclusivity and community. In terms of 
connecting the participants to their community, 
other key informant responses also discussed 
how the program seeks to hire female-identified 
activity instructors from the community, to add 
more levels of connection and role-modelling.

it [Girls Night] is very good at […] helping to um, 
employ and showcase the talents of local female 
professionals (KI1)

Some areas for improvement were also identi-
fied in this area by key informants, including 

their needs. It was mentioned that this helped 
validate the experiences of the participants as 
they attended, and allowed participants to be 
vulnerable.

any […] female-identified person can come into 
those doors without judgement, and stay there, 
and be safe, and be valued, and participate in 
whatever we are doing (KI2)

The safety of the space was attributed to the char-
acteristic of it being for female-identified youth. 
Consistency of meeting times and the staff/vol-
unteers present were identified as an area to be 
improved for the program overall.

Community and Culture
Another theme was the positive view of Girls 
Night as helping the participants feel more con-
nected or welcomed in the broader community. 
This was explained in both more specific and 
more general terms. Examples include meet-
ing new people at Girls Night, and later seeing 
and recognizing them while out in the com-
munity, or simply feeling more comfortable in 
their community and attributing this in part 
to Girls Night. Girls Night was also identified 
as being a place where the participants can en-
gage with the wider community (for these pur-
poses, excluding the home and school) and still 
feel comfortable.

before [Girls Night] I didn’t really like go out 
[…], like I would just go home, maybe after 
school programs, sports, but just it would be 
like home, school, home, school […] But now I’m 
starting to see that there’s like a world outside of 
home and school (P7)

Finally, some participants described how they 
felt Girls Night helped strengthen or reinforce 
existing positive cultural or ethnic community 
bonds. Participants were also asked if they felt 
they learned about Canadian culture or issues 
during Girls Night. This term was left ambigu-
ous to solicit varied or broad answers based on 



SpaceS for fem ale ImmIgr ant Youth: gIrl S nIght progr a m evaluatIon 11

discussed by both key informants, and suggested 
by a participant as well.

Summary of Findings
The broad themes and characteristics of Girls 
Night, identified from the interviews and focus 
groups, connect positively to the literature identi-

the need for more role models (as volunteers, 
staff, or instructors) who reflect the diversity of 
the participants, or who share a background of 
immigration to Canada. Connecting with oth-
er community organizations who also provide 
youth programming in the same facility to bet-
ter coordinate the programs was mentioned or 

Spence Neighbourhood Association

It is clear that Girls Night is successful in achieving the relevant main goals of SNa’s Five Year Plan. There are certainly 

some areas to be improved, but when viewed in its entirety Girls Night is taking specific action to adhere to the Five-

Year Plan. This is evidenced in both the structural organization and activities of the program, as well as the feedback 

from participants regarding their experience with Girls Night and what they think about the program overall.

SNa’s list of goals within their Five-Year Plan section for Youth and Families provides a concrete framework to evaluate 

Girls Night’s success. The relevant points are each discussed separately below.

“Develop community based accessible safe spaces for all youth” (SNa 2016: 7): The research participants discussed at 

length how the space Girls Night creates is welcoming and safe for its participants, who are female-identified youth.

“Provide programming during critical hours (after school & evening) for children & youth that addresses basic needs, 

removes barriers, & ensures equitable access to opportunities” (SNa 2016: 7): Girls Night addresses basic needs by pro-

viding snacks or a meal to participants, as well as having free menstrual ad sexual health products. Girls Night also aims 

to reduce barriers and provide equitable access by purposefully occurring at a community facility where youth were 

already spending leisure time, and during key evening hours.

“Ensure youth have positive adult & peer mentors in their lives so youth feel supported & thrive holistically (spiritual, 

mental, emotional, physical)” (SNa 2016: 7): This point is another one that the research participants discussed repeat-

edly throughout interviews. The relationships between the youth, as well as with the adult role-models were described 

in various positive manners. The role of the adult role models (whether they are staff, volunteers, or activity instruc-

tors) was discussed positively by numerous participants.

