
Technology  

Innovation & 
Equity



Partnerships are an important part of academic and municipal work and the delivery of city services ---- and we 
are proud that CivicLabTO brings together Centennial College, Ryerson University, George Brown College, OCAD 
University, City of Toronto, Humber College, Seneca College, the University of Toronto, York University and 
eCampus Ontario on the many innovation-focused collaborations under this initiative.

We are also proud to be working with our funding partner for the summit, the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada and each of the colleges and universities. Thank you to all our partners. 

Our host for the 2021 CivicLabTO Academic Summit is York University. Thank you for providing the forum for 
these important conversations.   
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Land Acknowledgment

As this meeting is virtual and we are not all gathered in the same space, we recognize that this land 
acknowledgment might not be for the territory that you are currently on. We ask that if this is the case, you 
acknowledge the traditional territory you are on and the current treaty holders.

For those of us in Toronto, we acknowledge that the land we are on is the traditional territory of many nations 
including the Mississaugas of the Credit, the Anishinabek, the Chippewa, the Haudenosaunee and the Wendat 
peoples, and is now home to many diverse First Nations, Inuit and Metis peoples. We also acknowledge that 
Toronto is covered by Treaty 13 with the Mississaugas of the Credit.

This territory is covered by the Dish With One Spoon Wampum Belt Covenant, an agreement between the 
Anishinabek and Haudenosaunee allied nations to peaceably share and care for the lands around the Great Lakes.

3



Polling Question:
Which of the following best describes you?

a) I am a student
b) I work in academia
c) I work in government
d) I work in an industry other than academia/government
e) None of the above
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Technology Innovation and Equity
How can academia, government and industry work together to address the barriers faced by equity deserving 
groups in accessing and benefiting from technology and innovation?

Dr. Beth Coleman
University of Toronto

Dr. Paolo Granata
University of Toronto

Caroline Grammer
Seneca College

Ben Rogers
Seneca College

Lawrence Eta
City of Toronto
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Technology, Innovation 
and Equity and the City 

of Toronto

Lawrence Eta
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Digital 
Transformation

• The Technology Services Division (TSD) provides city-wide 
leadership in modernizing and innovating City services 
through strategic technology investments that advance 
principles of access, affordability and resiliency with 
equity as a driving factor

• Digitized municipal services are leading to increased 
efficiencies and improved decision-making, but highlight 
the increasing need to address issues such as privacy, 
security, and equity.

• As the use of digital technologies increases, the City is 
developing a Digital Infrastructure Plan to guide decision-
making 
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1. Equity & Inclusion

2. A Well-run City

3. Social, Environmental, & Economic 
Benefits

4. Privacy & Security

5. Democracy & Transparency

6. Digital Autonomy

Digital Infrastructure Plan 
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HEI Research Findings – Who is 
underserved and why?

Andrey, S., Masoodi, M.J., Malli, N., & Dorkenoo, S. (2021, January). Mapping Toronto’s Digital 
Divide. Ryerson Leadership Lab and Brookfield Institute for Innovation + Entrepreneurship. 
Retrieved from: https://www.ryersonleadlab.com/digital-divide 

• Torontonians lack access to affordable, high-speed 
internet

• As City services move online, residents without 
internet or digital literacy are at risk of being left 
behind – or being digitally excluded

• Digital technologies can perpetuate bias and 
discrimination
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Digital Equity &
ConnectTO

Municipal Broadband 
Leverage municipal assets to 
create connected digital 
infrastructure

Partnership Opportunities 

Co-Development 
public/private collaboration

Expanded High-Speed 
Internet
Access for underserved 
Torontonians

Reduce the digital divide by 
improving digital connectivity
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Technology, Innovation 
and Equity Alignment to 

UN Sustainable 
Development Goals & 

Framework

Paolo Granata
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Digital Access and Older 
Adults Living in Toronto: 

Reducing the Digital 
Divide

Caroline Grammer
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Mixed Method Study (Quantitative Surveys & Qualitative Interviews with Older Adults)
Surveys were distributed to all:

• LTC and Retirement Homes in the City

• Seniors Community Support Service Agencies

• Shelters that service older adults, and the Anishnwabe Health Centre though we can only identify settings by the first 
3 digits of their postal code

Low response rates due to COVID19 crisis and re-deployment of staff

Results:
• Majority of LTC homes report they provide internet access to all rooms and throughout the home but have limited 

number of devices and majority of residents require assistance using devices and navigating the internet

• Majority of Retirement homes report they don’t provide free wifi access in residents’ suites but do provide access in 
common and the majority of these residents pay for their own internet in their suites

