“I was basically deaf-mute. I felt like a stranger”: Exploring the role of language in older migrants’ sense of home.


Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk92958060]This article explores the role of language in older migrants’ sense of home. The share of older adults with a migration background in Belgium is growing. However, to date, not much is known about older migrants’ sense of home. Looking at language in particular, research suggests that it is linked to identity, possibly affecting one’s sense of home. Therefore, investigating the role of language in older migrants’ sense of home offers a valuable perspective. To explore older migrants’ sense of home, 19 interviews were conducted. During these interviews, the topic of language came up spontaneously. The results show that language among older migrants can concern both a mobility uplift (e.g., creating social and economic opportunities) and a mobility barrier (e.g., obstructing social relations). Concerning the latter, participants discussed resourceful ways to overcome this barrier (e.g., self-made dictionary). Moreover, the interviews revealed the importance of participants’ native language, which also strongly links to identity. This study highlights the transformative influence of super-diversity on the linguistic field. Finally, the results show that the interrelatedness of language, identity, social relations and other characteristics impacts the construction of a sense of home among older adults with a migration background. 
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1. Introduction 
[image: ]Today, our ageing population is growing. In 2022, 26.4% of the Belgian population is aged 65 or older. This percentage will incline up to 35.8% by 2100 (World Health Organization, 2022). This trend is also observed globally. The share of people aged over 60 is expected to increase from 12% to 22% between 2015 and 2050 (World Health Organization, 2018). In addition to this, the ageing population is also becoming more ethnically diverse. In Belgium, between 2009 and 2018, the group of older adults of foreign origin increased by 62.4% (Statistics Flanders, 2018). This can be partially explained by last century’s labour migration. In Belgium, many labour migrants were recruited shortly after the First World War (Gysen et al., 2009), which was followed by more migration waves of family reunification and matrimonial migration (Pulinx & Van Avermaet, 2015). Although most of these labour migrants did not intend to stay in Belgium long-term, many of them ended up building a life in Belgium (Talloen & Vanmechelen, 2018), now making part of today’s ageing population. This paper will focus specifically on the role of language in these migrants’ later life. [bookmark: _GoBack]Fig. 1 Glossary with a Dutch translation of (French) jargon that was distributed among the miners [image: Nelis et al., 2006]