“Foster community ownership/connections for youth through community based programming” (SNa 2016: 7): A num-

ber of important elements of the program, such as outings into the community, meeting new community members and 

purposefully hiring community members to teach activities help facilitate this goal within Girls Night. Overall, not all 

research participants could discuss examples of this point from Girls Night, but there were many who could.

“Ensure children & youth have equitable access to sports & recreation opportunities[and] […] arts and cultural oppor-

tunities in the community & across the city” (SNa 2016: 7): Participants discussed numerous activities which adhered 

to this goal, including outings, martial arts and music-related activities. Participants are regularly able to work with 

instructors who teach martial arts/self-defence, as well as arts-based activities such as painting, song-writing and ka-

raoke. Some research participants wanted to include more organized sports as part of the programming. Overall, the 

range of activities provided free to the participants certainly serves to improve access to these youth, with some addi-

tions which can be made based on participant preferences.
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other female youth in this safe space (Poole et 
al. 2012: 17; Canadian Women’s Foundation et al. 
n.d.: 66). Two participants referred to Girls Night 
positively specifically in reference to the role it 
plays in supporting them as immigrant youth. 
In addition, the key informants discussed how 
the space aims to centre the female-identified 
youth, validate their thoughts and ideas and al-
low for conversations to occur safely.

Girls Night’s mixed success at engaging partici-
pants with their broader community is a starting 
point worth expanding upon. Our research shows 
that fostering community within Girls Night is go-
ing well, based on the positive feedback regarding 
relationships at Girls Night. However, our inter-
views demonstrated that finding ways to help the 
participants feel welcome as part of their broad-
er community in meaningful ways is an emerg-
ing area for Girls Night. The literature suggests 
that using the broader community as a tool and 
space for youth development is helpful (Benson 
et al. 2007: 895). In addition, the National Centre 
for Truth and Reconciliation’s 94 Calls to Action 
illustrate the importance of better education for 
newcomers to Canada in regards to Indigenous 
people and the Treaties, specifically with calls 93 
and 94 (Truth and Reconciliation Canada, 2015). 
Incorporating this learning through Girls Night 
programming in partnership with Indigenous or-
ganizations and individuals should be viewed as 
a specific area for development in terms of con-
necting participants to the broader community. 
Overall, continued and bolstered funding for 

fied herein in a myriad of ways, and demonstrate 
a number of the elements from the missions of 
SNA and IRCC. This indicates that Girls Night 
is achieving its goals, and serving as a positive 
feature within the lives of it’s participants. First, 
the role of Girls Night as a place where posi-
tive relationships can develop between peers 
and between the youth and adult role models is 
identified by the literature as being important 
(CWF et al. n.d.: 19; Poole et al. 2012: 21–22; Roff-
man et al 2003: 91). As our interviews and focus 
group demonstrate, many participants and key 
informants find that Girls Night is fostering or 
creating these strong relationships, which are 
valuable according to the literature for achiev-
ing a positive sense of self, and connectedness 
with peers (Khanlou et al. 2002: 44; CWF et al. 
n.d.: 19). These positive benefits occur in the 
context of the female-identified youth navigat-
ing the challenges of being a youth, as well as 
additional challenges associated with holding 
marginalized identities.

When discussing the space, many varia-
tions on the benefits of it being a program ex-
clusively for female-identified youth emerged. 
The importance of this characteristic and the 
importance of the existence of this program at 
all is also supported by the literature (Poole et 
al. 2012: 10, 21). Some of these specific reasons 
from our interviews were even reflected in the 
literature, including unequal “power over” situ-
ations male-identified youth can hold, and feel-
ing like they, the participants, can connect with 

Immigration, Refugee and Citizenship Canada

As partial funders of youth programming at SNa, it is important to connect iRCC goals with the outcomes of Girls Night. 