• In both LTC & Retirement homes - majority of residents prefer tablets over any other device and both use the internet 
for social media and emails, connecting to family and friends virtually; a small percentage of residents stream 
entertainment and play games online
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• 10 community agencies that responded in the community represent approx. 39, 835 older adults service across 
Toronto’s 6 boroughs

• Majority of agencies report majority of their clients are low-income approx. $800-$1200/month and cannot afford the 
devices or the internet access providers monthly fees

• More than ½ their clients live independently in the community with minimal service support

• Scarborough, Etobicoke, and York report the lowest levels of internet access leaving older adults living alone under 
isolation protocols completely cut-off from access to medical, health, social, and financial support

• Majority of these clients prefer tablets and use internet for emails, social communication, and to link with the agencies’ 
virtual online programming e.g. exercise, cooking programs, social programs, group support etc.

• Those requiring supports services, require 1:1 assistance with using devices and navigating the internet and social 
networks due to cognitive, functional, and sensory deficits, or low digital fluency/literacy levels

• Note: when interviewing the frontline healthcare providers they report that they use their own devices and data plans 
and spend extra time with their clients (unclaimed) to assist them with connecting with families and friends, and 
healthcare providers etc.

21



Let’s Hear What Older Adults Had to Say…

• Our team interviewed 14 older adults 60+yrs across Toronto in 10 different languages (English, Italian, 

Tagalog, Vietnamese, Mandarin, Cantonese, Spanish, Urdu, Hindi, Punjabi) by telephone and virtually

• They were asked about their lived experiences of lockdown without internet access

• Data included experiences of loneliness, isolation, higher levels of depressive symptoms, discussions 

around suicidal ideation and “giving up”, feeling trapped and imprisoned (in LTC and Retirement homes)

• Further anecdotal reports from my students on the frontline over the past two years report increased 

levels of cognitive impairment, decreased levels of functional independence in IADLs and ADLs, lowering 

levels of resiliency in LTC home settings, more frequent reporting of loneliness and wanting to die
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Barriers to Access

• Cost of high speed internet is too high, devices also cost too much

• Phones are more difficult to use because the screen and buttons are too small

• All digital literacy programs for older adults shut down when the libraries and senior centres shut down 
during lockdown preventing older adults from access the internet and devices

• Language barriers prevent many newcomers and older adults returning to their natural languages from 
navigating government and social network sites

• Confusing terminology and attempting to navigate the labyrinth-like websites to get the information they 
need is far too complicated e.g. registering for their first vaccination, and their second.  While telephone 
registration was available, seniors often waited over an hour on the phone only to be cut-off before they 
could register

• Lack of 1:1 supports for those with cognitive, sensory, or functional impairments leaves the most vulnerable 
population the most isolated
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Themes

• Redefine “access” to include free high speed internet access, a device (tablet), digital 
literacy training, and 1:1 support for those with disabilities

• Internalized Incompetency; younger cohorts presume older adults cannot learn digital 
technology, there remains a strong entrenched level of ageism and ableism especially in 
the medical field. Older adults begin to believe the message that they can’t learn. Older 
adults have been left behind during the transition to digital services.

• Social Isolation is just as lethal as COVID19 to older adults, if they are not dying of the 
virus, they are giving up on living because they are isolated and alone
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What Can We Do To Solve This?

• The City has begun to build internet access to all TCHC buildings with older adults

• Seneca’s SSWG program has started free digital literacy training for older adults in Toronto and York Region 
(contact Caroline.Grammer@senecacollege.ca OR 416 491 5050 exit 55449 for more information or to 
register)

• Start a 5yr National Digital Literacy Program engaging high schools, post-secondary schools in field 
placements, train the trainer program of volunteer older adults, and funding to all senior support service 
agencies and institutional settings to purchase enough tablets and staff to train older adults online and in 
their centres

• Funding for PSWs and Activation Aides for additional time to provide 1:1 support for every resident for 15 
minutes/day on the internet and in the community for those living independently to connect to their 
healthcare providers and social networks at least two days per week for 15 min/day

WE CAN DO THIS! 25
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Digital Exclusion and 
Remediation

Equity 

Beth Coleman
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• Equity

•Data Colonialism

•Decolonial Data

•Multi-stakeholder

•Data Ethics Co-creation Intentional Design
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Polling Question:

How equitable do you think access to technology is 
in the City of Toronto using of scale 1-5? 

1 2 3 4 5
(1 – not equitable at all, 5 – most equitable)
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Panel Discussion

& 

Audience Questions
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Closing Remarks

30



Thank You!

• www.civiclabto.ca
• Free digital literacy training for older adults 

contact Caroline.Grammer@senecacollege.ca
• Digital Infrastructure Plan 

https://www.toronto.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2021/09/8ff3-DIP-FINAL-Ethelo-
Sep-23-Accessible.pdf
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