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Introduction

Across the province, people working in community-
based planning and health promotion want to fully 
engage and work with all of the people who live, 
work and play in our communities – including  
Francophones. The reality is that across the province 
many people doing this work do not speak French. 
But does that mean that they cannot meaningfully 
engage Francophones in their community work? 

Supporting our clients in engaging with Francophone 
communities is an area that Health Nexus has been 

working in several years. We have delivered sev-
eral webinars and produced many resources – in 
both languages – on the topic. This resource, which 
builds on a webinar of the same title first delivered 
in 2012, addresses this very conundrum: how do 
you engage Francophones when you don’t speak the 
language?  It outlines, in three simple steps, practi-
cal ways to meaningfully engage Francophones even 
when you do not speak French. Common pitfalls as 
well as keys for success are also discussed. 

Download this resource at http://en.healthnexus.ca/sites/en.healthnexus.ca/files/resources/
how_to_engage_francophones.pdf

Ce document traduit est disponible dans sa version originale en français sous le titre 
Comment les organisations anglophones peuvent engager les francophones?

http://en.healthnexus.ca/sites/en.healthnexus.ca/files/resources/how_to_engage_francophones.pdf
http://en.healthnexus.ca/sites/en.healthnexus.ca/files/resources/how_to_engage_francophones.pdf
http://fr.nexussante.ca/sites/fr.nexussante.ca/files/resources/commentlesorganisationsanglophones.pdf
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Background
The French presence in Ontario dates back nearly 
400 years. According to the 2006 census, Ontario’s 
Francophone community is almost 600,000 people, 
4.8% of the population. The proportion of Franco-
phones varies from region to region. In the North-
east, almost one in four people is Francophone and 
in Eastern Ontario the ratio is one in six.1 While 
Ontario’s Francophones share French as a common 
language, the community is diverse in ethnicity, 
religion, origin, education, culture, income, values 
and experience. Ontario attracts 70% of Franco-
phone immigrants who have chosen Canada as 
their place of residence, with a strong representa-
tion of immigrants from the Caribbean, the Middle 
East and Africa.2 Therefore there is no one Franco-
phone community. 

Equity, inclusion and a sense of belonging have 
become priorities for governments. These princi-
ples contribute to a healthier population, better 
social cohesion, stronger communities and a more 
equitable and prosperous society. However, Fran-

cophones are more likely to state that their sense 
of belonging in their community is not as strong 
as Anglophones.3 In some cases, Francophones 
are more likely than Anglophones to choose life-
style habits that negatively affect their health. 
Francophones have lower consumption rates of 
vegetables and fruits, higher smoking rates, higher 
alcohol consumption, and state that they have less 
power to make decisions in their work lives than 
their Anglophone counterparts.3

Clients who receive information in their own lan-
guage follow health advice and instructions more 
closely, have less need for hospital services and 
stay healthier.3 They also have a stronger sense of 
community belonging – an indicator of individual as 
well as community well-being.3 Culture – of which 
language is a part – is one of Canada’s twelve so-
cial determinants of health. If you are trying to af-
fect the health of your community (and the people 
within it) you must consider language and culture 
as part of your work. 
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Engaging Francophones  
When You Don’t Speak French
We suggest three steps to meaningfully engage Francophones in your community work –  
even if you don’t speak French:

Step 1: Examine your motives

Be very clear on the purpose of your engagement 
efforts (why it is you want to engage Francophones 
in your community work) and what outcomes or 
results you expect as result of the engagement 
process. There are four levels of community  
engagement, each with different outcomes and 
activities.4 For instance, is your intention to inform 
Francophones about a new initiative, resource or 
service? Do you want to consult with the Franco-
phone community and obtain input and feedback in 
order to identify needs and assets or set priorities? 
Collaboration involves partnering with community 
members in an on-going process of planning and 
decision-making where community members  
provide advice and make recommendations that 
are reflected in the end product. Empowerment 
involves providing supports for community members  
to define the issues and create their own solutions. 

Determine which of these four will give you the 
outcomes that you need and be able to clearly 

articulate the advantages in participating in the 
process to your intended audience. Those you are 
seeking to engage need to understand what your 
intention is and the benefits to being involved. Be-
ing clear on what you want and need and how the 
results of the engagement process will be used and 
will affect the overall project/initiative will be help-
ful in managing expectations and creating positive 
relationships. 