Girls Night, as a program serving youth most of whom are immigrants to Canada, facilitates a number of the elements 

of iRCC’s Mission. By providing a safe and open space, the participants are able to learn from each other through dis-

cussion and questions about their diverse backgrounds, as well as from participants or adult role models who may come 

from Canada. Finally, by specifically reaching out to marginalized youth, Girls Night contributes to improving equal op-

portunity regardless of identity, achieving this by offering recreation activities, a safe space, and encouraging discus-

sion and relationship-building.
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is demonstrated throughout the literature. The 
feedback provided by Girls Night participants 
demonstrates that Girls Night achieves the rel-
evant elements of the SNA Five Year Plan, and 
IRCC’s Mission Statement.

Many of the developing or emerging areas 
for Girls Night may be impacted by uncertain 
or limited funding amounts and the many roles 
community-based organizations and their staff 
aim to fulfill. Based on the positive feedback from 
Girls Night’s participants, hopefully this pro-
gram and others like it can continue to develop 
and expand in the coming years. Thank you to 
Girls Night participants, volunteers and staff for 
taking part in this research project.

Girls Night could help staff and volunteers of the 
program find ways to achieve some of these goals 
in partnership with the participants themselves, 
by providing more time and material resources.

Conclusion
Participants generally find Girls Night to be a 
meaningful program and a safe space where they 
can make friends, adult role-models, and partici-
pate in various activities. This research also con-
firms that some elements of the program need 
improvement, including building community con-
nections. As highlighted above, the importance 
of these characteristics for youth development 



canadian centre for policy alternatives  — ManitoBa14

participants will receive a 10$ Portage Place gift 
card as a thank you!

Thank you in advance for your help!

Questions
1. We’re going to go around the circle, and 

when it’s your turn can you please tell 
us your name and age, how long you’ve 
been coming to Girls Night, what 
neighbourhood you live in, and how you 
ended up coming to GN for the first time.

2. What do you like most about Girls Night? 
Why?

3. What do you think about the free meals 
and the activities at Girls Night?

4. Do you think Girls Night has made a 
difference in your life (it can be little or 
big things)?

5. As young women and immigrants or 
refugees, do you feel welcome at Girls 
Night? Why or why not?

6. If you could change one thing about Girls 
Night, what would it be?

7. Tell us what you’ve learned during Girls 
Night.

Questions: Sharing Circle
Sharing Circle Script — Preamble

Thank you everyone for your interest in this 
sharing circle! Before we begin, we’re going to 
hand out the Informed Consent forms and we’re 
going to go over them together. I’ll read it out 
loud and explain a few points, and you can ask 
any questions you may have.

—Read Consent form aloud

I am a student at the University of Manitoba, 
who is doing a placement with an organization 
called Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives. 
But I have also volunteered with the Spence 
Neighbourhood Association (SNA) for a few years 
casually, which is why I would like to work on 
this project to find out more about Girls Night!

Like the letter says, all you will need to do is 
participate in one sharing circle or interview 
during part of a Girls Night. You will be asked 
to keep everything discussed in the circle 
confidential. You can withdraw from the 
research, or withdraw your responses at any 
time up until April 1st, 2017. I will be recording 
this discussion. If you wish to stop the tape 
you can ask to not be recorded at any time. All 

Appendix A:  
Interview and Sharing Circle Questions
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City/West End community, and/or the 
broader Winnipeg community? Some 
examples of this would include making 
friends or connections with people from 
different backgrounds, knowing about 
resources in your community, or feeling 
welcome and safe in the community.

Thank you for your participation.

Questions: Interview with Key Informants
Preamble

Thank you for participating in this interview, it 
will only take 20–30 minutes. You can withdraw 
from the research, or withdraw your responses at 
any time up until April 1st, 2017. With your per-
mission, I will be recording this discussion. If you 
wish to stop the tape you can ask to not be record-
ed at any time. Thank you for your participation.

Questions
1. Can you please describe the philosophy or 

thinking behind Girls Night from your 
perspective? Probe — what are the goals?

