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ABSTRACT 

 

Background: Forced migration of humans as a result of conflict continues to be a global 

problem. Many of the refugees displaced and made vulnerable by conflict induced forced 

migration are older adults. These older adults may lose their social networks and support as a 

result of the conflicts leading to migration and be unable to recreate them, making them more 

vulnerable. This review aims to describe the social network and support situation of older adults 

in refugee situation as presented in global literature.  

 

Methods/Design: The five steps of Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) framework to search 

multiple databases from inception till June 2021 will be followed. MeSH terms and keywords, 

e.g., “older refugees”, “refugees”, and “social network”, “social support”, will be adopted for 

the following databases: SocINDEX, PsychINFO, Social Work Abstracts, Sociology 

Abstracts, Social Services Abstracts, Web of Science and/or Scopus, Canadian electronic 

library. Citations will be screened (title/abstract and full text) using predefined inclusion and 

exclusion criteria. The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 

extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) will be used to describe the process of data 

inclusion and exclusion. 

 

Discussion: This review will reveal gaps in the provision of social support to older refugees 

and inform policy development for the improvement of support to older refugees.  
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1.  Background 

Human displacement is a prevalent crisis affecting humanity globally with nearly 26 million 

out of the 79.5 million forced migrants considered refugees (United Nation’s High Commission 

for Refugees [UNHCR], 2020). These refugees were forced out of their countries due to armed 

conflicts, generalized violence and human right violations in 59 countries and territories 

(Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre [IDMC], 2021). Different countries in the world 

have recorded scores of human displacements. However, Sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, 

and North Africa have the highest recorded number of incidents of new refugees as the 
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Democratic Republic of Congo, Syria, and Ethiopia account for majority of new conflict-

induced displacement (IDMC, 2021).  

Many of these refugees are older adults aged 60 years and over (UNHCR, 2021). They make 

up about 4% of all refugees globally (UNHCR, 2021) with a potential for increase given that 

80 percent of older adults will live in low- and middle-income countries by 2050 and these 

countries account for 86 percent of global conflicts and violence (World Bank, 2021; World 

Health Organization [WHO], 2007) which will lead to further increase of older refugee 

population. Despite their significant and growing prevalence, this population of forced 

migrants remain relatively invisible to humanitarian aid and draws very little scholarly 

attention (HelpAge International, 2018). Scholars argue that this limited attention is because of 

the assumption that their needs are not as important as other vulnerable groups like children 

and women (Calvi-Parisetti, 2011; Hatzidimitriadou, 2010).  

According to HelpAge International (2018) and Handicap International and HelpAge 

International (2014), this lack of focus on older refugees may put them at far greater risk of 

falling through the gaps of humanitarian relief which, in turn, may affect their health, living 

condition, resettlement, social integration, and overall wellbeing. In fact, the specific needs of 

older refugees may not be met because support to refugees has been largely generic and 

generalized (HelpAge International & Internally Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2012), 

which could make older refugees with specialised needs become more vulnerable.   

Furthermore, older refugees who may originate from countries where the major source of 

care and support are informal from family and friends may also lose their family (especially 

male family members) and friends to the events that led them to become refugees (Bello et al., 

2014; Displacement Tracking Matrix, 2018). Similarly, co-migrant social networks of older 

refugees may abandon the older adults given that they (co-migrants) are also vulnerable and 

thus are preoccupied with their own survival (Ajakaye & Ibukunoluwa, 2019; IDMC, 2019; 

United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund [UNICEF] & IDMC, 2019). These 

changes may not only deny older people the care and support from the networks which have 

been found to promote resilience in older people in crises situation (Chao, 2016; Olanrewaju 

et al., 2018) cushion trauma, boost recovery, and buffer stress (Ajibade et al., 2017; Sippel et 

al., 2015); it may also worsen their health and wellbeing (Grovin, & Brown, 2012; Noosorn & 

Kanokthets, 2015).    

Several recent reviews have explored the challenges of forced migrants. For instance, in the 

area of children and youth, Abojedi et al. (2020) conducted a scoping review on the impact of 

family loss and separation on refugee youth, Salami et al. (2021) explored the health of African 

refugee children, while Khan et al. (2018) reviewed refugee youth mental health in Canada. 

Scoping reviews have also been carried out on the general health of refugees across the life 

span, for example: Filler et al. (2021), Madi et al. (2019), Riza et al. (2020) Keboa et al. (2016), 

and Forss and Magrio (2018) all reviewed literature on the healthcare of refugees. Also, 

Cipriani et al. (2020) and Wachter et al. (2021) reviewed the occupational and resettlement 

needs of refugees. These reviews have highlighted the physical health, mental health, 

resettlement and economic challenges of refugees. However, segregation of the demographics 

reveals the studies in these reviews largely focus on women, children and youth. Some of the 

studies that included older samples did not disaggregate them by age. Thus, to the best of our 

knowledge, no reviews have focused specifically on older refugees and none of these reviews 

focused on social support and network which is essential to building resilience and the general 

wellbeing of older refugees. 

This review aims to describe the situation of older refugee’s social support and networks 

and how forced migration may have led to changes in the support networks. The scoping review 

will strengthen our understanding of the social network and support situation of older refugees 
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and reveal gaps in knowledge. It will also assist in designing policies and responses required 

to better meet the social support needs of older refugees.   

 

2.  Methods/Design 

The Arksey & O’Malley (2005) York framework will guide this review. This framework 

has five stage which includes:  

 

2.1  Identifying the research question(s) 

The following two research questions will guide the review: (1) What is the nature of older 

adults’ social support and networks in refugee situation? (2) How has social networks, types, 

quantity, and quality of support changed as a result of forced migration?  