It is also important, when planning events to 
engage Francophone communities, to be realistic 
about attendance numbers. We are often used 
to events that draw dozens of attendees. As the 
Francophone population is much smaller than 
the community-at-large, expect attendance to be 
smaller. Don’t be disappointed – view these events 
as a starting point, particularly when beginning to 
work with the Francophone community. As time 
goes on and relationships begin and continue to 
build, numbers will increase. 
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Step 2: Take time to understand Francophone contexts

Health Nexus has a variety of resources that pro-
vide background information and the contexts of 
Franco-Ontarian communities that will be helpful 
for you in your planning. It is also important to 
understand the local contexts of your community 
and your organization. For instance, has your or-
ganization worked with Francophone communities 
in the past? Is there a history that could promote 
or hinder your current efforts? Are there communi-
ty contexts that are important to understand and 
recognize? 

Next, understand where the Francophones in your 
community are located. It’s unlikely that they are 
clustered in one or two districts/regions, but may 
come together around French schools and daycar-
es, places of worship and Francophone associa-
tions. Investigate the demographics of the Franco-
phone population as they will impact your planning 
(for example, high populations of seniors or new 
Canadians). And finally, explore whether there 
are French media outlets in your community that 
would provide opportunities to promote your work. 

Step 3: Find people to work with

While you can work with Francophones when you 
don’t speak French, when it comes to actually 
delivering services to Francophones you will need 
people that are French-speaking. Begin by look-
ing in your own organization; is there really no 
one who speaks French? You may not be aware 
of French-speaking colleagues as they may not 
feel comfortable writing/speaking in French or are 
uncertain of their level of proficiency. Or they may 
not have come forward because they were nev-
er asked before! Be very clear what you expect 
from the Francophone/French-speaking members 
in your organization and take the time to find out 
what they are comfortable in doing and what they 
are not. 

Connecting with institutional supports in your com-
munity and establishing partnerships with Franco-
phone stakeholders are important steps. Identify 

who in your community has links with Francophone 
communities and who is working in areas similar 
to yours. Begin to collaborate with other organiza-
tions and build on existing assets such as relation-
ships, history, programs and resources. 

For an Anglophone or bilingual organization, 
partnerships with Francophones and the institu-
tions representing them can turn out to be the 
key to successfully providing services in French. 
These partnerships will develop greater visibility 
in the community, increase demand for services 
in French, and build relationships based on trust. 
For Francophones, these partnerships can lead to 
better access to quality services that are relevant 
to their needs and priorities and are appreciated 
because they have contributed to their planning 
and implementation. 

http://en.healthnexus.ca/services/french-language-capacity-building
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Community Story
Barb Eles has been the Coordinator of the Healthy Communities Partnership in Sudbury and District for 
several years. Although she does not speak French, Barb has successfully reached out to and engaged 
Francophone partners as a part of her work. Barb tells us how she has accomplished this:

The Healthy Communities Partnership has ensured 
collaboration with our Francophone partners  
including the Centre de santé communautaire du 
Grand Sudbury and Centre de santé communau-
taire de Sudbury-Est. We also aim to ensure that 
materials are translated by our French language 
partners. To illustrate how our partnership has 
helped build inclusivity and increased connections 
between partners and communities we have, for 
example:

• 

Conducted a survey on roles and responsibilities 
of the partnership in both official languages and 
a Francophone partner assisted with preparing 
questions and presenting results. 

Worked with our Francophone partners to pro-
vide meeting space, a workshop, and in provid-
ing administration for a grant. 

• Ensured “Partnership Sharing” at meetings 
which provides the opportunity to share existing 
projects of our Francophone partners. 

• Required bilingual health unit staff involvement 
with local planning and working groups, which 
has led to increased connections between part-
ners and communities. 

• 

Conclusion
In our work in supporting community-based organizations, networks and groups, we have found 
four common pitfalls when working with Francophone communities.

Consulting the Francophone community 
unnecessarily or for the sake of  

consulting without an intention to apply 
or incorporate the results

Not including decision-makers 
in the process and 

losing valuable information 
and input as a result

Not clearly communicating what will 
be conducted in English and what  

will be conducted in French

 Resting Francophone engagement  
efforts on the shoulders of one person 

in an organization
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We have put together Ten Keys for Success to help you to successfully navigate these pitfalls  
and engage Francophone communities in your work:

1. Understand the contexts and environments of 
the Francophone groups in your community. 

2. Define the target groups for your consultation 
process according to the goals of your commu-
nity engagement strategy. 

3. Start with the number of people you have (don’t 
be disappointed with low turnout numbers!). 

4. Involve Francophones at each step of the en-
gagement and planning process (needs assess-
ment, planning, consultation, etc.). 

5. Advertise in French in Francophone media. 

6. Have a coordinator / facilitator who speaks  
fluent French. 

7. Be clear about the language the event/consul-
tation/service will be happening in. If posters, 
registration forms and all pre-session informa-
tion are in French it’s natural to assume that the 
event will be too.

