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Abstract

Digital agency refers to an individual's ability to use information and communication technology to meet personal preferences
and needs, while also ensuring safety, security, and independence. However, the concept of digital agency for immigrant and
refugee older adults (IROA) has not been thoroughly studied. This research employed a qualitative descriptive approach, using
the DigComp 2.2 framework, to explore this topic. A total of 31 IROAs were recruited and participated in the study, which
involved semi-structured interviews, focus groups, observations, and iterative co-design cycles. Through reflexive thematic data
analysis, patterns in the research were identified. The findings revealed that the digital agency of IROAs is influenced by their
access to information, engagement in digital communication, and ability to troubleshoot. Participants also faced challenges in
exercising agency in a post-migration context due to intersecting barriers of digital competence and language skills, which
impeded their access to resources and services for aging in place. This study highlights the urgent need to address the specific
learning requirements of IROAs in order to prevent their marginalization and digital exclusion. Thus, it is essential to develop
accessible and engaging group-based educational initiatives that cater to the unique needs of older immigrants.
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Title:    Exploring Digital Agency and Digital Competence of Immigrant  
and Refugee Older Adults: A Qualitative Study

Abstract:
Digital agency refers to an individual's ability to use information and communication technology to
meet  personal  preferences  and  needs,  while  also  ensuring  safety,  security,  and  independence.
However, the concept of digital agency for   immigrant and refugee older adults   (IROA) has not been  
thoroughly studied. This research employed a qualitative descriptive approach, using the DigComp
2.2 framework, to explore this topic. A total of 31 IROAs were recruited and participated in the
study, which involved semi-structured interviews, focus groups, observations, and iterative co-design
cycles.  Through  reflexive  thematic  data  analysis,  patterns  in  the  research  were  identified.  The
findings  revealed that  the digital  agency of IROAs is  influenced by their  access to information,
engagement in digital communication, and ability to troubleshoot. Participants also faced challenges
in exercising agency in a post-migration context due to intersecting barriers of digital competence
and language skills, which impeded their access to resources and services for aging in place. This
study highlights the urgent need to address the specific learning requirements of IROAs in order to
prevent their marginalization and digital exclusion. Thus, it is essential to develop accessible and
engaging group-based educational initiatives that cater to the unique needs of older immigrants.
Keywords:   Digital  literacy;  Older  Adult;  Co-design;  Intersectionality;  Community-based  
participatory research
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Introduction
Information and communication technologies (ICTs) is defined as the spectrum of digital and
social  media used for communication and access to information    1  .    Internet access rates have  
more  than doubled for  those 65 and older  in  Canada     2  .    Access  to  ICT has  been declared a  
fundamental human right with strong evidence that the digital divide, lack of or limited access to
the benefits of technology, impact quality of life in older age   3  .   Information and communication  
technologies  provide  several  benefits  for  older  adults,  including:  social  connectivity,
opportunities for continuous learning, access to health-related information, and entertainment     4–8  .  
The benefits older adults accrue from technology depends on the types of technologies adopted
and their competence in using these technologies   9–12  .   
Digital competence is defined as: “  the confident, critical and responsible use of, and engagement  
with,  digital  technologies  for  learning,  at  work,  and for  participation  in  society.  It  includes
information and data literacy, communication and collaboration, media literacy, digital content
creation (including programming), safety (including digital well-being and competences related
to cybersecurity), intellectual property related questions, problem solving and critical thinking”
13(p10)  .    Digital competence is a useful construct for older adults as it incorporates attitudes and  
motivations which are essential predictors of ICT use in older age   14–16  . Enhancing the benefits  
accrued using ICT not only requires improving technological skills and knowledge but, also,
understanding  the  attitudinal  and  socio-emotional  aspects  of  technology  utilization    17  .  Older  
adults are willing to adopt technology that is deemed beneficial to them and that has positive
implications for their daily life   6,18,19  .   
Canada continues  to  welcome high numbers  of  immigrants  and refugees  with  an  increasing
percentage from Arabic-speaking countries   20  . There is minimal evidence on ICT use and digital  
learning needs of older Canadian migrants and none identified focused on those who are Arabic-
speaking  (blinded  for  review).  Younger  cohorts  of  immigrants  demonstrate  high  levels  of
proficiency in  using technologies to  adapt within post-migration contexts    21–23  .  The extent  to  
which this proficiency translates to immigrant and refugee older adults (IROAs) is less explored.
Using  Intersectionality,  a  realist  synthesis  24   described  the  intersections  of  privilege  and  
disadvantage  that  shape  barriers  and facilitators  to  ICT use in  older  adults  emphasizing  the
relevance of diverse social positionalities, such as age, gender and immigration status, on ICT
use and digital learning.    Older Arabic-speaking immigrants in Canada and other European and  
North American migration contexts experience loneliness, social isolation, and barriers to access
and use of aging-supportive resources and services due to the intersecting influences of structural
ageism and racism (blinded for review). Arab immigrants traditionally belong to extended family
models and value close interpersonal relationships within kin local and transnational networks
25,26  . The adoption of technology is especially influenced by social identities and roles across  
local and transnational spaces   27,28  . Gender, income, education, and technology infrastructure in  
countries of origin shape use of technologies and motivations to develop particular knowledge
and skills   24,29,30  .   
To support digital competence and create avenues for digital learning, it is critical to understand
the  unique  individual,  cultural,  social,  and migration related influences  on ICT use in  older
immigrants    31  .    While the lack of theory linking aging and technology use is well cited in the  
literature   32  , there remains little integration of migration as a key factor in gerotechnology as it  
impacts the lives of IROAs with diverse intersecting barriers to aging in place post-migration   27  .  
This paper aims to explore the “messiness of practice”   33(p11)   that sheds light on the ways IROAs  
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actually interact with technologies in their daily lives, their exercise of agency, and their digital
competence.

Methods

Conceptual Framework

The DigComp Framework encompasses five key areas defining the scope of digital competence:
Information  and Data Literacy,  Communication and Collaboration,  Digital  Content  Creation,
Safety, and Problem Solving   34  . The initial three domains focus on competencies associated with  
particular tasks and applications. The fourth and fifth domains, ‘safety’ and ‘problem solving’ are
relevant across all digital activities.   Each competence area skills, knowledge and attitudes that  
are essential for digitally literate citizens with proficiencies that range from basic to advanced
and which can be used to design competence assessment tools, support education and training   35  .  
This framework was selected for its comprehensiveness and attention to attitudes across a range
of competence areas to cover the range of social, political and economic activities older adults
might engage in as ICTs continue to integrate with all aspects of daily living   5,36,37  .   

