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The role of Social Media in the lives of Syrian Refugees Youth

How Syrian refugees use social media to improve their experiences of resettlement.
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Syrian refugee youth are avid users of various social media sites and applications.

The use of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICTs), including social
media, can play a role in facilitating refugee
relocation by helping them access
information, stay connected to family and
friends, and learn about the new cultural
environment. Given the scope and speed of
the Syrian refugee resettlement initiative in

2015-16, much can be learned by examining
the tools and strategies that Syrian
refugees deploy. Understanding how
Syrian refugees use social media can help
us improve their experiences of
resettlement, adaptation, and eventually
integration into Canadian society.

How was the research carried out?

What s this research ahout?
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Based on the findings of focus group interviews with Syrian
refugee youth, both women and men, in Ottawa, Canada,
this study investigates the everyday use and role of social
media for resettlement and integration. How and why do
Syrian refugee youth use social media in their everyday life?
In particular, we are interested in how social media use can
contribute to the well-being, inclusion, and integration of
refugees at the initial stages of relocation and resettlement.
Moreover, we adopt a gender lens in order to examine the
potential gendered implications of social media use among
Syrian refugee youth.

From January to May 2017, we conducted five focus group discussions with 29 recently resettled Syrian refugee youth,
both male (19) and female (10), who arrived in Ottawa, Canada, as government assisted refugees or under private
sponsorship during the resettlement effort in 2015-2016. They were between the ages of 16-25 and able to
communicate in English. Following a thematic analysis of the focus groups data, four main themes emerged: 1) Types of
Social Media Used; 2) Social Media for Settlement; 3) Social Media as Sites of Connection; and 4) Social Media as

Learning Platforms.
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What have we learned from the research?

1) Types of Social Media Used:

The Syrian refugee youth were found to be avid users of
various social media sites and applications: Facebook,
Instagram, Messenger, Skype, Snapchat, Twitter, Viber,
YouTube, and WhatsApp. Facebook tends to dominate
their social media use, because they find it user-friendly
and appreciate how it continuously updates its features.
While participants were already familiar with social media
before their arrival, they started using it more in Canada
as it became easier to access.

2) Social Media for Settlement:

Syrian refugee young men and women mentioned that
social media became useful since they arrived in
Canada because it helped them get settled. Participants
use various social media tools and sites such as GPS
tracker, to access health care services, find jobs, and for
educational purposes. Syrian refugee young women
expressed keenness about using social media for
educational opportunities, whereas young men
mentioned using social media mostly for entertainment
purposes and connecting with family and friends.

3) Social Media as Sites of Connection:

Social media play an important role in the lives of Syrian
refugee young men and women as it helps them stay
connected with family and friends, while also connecting
and communicating with Canadians. Another useful role
of social media in the resettlement experiences of Syrian
refugee youth is in providing a space for expressing
emotions and receiving support.

4) Social Media as Learning Platforms:

A significant finding of the study is that the Syrian
refugee youth, both men and women, showed a critical
attitude towards the use of social media, discussing their
advantages as well as limitations. The main critical points
participants raised were the facts that social media are
not always trustworthy, can be time consuming (even
addictive) and can distract from other important
responsibilities. On the positive side, participants shared
a number of ways that social media served as learning
platforms. For example, social media were useful in their
resettlement experiences, to learn about Canada, its
culture, its geography and its people. Furthermore,
social media proved a useful tool to help learn the
language.

How can you use this research?

The findings of this study can help inform service
organizations, government, and other relevant
stakeholders to target and tailor their refugee
resettlement and integration efforts:

1) Social media are useful to communicate settlement
related information (e.g., community services, housing,
employment, education and training, etc.);

2) Social media can complement the delivery of
traditional face-to-face settlement services and ease
access to services of all kinds;

3) Social media can serve as platforms to learn about
the new society and for new language acquisition;

4) Social media design and deployment is more effective
when tailored to group preferences based on gender,
age, language, and culture, among others.

Who is leading this research?

Dr. Rukhsana Ahmed, Associate Professor, Department
of Communication, University of Ottawa

Dr. Kevin Pottie, Associate Professor, Departments of
Family Medicine & Epidemiology and Community
Medicine, University of Ottawa

Dr. Luisa Veronis, Associate Professor, Department of
Geography, Environment and Geomatics, University of
Ottawa. Iveronis@uottawa.ca

Learn more

Ahmed, R., and Veronis, L. 2018 (In press). Tracing
gendered practices in social media use among Syrian
refugee youth in Ottawa, Canada. In Canadian Diversity.
A Publication of the Association for Canadian Studies.
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