First, it is important to delineate the linguistic context of this study’s geographical scope. Belgium has three official languages, which are spoken in different geographical areas: Dutch (spoken in the north), French (spoken in the south) and German (spoken in the east). Up until 1946, Belgium had no clear policy on the reception of migrants (Rijck & Meulder, 2000). Moreover, language classes for non-native speakers only originated in the 90s (Talloen & Vanmechelen, 2018). The province of Limburg (the northeast part of Belgium) had seven mines, where a lot of labour migrants were employed. However, despite Dutch being the official language in Limburg, mostly French was used in the mines. French-speaking employees often filled the higher positions, and also, the administration used to be in French. This resulted in the use of French jargon in the mines. From 1946 onwards, more attention was paid to language support for labour migrants. In 1952, an agreement stated that Dutch would become the working language in the mines in Limburg. Labour migrants were encouraged to use Dutch to steer away from the French jargon (Figure 1), which was relatively unsuccessful. In addition, in some mining areas, the multiplicity of languages among labour migrants resulted in a language of its own, with German influences (Rijck & Meulder, 2000). 
These labour migrants are currently ageing, and history shows the linguistically complex working environment of migrant miners, resulting in a lot of linguistic diversity among older migrants in Limburg. Moreover, the idea of returning to the country of origin after a couple of years of work did not stimulate the acquisition of a new language (Buffel, 2017). Although research on language and migration in later life is rather limited, some studies showcase its important role in (older) migrants’ everyday lives (e.g., Pot et al., 2020; Sevinç, 2016; Sevinç & Backus, 2019). Below, we will discuss different topics related to language and migration, including social relations, language proficiency, and identity.
On the one hand, high proficiency in the majority language (ML) – “language of the wider society in which the immigrant community resides” (Sevinç & Backus, 2019, p. 2) – facilitates migrants’ self-reliance and social relations (Pulinx & Avermaet, 2017). On the other hand, low ML proficiency can result in social isolation (Temple et al., 2021), poor access to healthcare services (Pot et al., 2020; Temple et al., 2021), feelings of insecurity (Pot et al., 2020) and language anxiety (Noble, 2013; Sevinç & Backus, 2019; Temple et al., 2021). The latter is caused by socioemotional factors, as it is not the proficiency itself but rather how it makes one feel that induces feelings of anxiety. Such feelings can result in a vicious cycle of less language use, leading to lower proficiency, which again raises anxiety (Sevinç & Backus, 2019). This can negatively impact social relations, feelings of belonging (Pot et al., 2020) and wellbeing (Pot et al., 2020; Sevinç & Backus, 2019) and can lead to conflicting identities (Sevinç & Backus, 2019). Just like the majority language, the heritage language (HL) – “the original language of the immigrant community” (Sevinç & Backus, 2019, p. 2) – is also related to social relations, identity and feelings of belonging (Sevinç & Backus, 2019). However, over time, migrants might experience a decline in their HL proficiency (Stavans & Ashkenazi, 2022). Speaking the HL with friends and family from the country of origin may help its preservation. The main factor determining the HL's survival is its use at home (Matsumoto & Tokumasu, 2022). In addition to the ML and HL, other languages can play a central role in migrants’ lives, for example, because of globalisation and super-diversification. Super-diversity refers to the ‘diversification of diversity’ (Vertovec, 2007). The city of Genk, home to many participants in this study, is already labelled as a super-diverse city (De Vos & Geldof, 2019). Such super-diversity does imply not only a variety of ethnicities but also languages present (Vertovec, 2007), again pointing to the linguistically complex environment migrants had to navigate. We argue that this could create additional language barriers as well as opportunities. For example, intercultural marriages could create a multilingual home environment.  
[bookmark: _Hlk128042881]In terms of language, but also super-diversity, it is important to be aware of the individual’s experiences and resources. To discuss this, the concepts ‘repertoire’ and ‘capital’ are briefly introduced. The sociological concept of capital concerns one’s accumulated assets in various forms (e.g., social, cultural, economic, linguistic) that enable them to acquire profit, power and status in a particular social setting or field (Bourdieu, 1986). Linguistic capital refers to the ability to express oneself in a particular social field. It is intertwined with other forms of capital and reflects one’s social position (Bourdieu, 1991). From the perspective of migration and continuing on Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, the concept of ‘migrant habitus’ is introduced (Noble, 2013). Habitus refers to a system of habits one uses to act in a particular social field. Noble (2013) refers to migrants’ unique habitus and position across different social fields and their ability to appeal to multiple resources, one of them being language. However, migrants can also face inequality concerning their habitus and capital. Lozanovska (2020) argues that migrants are faced with the difficulty of transferring their habitus to a new environment, which can result in a ‘lack of fit’ with the environment. In addition, both gerontological and migration studies point out that older adults and migrants can experience inequality that affects their capital (Boccagni, 2017; King et al., 2017). Within the sociolinguistic field, the concept of ‘repertoire’ is often used to describe the collection of meaning-making resources – including but not limited to, language – available to a person. It also includes the ways in which these resources are used in different settings (e.g., norms). A repertoire is described as a biography, as the acquirement of such resources is always situated within one’s specific life circumstances and environment (Blommaert & Backus, 2013). Moreover, a repertoire is dynamic and changes throughout life (Spotti & Blommaert, 2016). Therefore, it is important to be aware of participants’ individual life course experiences, capital, and repertoire. Besides linguistic capital and repertoire, the intersection of many other characteristics (e.g., country of origin, age, sex, religion, migration channel) influences migrants’ identity (Vertovec, 2007) and language proficiency (Temple et al., 2021). For example, Sevinç (2016) shows that various characteristics affect language proficiency: gender, as men participate in more diverse social environments; social networks, as not being able to include ML members in one’s network often leads to a predominant focus on the HL; migration generation, as first-generation migrants are more likely to talk in the HL with their partner and friends, have higher HL proficiency and lower ML proficiency, and refer to media in their HL as opposed to second- and third-generation migrants. Moreover, language is also related to health, as limited ML proficiency can act as a barrier to healthcare (Pot et al., 2020). Also, language can be related to skin colour, as research shows that language is pivotal to Accession migrants (who are less visibly different due to their similar skin colour) in possibly feeling out of place (Pemberton & Phillimore, 2018).
[bookmark: _Hlk87864208]Language is inherently linked to social aspects of the ageing process (Pot et al., 2020) and plays a crucial part in fostering social relations (Temple et al., 2021). Recent research on older migrants shows that experiencing positive socioemotional relations relates to high levels of wellbeing (Pot et al., 2020). However, for older migrants, a language barrier can obstruct social relations (Li et al., 2014), making it challenging to build a ML social network (Sevinç, 2016). In addition to this, a common language within a community is important for social cohesion (Pulinx & Van Avermaet, 2015), possibly threatening older migrants’ embedding within ML social networks. However, in the case of low ML proficiency, the HL social network can act as a safety net. First- and second-generation migrants often use their HL to communicate with their partner (Sevinç, 2016). Family and the wider HL social network are important sources of support on which older migrants can rely for linguistic assistance (Pot et al., 2020), such as helping them with formal communications (Sevinç, 2016). Consequently, low ML proficiency in older migrants leads to greater dependence on their children (Temple et al., 2021). If support is lacking, it could induce feelings of ML anxiety, possibly leading to isolation (Pot et al., 2020). In addition to the importance of both HL and ML to older migrants’ social relations, transnational social networks should be addressed, especially in light of migration. Besides the local environment, the transnational setting (e.g., connections to the country of origin) is crucial to older migrants’ identity construction and feeling of belonging (Li et al., 2014). Here, older migrants’ HL proficiency fosters the ability to sustain a transnational social network (Pot et al., 2020). Research on older migrants shows that (social) media plays an important role in creating and sustaining connections to multiple places (Baldassar et al., 2017; Li et al., 2014). 

Besides its link to social relationships, language is closely related to identity (Pot et al., 2020; Sevinç & Backus, 2019). More specifically, language reflects (Pemberton & Phillimore, 2018; Waitt et al., 2001), preserves (Bezcioglu-Goktolga & Yagmur, 2018) and promotes (Bratu, 2015) migrants’ (ethnic) identity. Here, HL maintenance plays an important role, as for many older migrants, it is a strong marker of their identity. Moreover, a study by Sevinç (2016) on first-generation migrants in the Netherlands shows that they tend to attach great importance to their HL precisely because of identity. Not only the HL itself but also the accent is a strong indicator of identity (Panicacci, 2019). Identity also links to language anxiety in both the ML and the HL, as it is intertwined with feelings of (not) belonging to both communities (Sevinç & Backus, 2019). Additionally, research suggests that, again in relation to identity, migrants can experience a feeling of in-betweenness due to the fact they live between countries, languages (Li et al., 2014) and cultures (Pot et al., 2020).

Continuing on feelings of belonging, language affects one’s ability to develop and maintain social relationships, which in turn influences one’s sense of belonging (Pot et al., 2020). The use of both migrants’ HL and ML links to feelings of attachment and a sense of belonging to the respective culture (Panicacci, 2019; Pot et al., 2020). Moreover, feelings of belonging impact older migrants’ ML investment (Pot et al., 2020). Building on this, a vicious cycle can be identified; ML proficiency affects social relations, which affects feelings of belonging, which affects ML investment, which again affects ML proficiency. Moreover, ML proficiency is an important condition for migrants’ sense of home. However, the use of the HL also relates to feelings of home through the recreation of a past home (Boccagni, 2017). 