Research Design

A qualitative  descriptive  methodology  with  a  social  constructivist  paradigm  was  used  and
included  triangulated  data  collection  methods  and iterative  co-design  cycles  with  IROAs to
explore ICT use, digital competence, and related learning needs in immigrant older adults. Co-
design cycles informed a sequence of six learning sessions that participants engaged in to address
immediate learning needs identified over the course of data collection as older adults’ motivation
and interests are key drivers of digital engagement    12,17  . Reciprocity via meeting the needs of  
research  participants  to  support  their  immediate  digital  learning  needs  helped  meet  ethical
obligations  to  community  and  build  sustainable  partnerships    38  .    This  study  received  ethics  
approval  from the Research Ethics  Board of the first  author's  institution and all  participants
provided informed consent prior to data collection. 

Sample and Recruitment

Study participants were community-dwelling individuals: (a) who are 55 years of age or older,
(b) self-identify as first-generation Arabic-speaking immigrants,  and (c) report  using ICTs in
their daily lives. Cohorts of Arab-Canadian immigrants differ in levels of education, reasons for
migration, religious traditions, and experiences of macro and micro historical and political events
across the life course. The majority of Arab older adults in this study were Syrian, Lebanese,
Jordanian,  or Palestinian,  ascribed to the Muslim faith,  and had varying levels of education,
income  levels,  and  English  language  fluency.  A social  service  organization  that  catered  to
refugees and newcomers and a mosque that included a congregation of Arabic-speaking older
adults  supported the project  by hosting the data  collection and aiding recruitment.    Flyers  in  
multiple  languages  spoken by  prospective  research  participants  were  distributed  by  the  two
partner  organizations  during  face-to-face  recruitment  and  served  as  a  means  to  effectively
explain the purpose of the study.    These organizations also provided space for the group-based  
digital learning sessions. Purposive sampling began with service providers at these organizations
connecting with IROAs via phone calls and in-person to introduce the study. IROAs with interest
in participating were then contacted by the research team for screening and formal consent to
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participate.  Data  saturation  was  determined  by  the  identification  of  repetitive  patterns  of
experiences, perceptions and needs communicated and observed in interacting with IROAs over
the course of the study. 

Data Collection 

Data collection included two phases: Phase one involved individual (n=8) and group (n=2) semi-
structured interviews to  explore older  immigrants’ experiences  of using ICTs and phase two
centered on digital learning sessions where observations and focus group discussions allowed for
detailed documentation of IROA’s digital competencies and learning needs. Triangulation of data
sources over a period of time allows access to descriptively rich insights on technology use in
older age    19,28  . Individual interviews were conducted in participants’ homes from April to June  
2022 by an Arabic-speaking interviewer and lasted on average 1-1.5 hours. For the first phase,   an  
interview guide using DigComp 2.2 guided the types of questions asked   (Figure 1). Phase two  
involved co-designed ICT learning sessions between September and November 2022 where an
instructor,  an  engineering  university  student,  and  volunteers,  fluent  Arabic-speaking  team
members, guided participants through six sessions to address emergent digital learning needs.
Participants for these sessions were divided into three groups with a separate men’s group (n=3)
and women’s group (n=10) in the faith-based organization and a mixed gender group (n=8) in the
social service organization. Observations (54 hours of observational data) that occurred during
these  sessions  entailed  a  researcher  documenting  group  learning  processes  and  the  digital
competencies of participants as they navigated their devices and worked together through lesson
material.  Focus groups lasted 30 to 45 minutes on average and were used to further explore
knowledge,  skills,  and attitudes  around ICT and the  digital  learning sessions.  All  individual
interviews  and  focus  groups  were  audiotaped  and  transcribed  verbatim  by  a  professional
transcriptionist trained in the Arabic language.
Figure 1: Phase 1 Interview Questions from DigComp 2.2
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Data Analysis

Arabic conversations were initially analysed by bilingual team members with key quotes and

4

Information and 
Data Literacy

Where do you normally get your information/news?
What types of information do you tend to access? (probes: news, services, 
knowledge, skills)
Which of the aforementioned information sources do you feel is most trustworthy? 

Communication 
and Collaboration

Do you use email, text, visual or voice communication? 
How often do you use digital tools to connect with others? (probes: local versus 
transnational)
Do you use digital tools to access services? (probes: Buy/sell, banking, essential 
services, book appointments)? What are your experiences doing this? (probes: 
benefits/challenges)

Digital Content 
Creation

What is your experience of using technologies like smartphone, computers, and 
tablets? (probes: types, intensity of use, purposes of use)
Observation during the interview: Ask the participant to show you the devices they 
use of possible and the digital applications they are most familiar with. As the 
participant shows you these devices/digital applications probe about the particular 
experiences, uses, skills, and knowledge related to these.

Safety

How do you feel about digital technology? Have your feelings changed over time? 
(probes: past career, first exposures to digital technology, past uses versus current)
What does protecting your personal information online mean to you? Are you 
familiar with ways to do this? 
Have you heard of internet scams? Were you or someone you know ever exposed 
to these scams? Can you describe the incident(s)?

Problem Solving

How often do you have tech issues that inhibit you from using your devices to 
communicate? How do you get tech support when you need it? 
Are there some ways you would like to improve your digital knowledge or skills? 
Why?
Can you give me an example of a time when connecting via your digital device was 
particularly important to you? Enjoyable? Stressful?
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codes then translated into English for team discussion and use in knowledge dissemination.    A  
reflexive  thematic  data  analysis  approach  was  used  to  identify,  analyse,  and  report  patterns
within the data    39  , facilitated by NVivo qualitative data management software. The six phases  
approach included: familiarizing yourself with the data, generating initial codes, searching for
themes,  reviewing  themes,  defining  and  naming  themes  and  writing  a  report    40  .  To  ensure  
trustworthiness in the data analysis we used peer debriefing, data triangulation and reflexivity   41  .  
Peer debriefing provides external validation, which was done through weekly team conversations
in the research team to discuss  one's  interpretation of the data.  Reflexivity  was centered on
reflecting on the influences of the team’s positionality in relation the researched community.
Authors have expertise in qualitative methods and aging and migration areas of research. Two
authors  are  bilingual  Arabic-speaking  academics  with  the  remaining  authors  being  second-
generation or first-generation immigrants to Canada and academics, graduate, or undergraduate
university students.