2. What do you notice that participants like 
most about Girls Night?

3. What do you notice that participants like 
least about Girls Night?

4. Have you noticed participants who have 
become more involved in the program, 
have shown leadership, or who have 
shown signs of development or growth?

5. In your opinion, what are the most 
important things Girls Night brings to 
it’s participants?

6. If you could do anything, what would you 
change about the Girls Night, and why?

7. Would you say that Girls Night helps 
participants learn about Canadian 
culture and issues?

8. What about Girls Night makes it a safe 
space for female-identified youth, in your 
opinion?

Questions: Interview with Youth Participants
Preamble

Thank you for participating in this interview. It 
will only take 15–30 minutes. Everything you say 
here will be kept confidential and anonymous. 
You can withdraw from the research, or 
withdraw your responses at any time up until 
April 1st, 2017. With your permission, I will be 
recording this discussion. If you wish to stop the 
tape you can ask to not be recorded at any time.

Questions
1. Can you say your name and age, and 

whether you identify as an immigrant, 
refugee or newcomer?

2. How long have you been coming to Girls 
Night? How often do you usually come?

3. What made you want to come to Girls 
Night?

4. What about Girls Night has been most 
important to you, and why? (ie meeting 
new people, trying new activities, going 
to different outings, connecting with a 
trustworthy adult, going somewhere you 
feel safe, etc)

5. Do you think having a space for only girls 
your age is important? Why?

6. Have there been parts of Girls Night that 
have helped you learn about Canadian 
culture or issues that you thought were 
important?

7. There are many parts of being a teenager, 
being a girl, and moving from another 
country that are hard. Do you find Girls 
Night helps you deal with some of these 
things?

8. If you could change Girls Night to be 
better for you, what would you change?

9. If you were talking to a friend who had 
never been to Girls Night about the 
program, how would you describe it?

10. Has participating in Girls Night helped 
you feel like more a part of the Inner 
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cakes, breakfast foods, pizza, Thai food, and 
spring rolls. Meals containing chicken was the 
only main meal or snack suggestion.

Having a free snack or meal was referred to 
either positively, as an incentive for participa-
tion, or important to the program eight times 
during the interviews and focus group with 
youth participants.

The data included below is intended to help staff 
and volunteers of Girls Night, and any youth 
programmer, make choices in regards to their 
activities and meals which is based on youth 
participant’s preferences.

The following snacks or meals which have 
previously been served at Girls Night were re-
ferred to specifically in a positive manner: pan-

Appendix B:  
Activity and Meal Preferences of 
Programming: Participants

table 1 Activities and Meals 

Activities Participants Liked and/or Described 
as Fun and/or Referred Positively to

Number of  
Times Mentioned

Activities Participants  
Mentioned Wanting to Do

Number of  
Times Mentioned

Forks Outing 2 Mental health workshops 1

Taekwondo 1 Social Justice Activities 1

Nails/Spa Nights 2 Outings 3

Karaoke 2 General or female-youth  
centered workshops

3

Documentary Viewing 1 Dance workshop/class 1

Forks Outing with drumming and Sharing Circle 1 Organized Sports (soccer, 
basketball, volleyball, etc

1

Games 1

Self-defense/Boxing 2
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• Coordination with other youth 
programming organizations who also use 
the Recplex Friday nights

• Paying honorariums to participants who 
come regularly

• More consistency of scheduling and timing 
of Girls Night

Programming Suggestions
• Positive femininity and feminist education

• Pro-social character development 
programs

• Workshops on Social Inclusion

• Workshops on Mental Health

The Key Informants had numerous suggestions 
regarding the programming of Girls Night, which 
they believe would improve the program. Many 
of these suggestions for further development are 
currently restricted by the amount of time and 
funding available to the staff and volunteers of 
Girls Night for planning and resources.

Program Structure and Functionality 
Suggestions

• More program leadership from youth 
participants

• More follow-up on youth participants 
programming suggestions

• More staff time allotted to planning Girls 
Night

Appendix C:  
Ideas for Future Directions:  
Key Informants
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