This paper is situated within an overarching study to gain insight into older migrants’ sense of home. Although language was not this study’s primary focus, it was a much-discussed topic in all interviews. As the participants introduced this topic (i.e., bottom-up), it suggests the value of further exploring language in relation to older migrants’ sense of home. This promises to be a relevant approach as previous research suggests a link between language and feelings of belonging (Pot et al., 2020), which is closely related to a sense of home (Feng & Breitung, 2018). In addition to this, as this brief literature review shows, language is linked to many aspects of migrants’ lives, such as social relationships, identity, belonging and wellbeing. Nonetheless, research on the role of language in older migrants’ lives remains scarce. Therefore, this paper aims to explore the role of language in older migrants’ sense of home. 

2. Methodology
This study reports on qualitative interviews concerning older migrants’ home experiences and sense of home. The current paper focuses on language in particular. A semi-structured interview guide was used, including topics such as past home experiences, (ethnic) identity, social relations, relations to place, housing aspirations, a sense of home, etc. In order to explore older migrants’ sense of home, 19 in-depth interviews with older migrants from various ethnicities (i.e., Italian, Turkish, Polish, Moroccan and Greek) were conducted, with a total of 23 participants (see Annex), including four couple interviews. Participants were recruited in different ways; via community workers, personal networks, and snowball sampling. The search criteria were; 1st (migrated to Belgium), 1.5 (young child when migrating to Belgium) or 2nd generation migrant (born in Belgium after the parent(s) migrated), 60 years or older, and residing in the province of Limburg (situated within the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium). Older migrants living in a care facility were excluded, as the ongoing research project investigates ageing in place. All participants have lived in Belgium for a long time, most of them for over 50 years. Two included participants did not meet all search criteria as they were in their late fifties (as opposed to 60 years or older), yet provided relevant data. Except for three interviews, all took place in Genk and Maasmechelen, municipalities with a rich labour migration and mining history. These municipalities have large percentages (respectively 58.8% and 59.8%) of people of foreign origin (Statbel, 2021). 
All interviews took place in the participants’ own homes. Every participant signed an informed consent form. All names are replaced by pseudonyms unless explicitly requested otherwise by participants. In 9 interviews, either a licensed interpreter or a bilingual trustee of the participant was present. In some of these interviews, translanguaging was practised, meaning participants appeal to multiple languages in particular contexts (Vogel & García, 2017). All other participants could conduct the interview in (solely) Dutch. During the interviews, participant-driven photo-elicitation (i.e., participants taking pictures themselves) was used to stimulate the conversation (Copes et al., 2018). Participants received a photo assignment prior to the interview (e.g., take a picture of a place in your home or neighbourhood that you are attached to). Some participants requested assistance with the photo assignment. In such cases, the researcher took pictures on their behalf while making sure not to influence the photo-elicitation, only taking pictures by order of the participants. The images were used during the interview as a reference point to talk about participants’ homes. In this study, the photographs were not considered as data on their own, as they solely served the purpose of triggering conversation. Throughout the paper, some photos will be used as an illustration of textual data.
In this paper, we study language from a bottom-up approach as participants themselves brought it up. In doing so, participants indicated the importance of language to their sense of home. In line with this study's bottom-up nature, we use quotes from the interviews to reflect on participants’ experiences and give them a voice. This rationale is also applied to the analysis as we followed the principles of grounded theory and coded all interviews in NVivo software. First, all relevant fragments to the project’s main research questions were coded (i.e., open coding). Second, these codes were organised, including deleting excessive codes and merging codes (i.e. axial coding). Here, different codes relating to language were identified and classified under the overarching code ‘language’. Third, relations between codes were explored (i.e., selective coding) (Mortelmans, 2017). 

3. Results
First, different language profiles among participants will be discussed. Second, the role of language in participants’ sense of home will be addressed. 
3.1. Linguistic capital: Language profiles 
In terms of linguistic capital, there was considerable diversity among participants. In order to offer an overview of the participants in this study and clearly reflect their diversity, the following section will elaborate on three different language profiles identified during the analysis. These three profiles are solely based on the participants within this study and are therefore not exhaustive. All three categories concern participants’ oral language proficiency. 
3.1.1. The (fluent) bilingual 
The first category consists of participants (N = 10) born in Belgium or very young when they migrated to Belgium (i.e., 1.5 and 2nd generation migrants). Because these participants were enrolled in Dutch schools, they acquired total ML and HL proficiency. Previous research shows that second-generation migrants have a high level of respect for their HL while also respecting the norms of the host society (Bezcioglu-Goktolga & Yagmur, 2018). These ‘fluent bilingual’ participants are all fluent in Dutch and use it as their first language in day-to-day life. However, to speak the HL, they often have to rely on the presence of other native speakers, such as family. Moreover, some of these participants, especially second-generation migrants, fear – or are already faced with – the loss of language proficiency in their HL.
3.1.2. The well-supported HL speaker 
This category consists of first-generation migrants (N = 10) who are less proficient in Dutch. Some of these participants did have notions of Dutch (in which the children’s Dutch education was of great help) which helped them in everyday life (e.g., going to the store). First-generation labour migrants usually were not involved in work that required high levels of the ML, which can negatively affect ML proficiency in later life (Temple et al., 2021). Moreover, most of these labour migrants did not intend to stay in Belgium, and learning the ML would imply their permanent stay (Talloen, 2007). The combination of the (lacking) language policy for labour migrants (Rijck & Meulder, 2000) and the complex linguistic context in Belgium resulted in a sub-optimal environment for these participants to acquire the ML. The participants in this category are fluent in their HL and embedded within strong HL social networks (e.g., adult children) to rely on for linguistic support. ‘Well-supported HL speakers’ often use their HL at home to communicate with friends and to stay updated on media from their country of origin (Sevinç, 2016). 
3.1.3. The practised bilingual
Participants in this category (N = 3) are also first-generation migrants. Contrary to the ‘well-supported HL speakers’, these participants overcame the initial ML barrier by actively engaging with the ML (e.g., taking Dutch classes). As a result, they are now fluent in their HL and Dutch (ML). These participants also differ from the ‘fluent bilinguals’ as they had to learn the ML later in life, outside of the educational system. ‘Practised bilinguals’ expressed strong feelings related to language, stressing the importance of being able to speak Dutch. These feelings resulted from personal beliefs (e.g., finding it important to learn the new language) and experiences (e.g., emotional events due to the initial language barrier). 
3.2. Language & sense of home: Barriers and opportunities
[image: ]Although language is often viewed as a barrier in the context of migration, the interviews revealed some instances proving to do the opposite where a limited knowledge of the ML, combined with their HL proficiency, created a mobility uplift. Bilingualism was the most discussed linguistic aspect that created opportunities for participants. For example, by being bilingual, participants’ linguistic capital created job opportunities. Three different examples demonstrate this experience of a mobility uplift, which occurred both during participants’ working careers as well as in later life. 
First, three bilingual participants were able to become licensed interpreters. To some, this was a way to keep busy, enabling active ageing. For Giacomo, becoming a licensed interpreter not only resulted in a job opportunity but also evoked feelings of pride. Second, Fatima was able to become an Arabic teacher due to her HL knowledge (Figure 2). This example shows that not only being bilingual but also limited ML and full HL proficiency can create a mobility uplift for migrants. Third, besides language proficiency, willingness to learn Dutch is also deemed valuable. For example, Halina’s view on language acquisition, which was shaped by a Polish saying, quickly resulted in a mobility uplift: Fig. 2 Fatima’s course material (the Arabic alphabet) for the Arabic class she teaches