Results
A total of 31 IROAs participated in this study with an average age of 64.1 ± 7.7 years. Most
participants were women, identified as Arab and were Canadian citizens or Canadian permanent
residents. The highest level of education was primary or secondary school for the majority of
participants. Two non-Arabic-speaking participants were included because they were spouses of
Arabic-speaking participants attending the program. More than half of the participants lived with
their  spouse  and/or  their  children,  reported  a  family  income  of  less  than  $20,000  which  is
categorized as low income in Canada and received some form of government financial support
(Table 1). 
All study participants used ICTs via their smartphones with only a few reporting having access to
and knowing how to use computers. Smartphones were cost effective, accessible, and familiar to
IROAs and, hence, the focus of the learning sessions throughout this study was on exploring ICT
use on these devices. The themes focus on digital agency which we conceptualized as the agency
to use ICTs with sufficient digital competence to meet personal preferences and needs while
maintaining safety, security, and independence. We emphasized “agency” as a concept to draw
attention to older adults’ desire to use these technologies independently and confidently to meet
their daily needs. The three themes draw from four dimensions of the DigComp 2.0 Framework:
(1)  Information  and  data  literacy,  (2)  communication  and  collaboration,  (3)  safety  and  (4)
problem-solving. The dimension of “digital content creation” was not inductively discussed by
participants and the scope was beyond the capacity of this study to address (Table 2). 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of participants (n=31)

Characteristics
Overall
(n=31)

Phase 1 Phase 2

 (n=10)
Organization

1
(n=9)

Organization
2

(n=12)

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

Age,  mean
(SD  1  )  

 
64.1 (7.7) 61.2 (3.1) 64.2 (6.0) 66.3 (9.5)

Gender (%)  

  Female 20 (64.5) 5 (50) 5 (33.3) 10 (66.7)

  Male 11 (35.5) 5 (50) 4 (66.7) 2 (33.3)

5
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Country of birth (%)     

  Lebanon 5 (16.1) 0 1 (11.1) 4 (33.3)

  Syria 16 (51.6) 5 (50) 6 (66.7) 5 (41.7)

  Palestine 3 (9.7) 1 (10) 0 2 (16.7)

Sudan 3 (9.7) 3 (30) 0 0

  Egypt 2 (6.5) 0 1 (11.1) 1 (8.3)

  Afghanistan 1 (3.2) 0 1 (11.1) 0

Iraq 1 (3.2) 1 (10) 0 0

Ethnicity (%)  

  Afghan 1 (3.2) 0 1 (11.1) 0

  Arab 28 (90.3) 10 (100) 6 (66.7) 12 (100.0)

  Kurdish 2 (6.5) 0 2 (22.2) 0

Immigration status (%)     

  Canadian Citizen 17 (54.8) 4 (40) 7 (77.8) 6 (50.0)

  Permanent Resident 13 (42.0) 6 (60) 2 (22.2) 5 (41.7)

  Temporary Resident 1 (3.2) 0 0 1 (8.3)

Dwelling (%)  

  Spouse 10 (32.2) 1 (10) 6 (66.7) 3 (25.0)

  Children 2 (6.5) 1 (10) 1 (11.1) 0

  Spouse & Children 10 (32.2) 5 (50) 0 5 (41.7)

  Alone 6 (19.4) 1 (10) 1 (11.1) 4 (33.3)

  Other 3 (9.7) 2 (20) 1 (11.1) 0

Family income (%)     

  Less than $20,000 21 (67.7) 7 (70) 7 (77.8) 7 (58.3)

  $20,000 to $40,000 7 (22.6) 1 (10) 2 (22.2) 4 (33.3)

  $40,000 to $60,000 2 (6.5) 1 (10) 0 1 (8.3)

Unknown 1 (3.2) 1 (10)

Family income primary source (%)     

  AISH  2  2 (6.5) 1 (10) 1 (11.1) 0

  Government Support 22 (70.9) 6 (60) 7 (77.8) 9 (75.0)

 
Government Support

and AISH  2  
1 (3.2) 0 1 (11.1) 0

  Other 6 (19.4) 3 (30) 0 3 (25.0)

Time lived in Canada (%)     

  Less than 5 years 12 (38.7) 5 (50) 2 (22.2) 5 (41.7)

  5 - 10 years 8 (25.8) 3 (30) 4 (44.4) 1 (8.3)

  More than 10 years 11 (35.5) 2 (20) 3 (33.3) 6 (50.0)

Time lived in Current City (%)     

  Less than 5 years 13 (42.0) 5 (50) 2 (22.2) 6 (50.0)

  5 - 10 years 8 (25.8) 4 (40) 4 (44.4) 0

  More than 10 years 10 (32.2) 1 (10) 3 (33.3) 6 (50.0)

Language spoken at home (%)     

  Arabic 26 (83.9) 10 (100) 6 (66.7) 10 (83.3)
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  English 1 (3.2) 0 0 1 (8.3)

  Kurdish 1 (3.2) 0 1 (11.1) 0

 

Bi-lingual (i.e., Arabic
and English/ Arabic

and Kurdish/ Farsi and
English

3 (9.7) 0 2 (22.2) 1 (8.3)

Literacy level of the above language     

  Below basic 2 (6.5) 0 1 (11.1) 1 (8.3)

  Intermediate 2 (6.5) 0 0 2 (16.7)

  Proficient 27 (87.0) 10 (100) 8 (88.9) 9 (75.0)

English/French fluency     

  Excellent 3 (9.7) 2 (20) 1 (11.1) 0

  Good 13 (42.0) 3 (30) 4 (44.4) 6 (50.0)

  Minimal 14 (45.1) 5 (50) 4 (44.4) 5 (41.7)

  None 1 (3.2) 0 0 1 (8.3)

Highest education level     

  Primary 9 (29.1) 1 (10) 2 (22.2) 6 (50.0)

  Secondary 10 (32.2) 2 (20) 4 (44.4) 4 (33.3)

  Post-Secondary 11 (35.5) 7 (70) 2 (22.2) 2 (16.7)

  Other 1 (3.2) 0 1 (11.1) 0
1   SD, Standard deviation  
2   AISH,   Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped  

Table 2: Digital competence of participants

1. INFORMATION AND DATA LITERACY  
1.1  Browsing,
searching  and
filtering  data,
information  and
digital content

You could navigate for information in Arabic, but you can’t  be sure if
what you found is a trusted site. Likewise, if you look it up in English,
you can try to translate the information online into Arabic but it won’t be
as easy to understand as if it were in Arabic to begin with. (P6 & 7)   K  a  

I do not know English, so I do not access government sites…. In Canada,
in  the  Province  of  Alberta,  anything  new  on  Facebook  I  receive
information from (name), a Syrian activist who speaks Arabic and writes
in Arabic, I take news about the province from his page. I see what is new
in the Province (P8, FG)   S  a  

Recently P1 and 2 moved from where they were living before and are
excited to be connected to the mosque newsletter. P3 already receives the
mosque  newsletter  but  wants  to  see  if  there  is  an  Arabic  version.
(Observation)   A  a  

1.2  Evaluating
data,  information
and  digital
content

Sometimes I see pictures that are one, two, or three years old and they
write that this has happened today, but it’s obvious or I remember that it’s
from a few years ago. (P5)   K  

Nowadays, to get the right information, sometimes I have to check more

7
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than one source and I compare the information…I exchange information
with my friends and see if it’s accurate. See what they’ve heard, so they
tell me just to try to get the most accurate information…some (friends) are
here,  and some are back home. It  depends.  Some in Egypt,  some in a
different country. (P12)   S  

We don't trust everything on Facebook, I mean I don't even trust things on
Facebook, not even 10%, but I believe language resources are trustworthy,
sports,  games,  sports  game results,  yeah, but  I  don't  trust  any political
news. (P1)   A  