 

2.2  Identifying relevant studies 

Identification of studies relevant to this review will be achieved through searching of 

electronic databases of published peer revied literature which will include: Ebsco health 

database, SocINDEX, PsychINFO, Social Work Abstracts, Sociology Abstracts, Social 

Services Abstracts, Web of Science and/or Scopus, Canadian electronic library with the key 

terms in table 1 below. We will hand search the references of identified studies for additional 

studies that may be relevant to this review. Organizational websites such as IDMC, HelpAge 

International, Joint Data Center on Forced Displacement, UNICEF and UNHCR will be 

searched for additional literature. The grey literature will be excluded because of the challenges 

of assessing quality, given the lack of quality assessment typical of grey literatures which may 

affect the findings of the proposed scoping review. However, the references of the grey 

literature will be hand searched for more relevant peer reviewed literature. The search terms 

will be determined by the authors with input from librarian and a knowledge specialist. The 

search strategy will be developed in consultation with social work librarian specialist.  

 

Table 1. Key terms and MeSH terms  

 

Concept  Key or MeSH terms 

Forced migrants  “Refugees” OR “older refugees” OR “older 

forced migrants” OR “displaced older 

adults” OR “displaced persons”  

Older adults  “Older adults” OR “Older people” OR 

“Older persons” OR “Seniors” OR “ag*ing” 

OR (MH “Aging”) OR (MH “Aged”) OR 

“elder*” OR “elderly” 

Social support and social network “Social network” OR “social support” OR 

“sense of community” Or “sense of 

belonging”. 

 

For all the database searches, the symbol * will be used to allow the inclusion of varied word 

endings. 

The inclusion criteria include: 1) Any peer reviewed study that has the initial search terms 

within the title, abstract and/or keywords; 2) Full text articles are available electronically; 3) 

Published in English; 4) Research that covers support to older refugees; 5) Participants were 

displaced by conflict or violence; 6) The study includes participants who are 50 years and 

above. While the exclusion criteria include: 1) Gray literature; 2) Research on younger 
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displaced persons; 3) Research on other forms of forced migrants (Internally displaced persons 

and asylum seekers). When there are confusions in the inclusion criteria, the author(s) will be 

contacted three times requesting clarifications and articles whose author(s) do not respond on 

the third attempt will be excluded from the review.  

 

2.3  Selecting studies  

All article citations from the aforementioned databases will be exported into Rayyan 

QCRI© for removing duplicates and study screening. The review process will consist of title 

and abstract review, followed by full text review using the inclusion an exclusion criteria. The 

authors will do the first level of screening which is the title and abstract screening which will 

be done using Rayyan QCRI© and then reviewed by a knowledge specialist. In the second 

level the authors will assess the full-text articles to determine if they meet the 

inclusion/exclusion criteria. A pilot testing will be done by two or more independent authors 

at each stage using at least 100 articles. Kappa will be adopted to calculate the Inter-rater 

agreement and if the Kappa score is ≥ 80, interpreted as an almost perfect strength of agreement 

for abstract/title and full-text screening (Landis & Koch, 1977; Ojemba et al., 2021), the articles 

will be shared equally among the reviewer authors. In event of the Kappa score being ≤ 0.81, 

all reviewer authors will independently conduct title/abstract and full-text screening. The 

authors will also hand search the references of all screened article to ensure no relevant article 

is left out. This will continue until saturation is reached and no new studies meeting the 

inclusion/exclusion criteria are identified. The rationale for study exclusion will be documented 

and the process of study selection presented in a flow chart. When discrepancies arise at any 

stage, we will meet to discuss and address it. 

 

2.4  Data collection and charting  

The following information will be extracted: authors name(s), publication year, study 

country or region, study aims/hypothesis/ research questions, type of study (qualitative, 

quantitative, or mixed-method), research design, participants characteristics (e.g., the number 

of participants, mean age of the participants), sampling method, study findings, policy 

statements, and recommendations using Microsoft Excel Data-charting form.  

 

2.5 Summarizing, synthesizing and reporting the results 

The metadata of the articles will be summarised using frequency counts, means, medians 

and standard deviation. However, it is not possible to predetermine the best method of reporting 

the results, the result may be presented in narrative, table, visual (e.g., map or diagram) or a 

combination of two methods. Accurate documentation of the reporting method will be 

documented to avoid potential bias (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). 

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for 

Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) will be used to describe the process of data inclusion and 

exclusion. The PRISMA-ScR was developed to provide guidance on the reporting of scoping 

reviews (Tricco et al., 2018). This is similar to the reporting guideline of Joanna Briggs Institute 

guidance for scoping reviews, which highlights the importance of methodological rigor in the 

conduct of scoping reviews (Vandenbroucke et al., 2007).   

 

3. Discussion 

Previous reviews (e.g., scoping, integrated and systematic reviews) on refugees have largely 

focused on youths and children, and the general population of refugees, no review has focused 

on older refugees, their social support and networks. This is because the issue of older people 
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in forced migration have drawn little scholarly attention, as their needs are not considered as 

important as that of children, youth, and women. However, older people in displacement may 

be more predisposed to the challenges emanating from lack of social networks and support in 

crises time (Ekoh et al., 2021). Therefore, conducting this review on the social networks and 

support of older refugees is salient. This scoping review will provide data on the nature of 

support to older refugees as well as older people in displacement and gaps in their support 

system. The review will also inform policy development around the provision of more formal 

support to older refugees.   
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