“I’m one of those people, it’s a Polish saying: ‘If you’re going to be among crows, you have to learn to crow’. You have to know the language immediately […] I was allowed to come in for a job interview, and I did it in Dutch, and my future boss said: you have to give that woman a chance because she can speak Dutch so well after only eight months in Belgium”.
– Halina

In addition to bilingualism, language can also be a condition to experiencing a sense of home. Multiple participants mentioned the importance of language proficiency to feel at home. For example, Jan feels at home in Poland because he speaks ‘his language’. However, language also created a barrier for some participants. Multiple participants mention that language could form a barrier to establishing social relationships. This is mostly related to their oral language skills. For example, Leyla reported being able to understand Dutch but having limited oral proficiency. Therefore, she refrains from speaking to her neighbours in Dutch. Also, as part of the photo-elicitation assignment, Eleni took a picture of her kitchen window view (Figure 3). She shared that she loves to look outside so she can see people. However, it also links to a language barrier:

[image: ]


“I find that very unfortunate. I see people outside, but I am embarrassed to go outside and talk.”
– Eleni

Fig. 3 Eleni's kitchen view (including the street and neighbours)


In addition to the Dutch language barrier, the interviews revealed an interesting example of the intersection between language and super-diversity, resulting in another barrier. Two participants describe their experience of a language barrier with neighbours. 

“They [Turkish neighbours] don’t speak Dutch, so I have to talk Turkish […] The Italians or Belgians, after 7 o'clock, are locked inside. They can come over. Sometimes when I see her [another neighbour, who does not speak Turkish], I ask her to come to drink a cup of coffee, and then she says: ‘I'm tired, I'm going to sleep’. They can always come over.”
– Belma, Turkish migration background

As part of the photo-elicitation assignment, Patricia took a picture of her neighbours’ homes (Figure 4). Patricia lives in Genk, known for its rich labour migration history. The city’s diversity also resulted in various spoken languages in the neighbourhood, many of which she did not understand. This also made her feel excluded from her own neighbourhood community at times:

“If I sit with them, they talk Turkish, I'd be sitting there looking like a fool. So what do you do? You stay inside […] They are good neighbours, only the language is what holds us back […] If I were younger, I would learn Turkish.”
– Patricia, Italian migration background
[image: ]






Fig. 4 Front yards of Patricia's neighbours, where many of her Turkish neighbours meet up



Finally, the interviews also pointed to a relationship between experiencing a language barrier and not having a sense of home or feeling unhappy. For example, Giacomo felt lonely and not at home when he grew up. Because he lived in a super-diverse setting, he could not communicate appropriately with many people. His feelings changed when he started taking Italian classes. 

“I felt like a stranger, not at ease. I wasn't a 5-year-old kid. I was 17, an adult. The language, the communication, the misunderstanding. I was confused.”
– Massimo

In stressing the importance of ML language proficiency to a sense of home in the country of settlement, participants referred to migration generation. For example, Massimo refers to his age when migrating to Belgium, highlighting the difficulty of learning a new language at an older age. In contrast, some participants referred to their parents’ linguistic experiences, as they themselves did not struggle as much with a language barrier due to their migration generation. For example, Nadira refers to her parents’ limited Dutch vocabulary and highlights her failed attempts to teach them Dutch. However, she also compares her Turkish proficiency with her sisters, who never migrated and still live in Turkey. She experiences a decline in her HL, which she regrets. 
Interestingly, the interviews also revealed that language proficiency is not always directly related to feeling at home. For example, Massimo says he does not feel at home in Italy, despite speaking Italian fluently. Although he notes that Italians look at him differently once he starts speaking Italian (i.e., they no longer view him as a tourist), he also adds that it is noticeable to them that he has not lived there for a long time. Consequently, he feels like he is a stranger to them. 
Many participants have experienced a language barrier (concerning the ML) at some point in their lives. However, many of them explained that they were able to overcome these barriers through different strategies. For example, two ‘practised bilingual’ participants created their own Dutch dictionary consisting of basic concepts necessary for everyday life. 