1.3  Managing
data,  information
and  digital
content

I  don’t  know  how  to  (retrieve  and  save  information  that  I  have
accessed)...I don’t know where to save it. (P2, FG)   K  

My way is  that when I  find information and it  might be of interest  to
another person, I send it to them on WhatsApp and this way it is saved as
I can see it on my end (P7, FG)   S  

2. COMMUNICATION AND COLLABORATION
2.1  Interacting
through  digital
technologies

P4 didn’t realize her friend requests were her friends and family as she
can’t read in Arabic, so she is now adding them. (Observation)   K  

P1 after seeing this slide has mentioned that she gets email messages and
she doesn’t understand, she doesn’t open the message and it is left unread.
Doesn’t know how to respond to voicemail. (Observation)   S  

We learned that P4 isn’t using Facebook because she used to have it and
accidentally deleted it and didn’t want to get it back or go through the
trouble of re-downloading it. (Observation)   A  

2.2  Sharing
through  digital
technologies

Setting  up  friends  who  can  see  posts  except  for  select  contacts.  This
appears  to  be  something  they  are  all  learning  for  the  first  time.
(Observation)   K  

Going over Facebook slides. P4 wants to learn more about it…She knows
how to add people and search for content. Doesn’t know how to block
people  on  Facebook.  P3  wants  to  learn  how  to  share  on  Facebook.
(Observation)   S  

Sometimes there are things like the skype and internet-related things like
video calls when I talk with my kids, my wife helps me with that. I am not
very good with technology because we’re a bit old school. (P10)   A  

2.3  Engaging
citizenship
through  digital
technologies

If I knew English, I would have followed Canadian groups on Facebook,
of course but I don't know English so I have to follow the Arabic groups
(P1)   K  

No, so they don’t know anything about accessing health information or
banking information online, or any essential services, my understanding.
(P1,2,3, Group interview)   S  
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My knowledge is not that wide open to it. But thanks God, my grandkids
taught me how to get my bank account and to see, you know, what’s in it,
and to pay my bills. (P9)   A  

2.4  Collaborating
through  digital
technologies

P6: Quran lessons on ZOOM.
P3: I am on ZOOM, we all read the Quran on ZOOM. (FG)   S  

2.5 Netiquette P3 wants  to  change the  Facebook workshop group she is  in,  and this
requires  learning  how  to  change  her  personal  information  on  her
Facebook account. (Observation)   K  

P6  wants  to  learn  about  how  to  block  somebody  on  Facebook.
(Observation)   S  

P5 has a large friend request list containing her in-law side of the family.
Although P5 knows them, she didn’t want to add them as her friends on
Facebook. She wants to keep her privacy, and noted that her husband has
a large family (largest family in town), and she doesn’t want them on her
Facebook. (Observation)   A  

2.6  Managing
digital identity

P3 wants  to  change the  Facebook workshop group she is  in,  and this
requires  learning  how  to  change  her  personal  information  on  her
Facebook account. (Observation)   S  

3. DIGITAL CONTENT CREATION
This competency did not emerge as a priority area in discussions with participants and was
beyond the scope of the project to address in the learning sessions.

4. SAFETY
4.1  Protecting
devices 

Their bewilderment and lack of awareness says a lot – perhaps they’re
learning that their children have set up a lot of the functions/accounts on
their phones for them and handed the set-up phone to them after so the
participants  never  needed  to  deal  with  the  set-up  process  and
account/password management. (Observation)   K  

P3 had a question about passwords and asked the instructor directly. He
asked about  what  to  do when choosing password variations (i.e.  using
symbols)... It turns out he had trouble finding where to get the symbol part
of the keyboard,  to  which the instructor  was able to show him on his
phone keyboard. (Observation)   S  

Some  participants  didn’t  care  for  privacy  e.g.  P7  and  P6.  P7  had
mentioned something along the lines of “I’m old now, I have nothing to
hide”. (Observation)   A  

4.2  Protecting
personal data and
privacy

P4 asking about if google is safe. Worried about hacking and how pictures
without  the  hijab  would  be  stored.  Instructor  needed  to  explain  how
privacy  works  on  iCloud  and  Google  Photos  storage  which  are  more
secure than on social media. (Observation)   K  
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The participants who privatized their settings was P1, P2, P3, P4, P6. P8
as well though she already had private settings on. (Observation)   S  

I myself used to teach them how to deal with the scammers…If they call
you,  you  got  a  call  from  an  unknown  number,  an  unknown  person
speaking  English,  “You  understand  English?”  Just  say,  “No  English,”
hang up, that’s it. (P11)   A  

4.3  Protecting
health  and  well-
being

Block and report  someone on WhatsApp. Practicing how to block and
unblock…P5  is  showing  and  teaching  P3  on  her  phone  in  Arabic.
(Observation)   S  

P5 shared that ever since she moved to Canada she has family and friends
asking for money so she wants to block them.    A  

5. PROBLEM SOLVING
5.1  Solving
technical
problems 

Participant 1 worked through deleting an email and restoring it with the
instructor  teaching  him.  He  has  never  deleted  an  email  before.
(Observation)   K  

P3 wants  to  change the  Facebook workshop group she is  in,  and this
requires  learning  how  to  change  her  personal  information  on  her
Facebook account. (Observation)   S  

Meanwhile, P1 and P2 want to cancel voicemail because it is annoying
and has no use. They don’t know how to use it. The instructor explained
that  when  they  miss  a  call  (for  example  from  the  doctor  or  the
government), a voicemail is left, and P1 and P2 said they were unaware of
this. P1 and P2 mentioned that sometimes they get voicemails even when
people don’t call them. (Observation)   A  

5.2  Identifying
needs  and
technological
responses 

The instructor  and P4 were chatting,  and he expressed that  he doesn’t
fully know the importance of email…He is learning that if he wants, he
can  open  emails  on  a  computer  and  not  just  his  phone,  he  appears
bewildered that it’s possible to do that. However, his son has the password
to the email,  so he is  learning that  he needs  the password in  order  to
access emails online. (Observation)   K  

P1: Also learning the English language, we downloaded apps
P3: We downloaded more than one app
P1: Here it is
T: Are there apps on Facebook that teach English?
P2: yes, yes   S  

Of course, not a lot of people want to go back and learn at this age and
start all over again. I feel like my brain doesn’t accept it. For example,
when my daughter tells me let’s create an email for you, I tell her to just
do it and leave me out of it [laughter]. Older people don’t like this, I am
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not very motivated to learn, I feel like I’m good the way I am. Like, on the
computer, maybe it’s not good for my eyes or my body to sit for a long
time. Maybe I’ll get tired. I don’t know, maybe it’s a thing for all seniors,
they like to run away from all this new technology. (P13)   A  

5.3  Creatively
using  digital
technologies

Not identified

5.4  Identifying
digital
competence gaps

I don't have any idea about anything…I don't have somebody live with
me, so when I stuck, I get so upset so that's why I never try again. (P7,
FG)   K  

I  want to be able to learn how to use my phone. Like anytime I need
anything, I have to ask for help: ‘can you help me with this, can you set
up email for me, I don’t know how to do it’. Same thing for the computer.
I should know how to use it… it’s a necessity of life”. (P9)   A  

a   Knowledge (K), Skills (S), Attitudes (A)  

Theme 1: “  Here you need to go on the website and see for yourself  ”:  
Access to Information

All  participants  described  using  their  smartphones  to  access  information  via  social  media
platforms with WhatsApp and Facebook being the most utilized, followed by YouTube. Search
engines  such  as  Google  were  rarely  described  as  information  sources  by  participants.  All
participants reported skepticism about the credibility and authenticity of information on social
media.  Participants most often used family and friends for information checks to confirm or
disconfirm what they were viewing on these platforms. 