8. Report back to the Francophone community. 

9. Develop the capacity of your organization to be 
a viable potential partner on various Franco-
phone projects. 

10. Spend time within your organization and partner 
organizations to raise awareness about Franco-
phone engagement efforts. 

Endnotes & Resources 
1 Office of Francophone Affairs [website]. Statistical 
profiles. Toronto, ON: Office of Francophone Affairs, 
2015. Available from https://www.ontario.ca/page/
franco-ontarian-history 

2 Profiles of the Francophone and Acadian Commu-
nities of Canada [website]. Francophone Diversity. 
Available from http://profils.fcfa.ca/en/Franco-
phone-Diversity_318   

3 L. Picard and G. Allaire. Second report on the 
health of Francophones in Ontario. Sudbury, ON: 
Public Health Research, Education and Devel-
opment Program and Institut franco-ontarien, 
2005. Available from http://opha.on.ca/getme-
dia/f1d12c65-95ed-494e-8ab7-9b6c8b556bac/
HealthofFrancophones-EN.pdf.aspx?ext=.pdf 

4 L. McCue. @ a Glance: Community Engagement. 
Toronto, ON: HC Link, 2011.

https://www.ontario.ca/page/franco-ontarian-history
https://www.ontario.ca/page/franco-ontarian-history
http://profils.fcfa.ca/en/Francophone-Diversity_318  
http://profils.fcfa.ca/en/Francophone-Diversity_318  
http://opha.on.ca/getmedia/f1d12c65-95ed-494e-8ab7-9b6c8b556bac/HealthofFrancophones-EN.pdf.aspx?ext
http://opha.on.ca/getmedia/f1d12c65-95ed-494e-8ab7-9b6c8b556bac/HealthofFrancophones-EN.pdf.aspx?ext
http://opha.on.ca/getmedia/f1d12c65-95ed-494e-8ab7-9b6c8b556bac/HealthofFrancophones-EN.pdf.aspx?ext


Visit the French Language Services Capacity Building section of Health Nexus’ website to 
read resources such as First Steps to FLS Planning, Creating a Bilingual Organizational  
Culture and Recruiting and Retaining Bilingual Staff.  Many of these resources are also  
available in French. 

Open to Solutions: Annual Report 2009-
2010  
French Language Services Commissioner 
of Ontario, 2010

Francophone Community Profile of Ontario 
La Fédération des communautés franco-
phones et acadienne du Canada, 2009 

The French Language Services Act: An 
overview  
Office of Francophone affairs, 2010

HR Support Kit Pathway to Bilingual 
Services  
Rifssso, 2012 

Health Provider Workbook 
Reflet Salveo 

Making Your Organization Bilingual 
Heritage Canada, 2009 

Moving Toward a Bilingual Organization  
Health Nexus & Reflet Salveo 

Offering bilingual services in Francophone 
communities: Important elements to con-
sider  
OHPE Bulletin 582, 2008 

For more than 30 years Health Nexus has been 
working with diverse partners to help create 
healthy, equitable and vibrant communities where 
people of all ages can thrive. Health Nexus is a 
bilingual oranization that offers services and pro-
grams in English and in French.

To learn more, contact us at:

www.healthnexus.ca
416-408-2249  or 1-800-397-9567
info@healthnexus.ca
@healthnexus

Suggested citation: Health Nexus. How to engage Francophones – when you don’t speak French! Toronto, ON: Health Nexus. 2016. 

http://en.healthnexus.ca/services/french-language-capacity-building 
http://fr.nexussante.ca/services/renforcement_des_capacites_en_fran%C3%A7ais
http://csfontario.ca/en/articles/176
http://csfontario.ca/en/articles/176
http://profils.fcfa.ca/user_files/users/44/Media/Ontario/ontario_en.pdf
https://www.ontario.ca/page/government-services-french
https://www.ontario.ca/page/government-services-french
http://www.rifssso.ca/wp-content/uploads/2008/05/Troursse-anglais-pages-qui-se-suivent.pdf
http://www.rifssso.ca/wp-content/uploads/2008/05/Troursse-anglais-pages-qui-se-suivent.pdf
http://files.ctctcdn.com/ab4dfe24201/e480f384-f87e-4da9-a1d7-5dbf6fbdf31c.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/canadian-heritage.html
http://en.healthnexus.ca/sites/en.healthnexus.ca/files/resources/Toolkit_bilingual_org_culture2.pdf
http://www.ohpe.ca/node/9935
http://www.ohpe.ca/node/9935
http://www.ohpe.ca/node/9935
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