“I had two stepchildren. Their dad was away, and one of the kids asked me to drink. I asked her in Arabic what she needed. She kept looking at me like, she didn’t understand me, but I also didn’t understand her. And then when my husband came home, he said, ‘give water’. I cried. I felt bad about that. Then I grabbed a book, and I wrote ‘I am thirsty’ in Dutch, but spelled in Arabic.”
– Rabiaa

In response to this meaningful and emotional event, Rabiaa created her own dictionary, starting with what she considered to be the most important sentences (e.g., ‘I am hungry’, ‘I want to sleep’, ‘I want to play’). Moreover, she was not familiar with the Western alphabet, making it all the more difficult to learn Dutch. In order to overcome this, she used her own linguistic knowledge in a creative way by writing Dutch sentences using the Arabic alphabet. 
Another strategy to overcome the language barrier is the knowledge and use of other frequently used languages in Belgium. As mentioned before, Belgium has three official languages: Dutch, French and German. Even in Flanders (Dutch-speaking), the French language was often dominant in the mines. The interviews revealed that the use of French was a way for participants to overcome the Dutch language barrier. For example, although low ML proficiency can result in difficulties accessing healthcare services, Fatima was able to overcome this because of her proficiency in French. 

“I am happy that I studied French in Morocco. We used to speak French at the doctor's office [in Flanders].”
– Fatima

In addition to this, some participants explicitly mentioned that French was easier for them to learn than Dutch. Several explanations can be given. For example, participants were more confronted with the use of French because of their job (e.g., in the mines). For other participants, the French language was closely related to their mother tongue, e.g., French and Italian are both Roman languages, unlike Dutch, which is a Germanic language. Here, Belgium’s complex linguistic setting was helpful to some of these participants after they had just migrated. 
Besides self-regulated learning, the knowledge of French, and using social support, participants overcame the language barrier by deliberately immersing themselves in the language (e.g., taking Dutch classes). For example, Rabiaa also learned French in Morocco. Although she thought it was nice to have French-speaking neighbours when she had just migrated, she considered it a possible disadvantage. During the interview, she explained that it is fruitful to have neighbours who do not speak Arabic or French because then you have to put in more effort to learn Dutch. Following this reasoning, the comfort of relying on French possibly obstructed Fatima’s and Alfonso’s acquisition of Dutch. Today, both Fatima and Alfonso have basic notions of Dutch, enough to help themselves in day-to-day life. However, they are not fluent in Dutch. 
For many participants who had once experienced a language barrier, the turning point of feeling at home occurred parallel to overcoming this language barrier. For example, Massimo explained that once he started to work and interact with people, he learned some Dutch words. That was also the moment in which his sense of home developed. 
Besides the importance of the ML, the interviews also point to the increasing importance of the HL, especially in the case of low ML proficiency. For example, husband and wife Zehra and Ibrahim shared the importance of having a Turkish shop nearby so they can do groceries in their HL. In addition to receiving linguistic support from family (mainly children), some ‘well-supported HL speakers’ could also count on Dutch-speaking neighbours. Yet, some participants also strongly preferred having neighbours from the same origin because of sharing the same language, culture and religion. 

“There was a Belgian woman [previous neighbourhood], and if I had to go to the doctor, for example, or if I needed something, she always wanted to come with me or help with the translation […] Up there [current neighbourhood] lived an older Belgian woman, and our relationship was good. But still, you want a Turkish neighbour in your neighbourhood […] I think it is because of religion, the same religion or because they speak the same language […] and also the culture.”
– Seyma

[bookmark: _Hlk87969062]Participants also stressed the importance of maintaining contact with left-behind family and friends. Here, participants used their HL to sustain such transnational social relations. In addition, many participants are still involved with media from their country of origin (e.g., watching TV and reading the news). Participants with low ML proficiency are unable to understand most of the Belgian media and therefore resort to media in the HL. This possibly relates to place attachment to the country of origin (i.e., emotional relation to place). For example, some participants mentioned the emotional impact news (e.g., earthquake, fire, kidnapping) from the country of origin had on them. 
Moreover, some ‘fluent bilingual’ participants relied on their families for HL maintenance. If their HL social network declines, it becomes challenging to maintain the HL. Especially after losing their parents, participants find it hard to maintain their HL and consequently, some ‘fluent bilinguals’ feared losing their HL proficiency.

“I like talking Dutch, but I like talking Italian too. Otherwise, you forget that [the Italian language] […] My father only died four years ago, but still, I miss that [speaking Italian].”
– Luisa

These quotes also link to identity. Many participants expressed a dual (ethnic) identity, meaning they felt both Belgian and, for example, Moroccan. However, the link between identity and language is context and time-dependent. For instance, Alfonso identifies as a Belgian outside of his home and as an Italian inside his home, where he also speaks Italian. Due to this dual identity, many participants value both the HL and ML, wanting to pass both on to their children. However, many participants encountered difficulties in raising their children bilingually. Teachers who did not believe in the advantages of bilingual education and even discouraged it caused many bilingual participants to change their linguistic beliefs and eventually only speak Dutch with their children. Not only did participants themselves regret this, but they reported that their children wished they would have been raised bilingual as well.  Another finding concerning HL and identity concerns the addressing of participants. When participants talked about their grandchildren, some referred to themselves as grandma or grandpa in their HL. For example, Patricia explained that she consciously chose to be called ‘nonna’ because she is Italian. Krysia referred to herself as ‘babcia’, Ibrahim as ‘baba’, and Giacomo as ‘nonno’. Participants’ HL also seemed to influence feeling like or being perceived as a stranger in the country of origin. During the interviews, participants expressed the important role of their HL in the way others treated them in their country of origin. 