Yes, I subscribed with (news media channel) two or three times but I’ve seen fake news
on there because we hear things and they broadcast different and fake things. We ask our
friends and family in Iraq if the stuff they talked about has really happened there and
they say “no”, so all their news is fake.   (P5, older man, interview)  

Overall, IROAs were savvy in evaluating information, especially with regards to world events.
Information accessed related to Canada and to countries  of origin as they followed ongoing
political and social trends. Accessing trustworthy information was heavily reliant on connections
within  transnational  social  networks  that  were,  also,  made  possible  via  the  use  of  ICTs  to
communicate at a distance via free social media apps that allowed texting, voice messages and
phone calls to gather information in real time.

Nowadays, to get the right information, sometimes I have to check more than one source
and I compare the information…I exchange information with my friends and see if it’s
accurate. See what they’ve heard, so they tell me just to try to get the most accurate
information…some (friends) are here,  and some are back home. It  depends.  Some in
Egypt, some in a different country.   (P12, older man, interview)  

Beyond social and political news, participants used ICTs to search for information related to their
hobbies,  religious  practices,  resources  for  immigration  and  health  information:  “  For  
entertainment on YouTube I go and see how to bake a cake, I tried banana bread, amazing. I
make things if I like the recipes  ” (P5, older woman, FG). Participants often received links to  
videos and images on social media that allowed them to explore a range of topics of interest and
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many reported daily usages for entertainment and information access.
Sometimes you will find it (health information) on YouTube and sometimes on Facebook.
I type the name of the doctor on YouTube and I listen to what he says about health and
about medicinal herbs…if I think the information is correct I follow it and if I do not
think it is correct I do not follow it.   (P1, older woman, FG)  

Refugee newcomers struggled as they quickly realized that they were expected to access online
information needed for settlement. These participants were socially isolated during the COVID-
19 pandemic and struggled to use email to access information critical to their daily lives, such as
opening  newsletters,  paying utility  bills,  reading  and  responding to  government  emails,  and
accessing online banking: “  No, so they don’t know anything about accessing health information  
or banking information online, or any essential services, my understanding”   (translator for P1 &  
2, older couple, group interview). While newcomers are connected to a settlement worker in
Canada for their first year, this support was not always consistent, available in a timely manner,
or continued for a sufficient length of time. 

Even here when you go to a government office to do anything, for example, they give you
a website and ask you to see for yourself…in Syria, they would do that for you, if you
needed anything, government employees would communicate clear instructions and you
would get it done. Here you need to go on the website and see for yourself and this is
hard for seniors, other than the language problem, they don’t even know how to open or
go on a website. For example, even though I am able to rely on myself, I still find it
difficult  because of  the language.  Even when I  go on certain websites,  their  website
design is sometimes a little different in comparison to what I was used to.    (P12, older  
man, interview)

All participants spoke Arabic, Kurdish or Farsi as their native language, displaying diverse levels
of proficiency in both written and spoken English. Language posed a challenge to browsing,
searching, and filtering digital content in English. Consuming information via social media and
specifically audio-visuals was reported as easier by participants. Accessing information via ICTs
was not only challenging due to lower digital competence and language barriers, but, also, due to
skepticism about trustworthiness of information and applicability  of this  information to their
unique situations. Furthermore, newcomers struggled with engaging with ICTs post-migration
due to the difference between technology in Canada and their home country where they had not
grown up with technology but shifted into a digital world later in life driven by necessities of
migration. 
In local contexts finding trustworthy sources of information can be difficult for isolated IROAs
who do not  have  local  strong social  networks.  Language  barriers  prevented  accessing  local
trusted sources of information such as healthcare practitioners and service providers. 

There are issues with accessing banking or health information because often we opted to
ask people around us locally, but have found that the information that we gathered could
be inaccurate and the wrong information can spread quickly.    (P6 & 7,  older  couple,  
group interview)

Finding these trusted individuals was especially challenging for newcomers who might not know
how to find a physician who speaks their  language or might be unaware of seniors’ service
providers in their local region. Arabic social media groups and social media influencers who
share information post-migration about settlement in Arabic was especially helpful  .   

In relation to the YouTube English lessons, someone who used to be an engineer in Syria,
he started making YouTube videos in Edmonton that is English and Syrian translation.
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This is the content that they watch and he get the video link through WhatsApp through
his cousin. They shared that thanks to the YouTube algorithm, they can watch the rest of
his videos on his channel.   (P7, older man, interview)  

IROAs who had English language fluency or  strong social  connections  within local  Arabic-
speaking communities  were better  connected to  needed information and did not report  these
challenges. For some participants, storing and retrieving information was difficult: “  I don’t know  
how to (retrieve and save information that I have accessed)...I don’t know where to save it   (P2,  
older man, FG), while others struggled with understanding search algorithms and the ways data
was filtered by social media platforms which caused frustration and inhibited access to preferred
information: “  P3 has a question about how to cancel certain posts that she sees on Facebook.  
She is confused as to why they show up when she has never pressed “like” on these posts  .”  
(Older woman, observation)
Immigrant and refugee older adults described a high level of skepticism about information they
found on social media but often this was the most accessible source of information for those who
were isolated with low digital  literacy and language barriers.  IROAs were more comfortable
navigating  social  media  platforms in Arabic  and the  availability  of  voice and video formats
supported those with low reading literacy. This meant that IROAs were subjected to social media
trends and algorithms that might bias what information they saw which was countered with a
reliance on trusted social contacts locally and transnationally to verify information from these
digital sources. This coping strategy was ineffective in local contexts where newcomers with few
social contacts lacked access to reliable and needed information about their health and aging-
supportive resources post-migration. 

