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E d i t o r i a l

Ethnicity as a factor in the take-up of
computers and the Internet by older people
has been proposed as a worthwhile
research question1 in a relatively un-
explored area. To be sure, cultural
influences on older people’s use of personal
computers and, in particular, the Internet,
are discussed in the literature2. However,
cultural factors there are associated usually
with the generation gap, but rarely address
ethnicity per se. Other than perhaps a
perfunctory nod at ethnographic issues3-5,
few quantitative findings have been
published in this respect.

Concerning ethnicity as a possible factor
in older people’s interaction with infor-
mation technology (IT), Glanz in 19976

noted: “a common error in discussing the
aged is the assumption of a mythic
homogeneity”.  This attitude does not appear
to have changed in particular, as is borne
out by recent surveys of older users of the
Internet, which give scant attention to age

and ethnicity treated as covariables 5,7-8.
An exception (the only one known to
the author) is data compiled by Pew
Internet & American Life Project Surveys9,
whose monthly and annual tracking data
sets provide statistical estimates of Internet
use by different age groups (including 65+)
among American Whites, Blacks, Hispanic,
Asian, Native American, and mixed race.
However, similar information for multi-
cultural Europe is utterly lacking.

In addressing the ‘digital divide’, the
target group objectives under Domain 3
(social Inclusion) of the BEEP (Best e-
European Practice) project10 include
improvement of computer and Internet
literacy among elderly people and
facilitation of social inclusion of ethnic
minorities and ‘non-nationals’. These
separately stated objectives seem to
reinforce the assumption, also expressed
by others11, that older people and ethnic
minorities are two exclusive groups that
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are both digitally disadvantaged, but in
their own individual contexts.

The commercial market research
literature mirrors this attitude. In an
industry report on US domestic Internet
use12 a clear segmentation of the main
ethnic groups is given, but though
specific age demographic data is
included, the ethnic component of each
age group is ignored. Indeed, consumer
market surveys routinely segment their
samples by age, ethnicity, gender,
income bracket, etc., but stop short of
drawing cross-correlations between age
and ethnic origin, though market analysis
by age and gender, for example, is
common practice. However, common
reason suggests that in the case of the
Internet, cultural homogeneity is most
likely to be found amongst younger users
and considerably less amongst those who
grew up before the IT revolution4.

If one carefully observes what has
emerged on the World Wide Web, the
existence of prominent multicultural
web sites aimed at senior users indicates
the importance of treating ageing and
ethnicity as conjoint factors where the
Internet is concerned. For example the
U3A Online project13, a joint Australian-
New Zealand initiative, provides an
information portal where ‘Universities of
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the Third Age’ can share ideas, resources,
and information14. Another instance is
the Ageing and Ethnicity Web15, which
offers a highly rich content information
service to older people of ethnic minorities
around the world.

What practical suggestions can be made to
ameliorate the research data deficit with
respect to correlation of age, ethnicity, and
computer use? One approach is to derive
from demographic data inferences
concerning the potential scope for the
successful introduction of computers and
the Internet to a particular ethnic group of
seniors. 

A candidate variable, included in many
demographic surveys, is level of literacy
(after all much of the content on the web
remains textual and interaction with
computers involves at least basic reading
skills4). Taking for example current data on
literacy amongst Israel’s older popu-
lation16, 16.7 percent of citizens of age
65+ are illiterate in any language.  Of this
percentage, 24.6 percent are immigrants
from Asia or Africa. Amongst the Israeli
Arab community, 83.6 percent of those of
65+ cannot read. The highest literacy rates
are observed for immigrants from the
former Soviet Union, with less than 6.5
percent unable to read. 

Implications for introducing computers to
older citizens in Israel -through for
example the ‘Computers for all Ages’
national project17- then would seem rather
clear. With respect to older Ashkenazim
and non-Arab Christians, the prospects for
participation are good, reasonable for
Oriental Jews, but marginal for elderly
Arabs. Nevertheless, an anecdotal
observation is that participation by
oriental Jews is by far the most prevalent in
senior citizen computer clubs18. This
perhaps is a salutary reminder of the
caution that is required when drawing
inferences from the secondary data.  

Figure 1: Participants in Eshel’s ‘Computers
for all Ages’ programme. Reproduced with
permission of Eshel (2003)
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In any event, the ethnographic picture in
respect of older people and their relation-
ship to computers and the Internet is likely
to be considerably more complex than a
plain inspection of the demographic data
might suggest. This presents an interesting
challenge in a virtually unexplored back-
water of academic research.
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