“You are a stranger there […] They view us as tourists. Only when I start talking their language, they turn around and realise they were wrong.”
– Massimo 


Some participants explained that they were not perfectly fluent in their HL. People from their country of origin often noticed this, which resulted in negative feelings for some participants (i.e., emotional aspect of language). Moreover, this again links to identity. For example, Krysia shares how she experienced a discrepancy in how others perceived her in her country of origin and how she self-identified:

“In Poland, they said to me, ‘You aren’t Polish, you’re German’ […] That didn’t feel good. That was like an insult […] If they would have said ‘you are Belgian’, that would have been different. I would have accepted that because that is also how I feel.”
– Krysia

3.3. Language over the life course 
The interviews showed the value of considering older migrants’ life course experiences. For example, Rabiaa’s interview revealed the significant impact of a meaningful life event on her linguistic capital. She vividly remembers that day, and following this emotional and memorable event, Rabiaa started to learn Dutch. As a result, she is now fluent in Dutch, which she finds very important to be independent. This shows the fluidity of language proficiency over time. For example, if the HL or ML is not used as often anymore, some participants become less proficient in that language. Some examples of changing language proficiency and its effects were discussed during the interviews. For example, Massimo shared that he was in his 40s when he took language classes and became fully fluent in Dutch. Ibrahim describes how the language barrier used to affect his place identity and feeling of belonging. However, he does not feel like this anymore today as he now expresses a strong sense of home in his dwelling in Belgium. Here, incorporating life course experiences can offer some valuable insights. Although this could be related to the large amount of time Ibrahim has lived in Belgium, the increase in Dutch language proficiency might also offer an interesting perspective. Moreover, it also showcases the fluidity of one’s sense of home (i.e., how it changes throughout life).


“I worked in the mine, and I didn't speak a word of Dutch. I always had to explain with gestures and rely on colleagues. I was basically deaf-mute. I had a very difficult time. I felt like a stranger.”
– Ibrahim


Not only can language proficiency change over time, but languages themselves evolve as well. For example, when Leyla migrated to Belgium, she got used to the local Dutch dialect. However, over the past decades, dialects are not used as much, as more general Dutch is spoken. For Leyla, this resulted in her losing some ML proficiency paired with feelings of insecurity and ML anxiety. As mentioned before, there is a clear link between language and identity. However, like language proficiency, migrants’ identity evolves and changes throughout life (Robles-Llana, 2019). For example, after some years of living in the country of settlement, migrants could shift from identifying as, for example, Italian to expressing a dual identity, i.e., Italian and Belgian. 


4. Discussion 
The discussion is structured in four different themes that emerged from analysing the data: (1) the language barrier, (2) language as a mobility uplift, (3) the importance of older migrants’ HL and (4) language & the individual. 
4.1. The language barrier
As the language profiles showed, not all participants are bilingual, and some still struggle with Dutch. In line with previous research (Bratu, 2015; Li et al., 2014), we found that a ML barrier can obstruct social relations. Low language proficiency in the ML can hinder social contact, possibly resulting in vulnerability for older migrants (Pot et al., 2020), as was the case for some participants. Moreover, low ML proficiency can induce feelings of anxiety (Sevinç & Backus, 2019), which was also prevalent in our study (e.g., Eleni’s experience). Another way limited ML proficiency can act as a barrier to older migrants’ sense of home is its negative impact on feelings of belonging and wellbeing (Pot et al., 2020). 
The language barrier in migration studies usually refers to a low ML proficiency (e.g., Nielsen et al., 2017; Pot et al., 2020; Watkins et al., 2012). However, today, ageing populations are becoming more diverse. Cities where no single ethnicity predominates are referred to as ‘majority-minority-cities’ (Geldof, 2015). This growing diversity within diversity, or super-diversity (Vertovec, 2007), also creates new language barriers, not always concerning the ML. Our study also observed this as the growing super-diversity resulted in multiple language barriers – concerning languages other than the ML – affecting older migrants’ social relations. Moreover, low ML language proficiency can induce negative emotions (e.g., fear of being mocked and feeling excluded), which can lead to language anxiety (Sevinç & Backus, 2019). To further discuss this, we refer to the case of Patricia and Belma (see quotes above), who encountered such a super-diversity-related language barrier. Sevinç & Backus (2019) introduce three aspects of migrants’ linguistic experience that will be applied to further analyse these cases. The first aspect is linguistic. Because Belma’s Turkish neighbours do not speak Dutch, she resorts to her HL to communicate with them. Patricia cannot express herself in Turkish, which hinders communication with her Turkish neighbours with a low ML proficiency. The second aspect is social and relates to Patricia’s experience of being excluded because she does not speak Turkish. Belma, on the other hand, can sustain social relationships within the neighbourhood by communicating in Turkish. The third aspect concerns emotions. This situation evokes different emotions for both participants. Belma stresses that her neighbours are welcome to join her and her friends. She eventually attributes the social distance between her and her non-Turkish speaking neighbours to cultural differences. When Patricia met up with her Turkish neighbours, she experienced feelings of shame (i.e., “looking like a fool”), and she wished it was different. This leads her to avoid the situation, limiting contact with her neighbours. In these cases, a Turkish language barrier hinders social contact with neighbours. 