Theme  2:  “  We  are  mute  ”:  Active  Engagement  in  Digital  
Communication

A variety of platforms were used to serve participants' needs to communicate with family, friends
and others in their social networks. Most common social media platforms used were WhatsApp
and Facebook. For participants who were illiterate or had low literacy, the voice message and
video features of these platforms allowed them to engage with others. Some individuals used
ZOOM for group lessons and meetings with family. Email was the least used communication
tool. Having left Syria before electricity and internet was widely available in their village, one
participant explained how the need and opportunity to use social media to connect with family
began with their  migration journey to  Turkey: “  We didn’t  know Facebook in Syria not even  
WhatsApp...when we went to Turkey we started a little to learn  ” (P1, older man, FG), while the  
use of email followed due to the need to communicate with immigration official and the service
sector  in  Canada.  In  local  contexts  language  barriers  and  use  of  email  was  less  common.
Responding to emails can be particularly important to access government and social supports and
health services but a combination of language barriers and digital literacy struggles prevented
some newcomer refugees from accessing emails sent to them. 

P1 after seeing this slide has mentioned that she gets email messages and she doesn’t
understand, she doesn’t open the message and it is left unread. Doesn’t know how to
respond to voicemail.   (Older woman, observation)  
Participant  knows  how  to  open  Arabic  emails  and  uses  it  to  track  for  school  or
government, doesn’t send emails himself due to English barrier, and he communicates
through social media more.   (Older man, Observation)  

Agency to create a digital identity and manage communication with others was important for
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participants. Some participants only received communication and were not able to reciprocate or
initiate communication which was a source of frustration.

I have been here 46 years, I went to school, I went to high school, I went to university, I
did my education. At the time, I did all those but no technology was at the time, and now
I have been retired for 10 years. Like on Facebook, if somebody sends me a message, I
go back and answer them but for me to open my telephone and call them or send them a
message, I do not know how.   (P8, older woman, interview)  

Similar comments were made by women in the study who reported wanting to learn to use email
and expanding on the usual technologies they used: “  To enter into society…. meaning if  my  
friend sends me an email, I want to learn to respond to her…we read the message but we don’t
know how to respond.”   (P6, older woman, FG). Other participants reported communicating by  
proxy  where  family  members  navigated  their  devices  for  them,  responding  to  emails  for
communication  with  service  providers  and initiating  contact  using  their  digital  devices  with
family and friends: “  Sometimes there are things like the skype and internet-related things like  
video calls  when I  talk  with my kids,  my wife  helps me with that.  I  am not very good with
technology because we’re a bit old school”   (P10, older man, interview). While this support was  
appreciated by some, the majority reported wanting independence to alleviate the burden on their
children. There were frequent comments about frustration with not keeping up with the times,
being  behind  their  grandkids  in  understanding  technological  benefits  and  not  being  able  to
maximize use of these devices:

“but  how much help from your kids!  You know they  are  always busy,  especially  for
mama, ok later later, tomorrow, tomorrow, and then tomorrow they never showed up for
me.”   (P8, older woman, FG)  

For the majority, the lack of agency was more nuanced and was revealed in observations during
learning sessions despite their assertion initially that ICTs were accessible with a high degree of
integration into their daily lives. IROAs had difficulty creating digital content, such as initiating
picture sharing, starting conversations, and deleting posts. The majority of participants struggled
with these skills  and required assistance to  learn how to complete  them during the learning
sessions: “  P1 knows how to share existing posts, is unable to save her own picture and share it”  
(observation).     This  resulted  in  collaboration  being  one-sided,  eliminating  the  participants'  
autonomy to connect on their own terms to support preferences and needs. Passive use of ICTs
where participants observe but do not comment or create digital content was common: “  I access  
Facebook  daily.  I  do  not  participate  much  but  I  benefit  from  world  news,  political  news,
religious news”   (P8, older woman, FG) and “  A lot of the participants don’t post, rather they are  
looking at posts”   (observation).  
For  those  who had  basic  competence  levels  to  communicate  by  posting,  sending  voice/text
messages, and responding to social media posts, the more technical features of these applications
were cited as challenging such as deleting posts,  adding friends’ requests,  hiding posts,  and
creating  private  groups.  Learning  to  block  others,  create  private  groups  for  discussion,  and
add/delete contacts are essential for agency in digital spaces:

P3 mentioned that she only blocks people on her phone, not on Facebook. She thinks it is
really important to learn how to do this. Going over the Facebook slide, P4 wants to
learn more about it…She knows how to add people and to search for content. She doesn’t
know how to block people on Facebook.   (Observation)     

Transnational  communication  was  prevalent  within  this  population,  and  many  participants
connected to family, friends and acquaintances overseas, with the lack of digital skills translating
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to some evidence of gendered power inequities where women reported not being able to filter
information or restrict access by families within transnational spaces:

P5 has a large friend request list containing her in-law side of the family. Although P5
knows them, she didn’t want to add them as her friends on Facebook. She wants to keep
her privacy, and noted that her husband has a large family (largest family in town), and
she doesn’t want them on her Facebook. But G. noticed that she also doesn’t really post.
H. wonders if once we teach them how to manage privacy settings on posts, maybe she
may want to post more and may feel more comfortable to do so.   (Observation)  

Communication via ICTs was an ongoing feature of participants’ lives and for some who were
physically more isolated it was the main source of daily communication. While on the surface it
appeared IROAs had a high degree of competence due to the intensity  of reliance on ICTs,
during the learning sessions and interviews, it was apparent that agency was constrained due to
limited  digital  competence  that  would  allow  them  to  control  how,  when  and  what  was
communicated. Creating digital content, communicating with preferred social contacts, and using
communication to access local sources of support to age in place were major challenges. 

Theme  3:  “  Don’t  give  me  a  fish,  teach  me  how  to  catch  it  ”:  
Troubleshooting ICTs

Safety online and troubleshooting to address issues like storage, function changes, and device
accessibility were challenges for IROAs. Safety related to sharing information online, password
management, and privacy in virtual communications. Participants relied on practical approaches
to  store  their  passwords,  such  as  digital  word  documents,  notebooks,  or  family  members.
Learning sessions were often interrupted to troubleshoot password and security functions of their
devices:

Their bewilderment and lack of awareness says a lot-they’re learning that their children
have set up a lot of the functions on their phones for them…so the participants never
needed to deal with the set-up process and account/password management.   (Observation)  

One participant described using the notes application on their phone to store their passwords, but
was fearful as to what would happen to their digital identity if they misplaced their phone:   “She  
has issues with remembering her passwords. She had written down her passwords in her phone
but  when she lost  her  phone,  she  couldn’t  recover  her  passwords  ”  (P6,  older  woman,  FG).  
Participants  had  a  difficult  time  synthesizing  strong passwords  and tended  to  use  the  same
password across  applications.  They,  also,  reported  trouble  remembering passwords  and were
required to use the password reset feature which posed additional complexities. One participant
felt overwhelmed with the number of passwords that are required to utilize ICTs and the need to
synthesize complex passwords:     

