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Crossing the Atlantic
to reach the promised land Canada:
The ‘Mirror Effect’ and the Social Representation of a Refugee in Canadian Caseworkers

Corinna Buhay Simeoni. University of Ottawa, Canada
Csimeoni@uottawa.ca

Within the complexities of political and socioeconomic tensions, current patterns of migrations in Canada and
Europe have become a critical topic for understanding the social representation of a refugee.

In 2015, the resettlement of 25000 Syrian refugees in Canada has not only put the social services workers under
stress, but also re-examined their professional practices with the refugee population.

Coming from similar cultural trajectories, caseworkers strive to provide efficient, caring, non-biased, and diverse
range of social services to people and situations, in particular refugees. Due to their cultural proximity, it is therefore
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primordial for caseworkers to know and apprehend the social representation of the refugee in order to provide
services and interact in a culturally competent manner with this population.

Inspired by the social representation’s theory (Moscovici, 1961) in particular the socio-anthropological (Jodelet,
2003), crossed with the social identity concept (Tajfel and Turner, 1974), this qualitative study follows an inductive
method inspired by the grounded theory.

Drawn from a pluri-methodological research design, including 15 individual interviews with Canadian caseworkers,
field observation of integration activities in the Ottawa region, and thematic analysis of 731 online articles, this
contribution - born from a doctoral thesis defended in 2018 within the European/International Joint PhD in Social
Representations and Communication and at one of his partner Institutions in Canada (the University of Ottawa) -
seeks to illustrate how the social representation of a refugee in Canadian caseworkers is highly connected to their
past and current social identity, the social context when and where it was socio-generated from.

Empirical results show the “mirror effect” of the caseworkers as a relevant concept to integrate and confront the
other distant (refugee) to the self.

The innovative term coined in 2018 illustrates that indeed caseworkers working closely with new migrants tend to
go through the similar migration passage and then confront themselves in front of a mirror.

The ‘mirror effect’ does not only reflect their own migratory route but also their emotional distress, existential
guestioning and daily tension appearing as a result of being a former migrant and a newly helping professional, thus
having a double social identity which holds its challenges and issues.

During this presentation we will discuss the different stages of that ‘mirror effect’, displaying that it is not a linear
process but a fluid, flexible and circular experience that migrant helping professionals go through when they are
dealing and working with their migrant clients. Also, we will share the implications of the power-relations and
possibly the emergence of the new concept for the theory of social representations : mirrored representations.
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(see next page)
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