4.2. Language as a mobility uplift
Language is often referred to as a barrier in migration studies (e.g., Pot et al., 2020). For example, low ML proficiency can obstruct migrants’ integration (Li et al., 2014). However, many participants overcame a language barrier, which shows linguistic fluidity throughout the life course. Moreover, the interviews reveal that language can also serve as a mobility uplift by fostering economic opportunities, social relations and support. Willingness to learn a language and language proficiency created job opportunities for some participants. In turn, employment can create opportunities to speak the HL (Gupta & Sullivan, 2013), showing the value and interrelatedness of language and work in the homemaking process. These mobility uplifts demonstrate the value of a positive approach to language (both HL and ML).
This study especially highlighted the effect of language on social relations, as high language proficiency (HL and ML) can foster social relations. Research shows that bilinguals not only switch between languages but also between cultural (Ikizer & Ramírez-Esparza, 2018) and social fields (Noble, 2013). It demonstrates that bilinguals are socially more flexible than monolinguals, resulting in more social interactions (Ikizer & Ramírez-Esparza, 2018), which also occurred in our study. For example, many ‘fluent’ or ‘practised bilingual’ participants speak their HL with family but switch to the ML in other social situations (e.g., when going to the store). As positive social relations in older migrants’ lives are linked to higher levels of wellbeing (Pot et al., 2020), we argue that bilingualism can promote older migrants’ wellbeing through the increased possibility of social interactions.
In order to create social cohesion within a community, a common language is important (Pulinx & Van Avermaet, 2015). Social cohesion and a sense of belonging are closely related, and if present, both are associated with lower levels of frailty among older adults (Cramm & Nieboer, 2013). Following these insights in combination with the results of this study, we argue that language affects a sense of home through relations with people. These social relations can foster social cohesion and feelings of belonging, contributing to a sense of home. However, we do want to note that ML proficiency is not a necessary condition for the construction of a sense of home in the country of settlement. Despite their low ML proficiency, many ‘well-supported HL speakers’ expressed feeling at home in Belgium. Here, social relations again play a significant role. More specifically, relations to people whom older migrants can rely on for linguistic assistance and people from participants’ social HL networks. Finally, in line with Sevinç and Backus (2019), the results of this study indicate that the cognitive aspect of language (e.g., language proficiency) is inherently linked to social (e.g., not being able to communicate with neighbours) and emotional (e.g., feeling excluded) aspects.
Not only the ML, but also the HL can serve as a mobility uplift. The interviews suggest that language, especially participants’ HL, influences older migrants’ relations to place. HL proficiency and maintenance enabled participants to sustain connections to their country of origin, such as travelling and maintaining contact with left-behind family and friends. Maintaining such connections to the country of origin fosters emotional attachments to place (Baldassar et al., 2017). 

4.3. The importance of the HL
Not all participants were able to overcome the language barrier. Previous research stresses the importance of the HL in older migrants’ lives (Pot et al., 2020). For example, the HL can serve as a safety net for low ML proficiency (Sevinç, 2016), and the presence of a HL social network is essential. If lacking, it increases older migrants’ risk of vulnerability (Pot et al., 2020) and social isolation (Temple et al., 2021). Moreover, being strongly embedded within a social network of the HL can help work around the language barrier (Pot et al., 2020).
The HL also remains important in later life among participants. The interviews show its importance in sustaining relations with the home country. Moreover, the HL is also inherently intertwined with (ethnic) identity (Pot et al., 2020; Sevinç & Backus, 2019). This intertwinement also became prevalent in the interviews. For example, through  the use of possessive pronouns in participants’ quotes (e.g., “our” or “their” language), being perceived as a stranger, and through the fear of HL loss. Research shows that bilinguals highly respect their HL (Bezcioglu-Goktolga & Yagmur, 2018). In the interviews, ‘fluent bilingual’ participants described the conscious efforts to maintain their HL (e.g., media and communication in HL). However, many also feared HL proficiency loss related to a decline in their HL social network. The preservation of migrants’ identity is the main reason why migrants wish to maintain their HL (Bezcioglu-Goktolga & Yagmur, 2018). High HL proficiency is considered necessary to be accepted in the country of origin, e.g., being considered a Turk when visiting Turkey (Sevinç & Backus, 2019). Considering this close relation between language and identity, a declining HL proficiency could also mean losing a part of one’s (ethnic) identity. Moreover, a declining HL proficiency could induce feelings of language anxiety (Sevinç & Backus, 2019). Moreover, many bilingual participants also expressed a dual (ethnic) identity. Here, the alignment of identity and language seems relevant to older migrants’ sense of home. For example, when one expresses a dual identity and their proficiency in one language declines, language and identity are not aligned, possibly resulting in language anxiety. Moreover, the interviews revealed that a low HL proficiency or a specific accent is often picked up by natives of the country of origin, leading them to view participants as foreigners, impacting older migrants’ relations to place(s) and belonging. Therefore, we conclude that the relationship between language and identity affects older migrants’ feelings of belonging and, in turn, their sense of home. 
4.4. Language & the individual 
Finally, the results of this study should be positioned against participants’ characteristics, as it is impossible to isolate language as the sole influence on older migrants’ sense of home. Other aspects such as age, gender, education, religion, occupation, and health intersect. To do so, Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of capital – extended by Noble (2013) to the migrant field – and Blommaert’s notion of ‘repertoire’ from the perspective of super-diversity will be used to analyse the results further. 
Although the results point to experiencing a mobility uplift due to high ML proficiency, this result should be nuanced. For example, for some participants, high ML proficiency led to job opportunities. However, this does not mean low ML proficiency hinders economic chances. For example, Massimo only learned Dutch in his 40s. Although this did allow him to further his career, he was able to sustain a stable job without this high ML proficiency. Moreover, taking gender into account, another possible scenario emerges. Because men participate in more diverse social settings, it benefits their ML proficiency (Sevinç, 2016). For example, as a woman, Rabiaa stayed home while her husband went out to work. One could argue that staying at home reduced Rabiaa’s opportunities to learn the language. However, due to her perseverance and character, she was able to learn Dutch. Besides gender, migration generation can also affect language proficiency (Sevinç, 2016). Second-generation participants often referred to their parents’ experiences when discussing the language barrier concerning the ML, highlighting their different experiences due to migration generation. Besides the intersection of various factors creating unique individual capital, the value of linguistic capital depends on the social field in question (Lam & Warriner, 2012). For example, being fluent in Turkish proved valuable to Belma’s HL social network. However, in a different setting, one where the ML is the predominant language (e.g., at the doctor’s office), Belma’s specific language profile can be disadvantageous. Looking at the Belgian context specifically, despite it not being the ML, having some French in one’s repertoire proved to be a valuable asset to some participants. 
Therefore, we argue that the role of language on older migrants’ sense of home should be understood from the individual’s linguistic capital and repertoire, but also the specific context in which language was acquired over the life course. 