Yeah, I can’t deal with, you know, like if I want to search about something on a Google, I
pray, I go, or if they ask me to put my password, probably I have 200 passwords and I
don’t know which one. You know, like I’m not capable to action and I write down my
password. I write down my email, whatever, and the next day I forgot something or some
letter.   (P10, older man, interview)  

Generally, the participants were well-equipped to deal with security issues. There were instances
where participants could recognize scam calls and phishing emails.  They were skeptical and
hesitant about making new friends online, joining Facebook groups they did not recognize, and
sharing photographs online. This hesitance is outlined by one participant: 

You don’t trust like on the Internet to find somebody new, or you don’t know nothing, and
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you don’t know if he’s a con artist or thieves or, you know, eat your life. I don’t like to
meet those people that I don’t know them. But if I knew a neighbour, you know, “Good
morning, good afternoon.” She visits me, I visit her. Yeah, I would like to communicate
and be a friend and help her and she help me, accepted. But somebody like introduced,
met on a – or I met on the Internet, and I don’t believe those to be follow.   (Older woman,  
FG)

Instances of scams were not described by participants except one who talked about learning to
avoid accepting phone calls from unknown numbers. While the majority of participants reported
not responding to calls from individuals they did not know, this participant described in detail
learning to be safer using ICTs after falling victim to a scam:

In the beginning, I have many problems with this. Sometimes I answer and I give my, you
know, my information. Yeah, because, when I came here, I thought that it’s trustworthy…
this is a country of laws and never imagined this type of stuff would happen here to be
honest. I had a few issues and I even had to cancel my credit card and so I learned, so
now, whatever I don’t understand, I don’t engage in…Sometimes I don’t even answer and
I miss appointments… Sometimes they are calls from Canada that are important for me
and I miss them.   (P12, older woman, interview)  

Privacy when using digital  devices was of concern for majority  of participants who tried to
navigate this by not sharing or posting on social media and not adding people who were not part
of their social network as well: “  Daily I get friend requests…people I don’t know so I ignore  
them completely   (P3, older woman, FG). Privacy for women related to religious and cultural  
expectations  of  modesty  and to  perceptions  of  avoiding envy or  gossip.  Simply not  posting
versus  restricting  privacy  settings  so  certain  people  could  view  the  posting  was  easier  as
described by women participants. According to one participant, “  I do not post my pictures on  
Facebook  ”  (P4,  older  woman,  FG).  Another  participant  agreed  and  added  “  because  this  is  
something private, it is not necessary for the whole world to know about it  ” (P3, older woman,  
FG). 
A group of women discussed an incident where a  video of their  gathering where they were
clapping and singing was shared without consent of one of the participants on social media. Due
to religious views about modesty, the women requested this video be removed. The conversation
centered on the importance of privacy and consent when posting content with other individuals
visible: “  It was a misunderstanding…we let our guard down with our friends…she was afraid  
and didn’t want this to spread”   (P4, older woman, FG3). Yet, often IROAs were unaware of how  
to navigate privacy settings on different devices and platforms:

Activity on how to make account more private: Participants    needed to be verbally and  
individually guided to find the settings menu for privacy. All participants changed their
settings to be more private for friends’ requests, even when facilitators described it in a
neutral way.   (Observation)  