5. Conclusion 
The results of this study show that language plays a role in older migrants’ day-to-day life and home experiences, stressing the importance of acknowledging the opportunities (i.e., mobility uplift) as well as the obstacles (i.e., language barrier) created by the HL, ML, and even other languages (such as French and Turkish in this study). For example, language can act as a mobility uplift by creating social and economic opportunities and as a barrier by obstructing social relations. Whether or not participants experienced and overcame a language barrier, the HL remained of great importance in their everyday life (e.g., social or linguistic support, identity). In addition, this paper highlights the transforming role of increasing super-diversity in the linguistic field, possibly creating new langubarriers but also new opportunities. 
This paper shows the influence of language on older migrants’ sense of home, mediated by its effect on social relations and identity in particular. It seems that language is an influencing factor – along with many other individual characteristics – to older migrants’ sense of home. Language cannot be isolated from other relevant factors to older migrants’ sense of home (Pot et al., 2020). As briefly discussed in this paper, it is important to consider the intersections of different individual characteristics to study individuals in their homes. Moreover, this individual position is dynamic rather than static. Therefore, taking life course experiences into account in this paper sheds light on (language-related) changes in older migrants’ sense of home over time. 
Although this study's empirical, bottom-up approach brought the importance of language in older migrants’ sense of home to light, it also came with limitations. Language not being the main focus of the overarching study meant that no specific language-related research and interview questions were set up, possibly only revealing a small part of reality. Therefore, we hope that the results of this study can serve as a trigger for more research on the role of language in older migrants’ everyday lives and their sense of home. 
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Annex: Overview of the participants in this study


	Participant
	Age
	Migration
background,
generation
	Language profile 
	Martial status
	Religion
	Housing & 
neighbourhood 

	

	Leyla 
	68
	Turkish, 1st
	Well-supported HL speaker
	Widow
	Muslim
	Suburban area[footnoteRef:1],  [1:  As registered on https://kaartenruimterapport.omgeving.vlaanderen.be/vrl-klv/ ] 

homeowner
	

	Seyma
	61
	Turkish, 1st
	Well-supported HL speaker
	Married
	Muslim
	Suburban area,
homeowner
	

	Hatice
	65
	Turkish, 1st
	Well-supported HL speaker
	Widow
	Muslim
	Suburban area,
homeowner
	

	Giacomo
	74
	Italian, 1.5
	(Fluent) bilingual
	Married
	Not religious
	Urbanised area,
homeowner (usufruct)
	

	Luisa
	64
	Italian, 2nd 
	(Fluent) bilingual 
	Married
	Catholic
	Urbanised area (cité[footnoteRef:2]),  [2:  Former mining residential area that was located close to the mines. Such areas used to be exclusively inhabited by mining employees and their families. ] 

homeowner
	

	Jan
	74
	Polish, 1.5
	(Fluent) bilingual
	Married (to Lotka)
	Catholic
	Urbanised area, 
homeowner
	

	Lotka
	72
	Polish, 2nd 
	(Fluent) bilingual
	Married (to Jan)
	Not mentioned
	Urbanised area, homeowner
	

	Krysia
	84
	Polish, 2nd 
	(Fluent) bilingual
	Widow
	Roman Catholic
	Urbanised area, renter (private)
	

	Paola
	63
	Italian, 2nd 
	(Fluent) bilingual
	Divorced
	Christian
	Urbanised area (cité),
renter (social)
	

	Massimo
	63
	Italian, 1st
	Practiced bilingual
	Married (to Isabella)
	Catholic
	Suburban area, homeowner
	

	Isabella
	58
	Italian, 2nd 
	(Fluent) bilingual
	Married (to Massimo)
	Not mentioned
	Suburban area, homeowner
	

	Nico
	68
	Italian, 1.5
	(Fluent) bilingual
	Married
	Catholic
	Urbanised area, homeowner
	

	Belma
	62
	Turkish, 1.5
	Well-supported HL speaker
	Divorced
	Muslim
	Urbanised area (cité),
homeowner
	

	Halina
	70
	Polish, 1st
	Practised bilingual
	Married
	Catholic
	Suburban area, 
homeowner
	

	Alfonso
	77
	Italian, 1st
	Well-supported HL speaker
	Married (to Luciana)
	Catholic
	Urbanised area, renter (social) 
	

	Luciana
	74
	Italian, 1.5
	(Fluent) bilingual
	Married (to Alfonso)
	Catholic
	Urbanised area, renter (social)
	

	Eleni
	83
	Greek, 1st
	Well-supported HL speaker
	Widow
	Greek-Orthodox
	Urbanised area, homeowner
	

	Rabiaa
	67
	Moroccan, 1st
	Practised bilingual
	Divorced
	Muslim
	Urbanised area, renter (social)
	

	Nadira
	61
	Turkish, 1.5
	(Fluent) bilingual
	Divorced
	Muslim
	Urbanised area, renter (social)
	

	Fatima
	64
	Moroccan, 1st
	Well-supported HL speaker
	Divorced
	Muslim
	Urbanised area (cité), homeowner
	

	Ahmad
	60
	Moroccan, 1st
	Well-supported HL speaker
	Married
	Muslim
	Urbanised area, renter (social)
	

	Ibrahim
	70
	Turkish, 1st
	Well-supported HL speaker
	Married (to Zehra)
	Muslim
	Urbanised area, homeowner
	

	Zehra
	64
	Turkish, 1st
	Well-supported HL speaker
	Married (to Ibrahim)
	Muslim
	Urbanised area, homeowner
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