Troubleshooting for accessibility of devices, not everyone knew the possibilities but some did
with Google Translate and other apps that can support this. Many participants were only literate
in their first language, Arabic; and some were illiterate in Arabic so they used their phones to
watch and listen but not to read: “  The message comes to us via phone and we understand a little  
of it but we then take it to someone who reads English, a friend…I send it to him via phone and
he tell  me what  it  is  about”    (older  man,  FG).  The use of text-to-voice apps and translation  
functions  were  not  described  by  most  participants  outside  of  receiving  and  sending  voice
messages using social media platforms.
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             Most participants who had family living with them or nearby used them for support with  
troubleshooting their devices. IROAs all preferred to learn how to troubleshoot on their own
without  relying  on  family  and  wanted  community  supports  to  help  expand  their  digital
competence. One participant shared “  They don’t  have time  ” (P6, older woman, FG). Another  
participant agreed and shared that family members lacked patience as “  They take the device from  
you, do this and that, okay, how did you do that? How will you learn it if you are not doing it?
Don’t give me a fish, but teach me how to catch it  ” (P1, older woman, FG).  
Some IROAs did not have family or friends nearby or lived alone: “  I don't have somebody live  
with me, so when I stuck, I get so upset so that's why I never try again”    (P4, older woman,  
interview) These individuals reported frustration and a desire to access support to enhance their
digital literacy, citing this as a main reason for joining the digital learning sessions. Participants
rarely reported accessing services or programs that help with digital literacy, especially those
who were newcomers to Canada and felt unfamiliar with avenues for this support. None reported
using  the  library  or  other  mainstream  technology  support  programs  for  seniors.  Local
ethnocultural and faith-based organizations and acquaintances were cited as helping at times: “  …  
there is no one to help us, we do not have children here, they are all in Syria and Jordan and
Lebanon…We take it to the mosque or to someone we know”   (older men and women, FG).  
Overall, IROAs experienced significant challenges navigating technical features of their devices
which, in turn, restricted the scope and range of digital engagement. Assistance from family,
when available, was often a source of support to use ICTs. IROAs, however, preferred to expand
their knowledge and skills to gain further independence in navigating their devices. Participants
did  not  report  enrolling  in  any formal  digital  learning programs before  participating  in  this
research project.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to explore the ways IROAs interact with technologies in their
daily lives, their exercise of digital agency, and their digital competence. This study provides a
sociotechnical understanding of the ways IROAs use ICTs in their daily lives while focusing on
their digital knowledge, skills and attitudes   42,43  . Participants in this study reported fundamental  
use of ICTs in their daily lives, particularly social media platforms for accessing information,
entertainment,  and connecting with family and friends. As exemplified by study participants,
IROAs use a range of technologies to adapt post-migration by maintaining transnational social
networks,  cultivating  belonging  to  places  of  origin,  practicing  valued  social  roles  such  as
grandparenting, and navigating barriers to local integration   28,44,45  . Below, we discuss further the  
nuances  of  digital  agency,  appropriate  and  accessible  forms  of  information  for  IROAs,  and
supports required for ICT adoption.
Agency  relates  to  using  ICTs  that  are  accessible  and  affordable  in  ways  that  meets  one’s
preferences and needs    5(p702)  . Agency has been a core concept in understanding the interplay of  
internal and external factors that shape technology adoption and the impacts of technology use   43  .  
Participants in this study struggled to meet their needs via ICTs and, simultaneously, exercise
agency to overcome barriers to digital competence. Participants were not simply users or non-
users  of  ICTs,  rather  digital  use  was  viewed  on a  spectrum of  low to  advanced  agency  in
managing  digital  tools  to  meet  needs  and  preferences  for  aging  in  place  during  and  post-
settlement in Canada. Notably from the results of this study, digital agency was constrained by
the lack of digital competence and minimal environmental supports. Constrained digital agency
was evident in a lack of choice around digital content viewed via an inability to filter information
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or search for new information, lack of selection related to who and when to communicate via not
being able to block a contact or create a private friend group, and inability to access new features
on their smartphones or troubleshoot due to not owning access to their personal accounts and
passwords. Ultimately, older adults are not passive users of technology even when agency is
constrained as  we see in  this  study.  Rather  older  adults  adapt,  overcome or  disengage from
technologies    42  .  In this  study, we observed that participants  refrained from posting on social  
media because of privacy concerns stemming from uncertainty about how to control privacy
settings or create private groups. Instead, participants used creative ways to store information
such as sending the information to peers via WhatsApp, and using trusted individuals as sources
to confirm what was viewed on social media. “Hybrid practices”, where technology is used to
adapt ways of doing things   5(p702)  , was evident such as IROAs using social media for information  
and then cross-checking with their trusted social networks the accuracy of information. 
Accessing information traditionally was viewed as most reliable through networks of trust-with
family and friends- which is limited post migration for newcomers and isolated IROAs. This was
especially evident for refugee newcomers in the study who had arrived during the pandemic and
mirrors  what  has  been  reported  elsewhere    46,47  .  Thus,  social  media  became  the  source  of  
connectivity and access to information for study participants, especially with the ability to use
different platforms in Arabic. However, while Arabic sources of information on social media are
readily available, participants felt that this information is not always trustworthy or tailored to
local  post-settlement  contexts.  Study  participants’ competence  in  searching  for  and  filtering
information was limited,  especially when seeking information related to settlement or aging-
supportive resources post-migration. Stereotypes of older adults influence the technologies that
become available and adapted for them and also shapes older adults’ self-perceptions of their
capabilities and the types of technologies appropriate for them   24,48  . Technologies even when not  
adopted by older adults influence their lives by changing the social world around them   42  . Study  
participants were deprived of local knowledge due to limited access to Government websites and
difficulty searching for information on search engines, while the social media platforms they do
use are not being utilized as sites for knowledge dissemination for this population. The example
of  an  Arabic-speaking  social  media  influencer  who  provided  local  knowledge  of  the  City
participants lived in showcases the potential for social media as a site for effective knowledge
dissemination. 
Family  is  a  central  source  of  support  for  older  adults’  adoption  and  navigation  of  new
technologies    18,31   which mirrors the finding of this study. Participants, however, were vocal in  
their desire to strengthen their digital competence to enhance their independence in navigating
these  technologies  in  a  timely  manner  that  met  their  needs.  Participants  in  this  study were
interested in expanding their knowledge and use of ICTs to meet their daily needs and were
engaged in the learning sessions, however, the many challenges they experienced was a cause of
frustration and over reliance on family to facilitate technology use. Other studies have shown the
importance of social support from family and friends in facilitating older adults’ access and use
of technologies    12,24   and this holds true for immigrants where family support using devices to  
facilitate  culturally  and  linguistically  relevant  entertainment,  communication  and  access  to
information.  However,  family  members  of  IROAs  who  are  newcomers  and/or  language
minorities  may  also  face  similar  challenges  while  simultaneously  being  cut  off  from wider
formal support systems for digital learning. Offering digital learning sessions and strategies to
increase  their  competence  is  a  way  to  enhance  digital  agency    24  .  Older  adults  might  use  
technologies  for  necessity  or  for  leisure  so  that  developing  safe  and  engaging  learning
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environments that meet their preferred needs is critical    18,19  .     There are few programs that tailor  
ICT learning to older adults from these communities and IROAs abandon using ICTs, give up on
learning about them or creatively use modifications to navigate barriers. Information about aging
in  place is  increasingly  digitized  but  are  inaccessible  to  those with poorer  digital  and other
literacies with IROAs showing evidence of a mismatch between what is available and what they
have access to which is  mirrored in other  studies that  point to  the intersections of language
barriers and poor digital literacy   27  .  
This study expands on the existing literature on migration, ICT use and aging   28,45,49   by exploring  
digital agency and the digital competence of IROAs who creatively circumvent challenges as
they navigate the digital divide    24  . Aging and technology are co-constituted where technology  
and older adults are mutually influencing in ways that change depending on the context of their
interaction    42  . For IROAs, migration is the context of the interaction between older adults and  
ICTs and there  remains  a  lack  of  attention  to  using  digital  tools  to  address  the  intersecting
barriers of age-related disabilities, cultural differences, language barriers, and poor literacies with
potentially negative impacts on aging in place post migration. While there is a diverse range of
digital literacy programs across Canada that aim to support underserved older adult populations
such as the Digital Literacy Exchange Program   50  , there is a lack of consistent access to programs  
that tackle the interplay of language fluency, cultural differences, social support and transnational
influences on technology adoption and learning. While ageism is acknowledged in discussing the
digital divide   24,42,48  , the intersecting influences of social exclusion and discrimination from being  
a language minority,  racialized,  and older,  requires further understanding to change practices
around supporting digital learning in IROAs.              

Strengths and Limitations

This  study allowed for  in-depth  exploration  over  a  short  period  of  time of  Arabic-speaking
IROAs’ digital competence and a longitudinal design over a longer period of time could add
further insights into evolving digital competence and resulting changes in how IROAs interact
with ICTs. This study included a majority of women and, hence, we were unable to explore in-
depth  gender  differences  other  than with  some instances  where  women reported  constrained
choices in communication with transnational families due to limited digital competence in the
communication domain. Other studies have shown the influence of gender shape use and access
to technologies   30,51–53   and this is an area for further exploration. The majority of participants in  
this study were healthy and younger older adults. Digital technology use and health in older
immigrants are linked   12,54  , hence, further exploration of technology use in immigrants is required  
to  understand ways to  support  digital  agency to meet  their  needs of social  connectivity  and
information access. Finally, with the central role social support and, especially, family play in the
digital  use and competence of IROAs, future studies that  include the perspectives  of  family
members and caregivers might be critical, especially in designing digital interventions for this
population. 

Conclusion

 Considering the   anticipated and observed growth of Canada’s immigrant and refugee older adult  
population, addressing equitable access to ICTs is imperative to enhance quality of life in older
age  .    Supporting effective ICT use among IROAs has the potential to markedly improve their  
social  connectedness,  access  to  local  resources  and  information,  and  foster  a  sense  of
independence through the exercise of digital agency.    This study suggests that engaging group-  
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based educational initiatives tailored to the unique needs of older immigrants can empower them
to actively participate in the digital world. Therefore, it is crucial to provide accessible digital
support mechanisms, both in formal educational settings like the co-designed program used in
this  study,  and through informal  channels.  Further  research  is  needed to inform policy with
respect to exploring innovative strategies for disseminating local information and resources, such
as leveraging social media platforms, as well as developing targeted programming that addresses
language fluency, cultural considerations, and transnational influences on ICT use.
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