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Abstract

Background: The images of older people while using (or not) technology is a theme that
plays a crucial role not only in the implementation of policies, but also in the design of e-
services or more broadly e-governance. Older people is a complex and a non-homogenous
group that requires public (welfare) services which in many cases have been moved to a
digital interface. The real challenge is to provide these services without excluding anyone.
Obijective: This paper aims to investigate how older people are represented as (non)users
of technology in the digital literature and public discourse and to produce a typology of
older digital users based on the work of Schneider and Ingram (1993).

Method: The study followed established methods for a scoping literature review to dis-
cover the profile of older digital (non) users and their relationship with technology.
Results: Based on this literature review, two positive profiles of different power were found:
the silver surfers or “athletes” who are proficient digital users and the “older people with
borrowed access” to digital technologies who are less powerful and independent while
using technology. On the other hand, we also found some negative images of older adults:
the “laidback” who are reluctant to use digital technologies but they have the necessary
intellectual capacity to acquire IT skills on their own (strong in terms of power). The biggest
group entails older people as technophobic, non-users, want-nots, digitally backward/inter-
net laggards, digital immigrants, needy and those who are unaware of their digital condition.
Conclusion: This research could offer a substantial contribution to policy-makers and
public servants to provide better and friendlier online services, digital tools and applica-

tions in conjunction with the supply of IT courses for older individuals.
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INTRODUCTION

The political objective of all governments is to
prevent the growth of the digital divide — a no-
tion referring to the gap between those with and
those without access to new forms of informa-
tion and communication technologies (Van Dijk,
2006). Though the term has pervaded the current
digital literature, there is no universally accepted
definition of the phenomenon. Gunkel (2003, p
504) argues that the digital divide:

“not only names different kinds of technological
and social differences but, even when it appears
to refer to the same object, [it] does so differently
at different times and in different contexts.”

Therefore, the notion of the digital divide is of a
variating nature. Based on Gunkel’s definition of
the digital divide, the concept has acquired the
features of a “wicked problem”. More precisely,
the digital divide falls under the category of public
policy/social issues, which, in most cases, are “ill-
defined” in comparison to natural-science prob-
lems that can be “definable”, “separable” and
“may have solutions that are findable” (Rittel and

Webber, 1973, p.160). Handling socio-political
problems of this kind are difficult and it is depend-
ent on “elusive political judgment for resolution”
(Rittel and Webber, 1973, p. 160). These social
problems are never entirely addressed. Instead,
they are repeatedly resolved (Rittel and Webber,
1973) by different actors in the political arena.

The review aimed to address the research ques-
tion: How are older people represented as digital
(nonjusers of technology (ICT’s and the Internet)
in digital literature and public discourse?

The research gap is that no one has tried to pro-
duce a specific typology of different older digital
(nonjusers based on the way these individuals
are depicted in the current literature and pub-
lic discourse. With this information in mind, our
key challenge is to present the profile of older
individuals in relation to digital technologies and
to see how the state should intervene depend-
ing on the target population. Our point of depar-
ture is the paper of Schneider and Ingram (1993).
We strongly contend that defining a situation or
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an individual as close to reality as possible is of
paramount importance since “the way in which
a particular problem is defined leads to a specific
policy solution” (Servon 2002, p.8).

To familiarize readers with this paper, an outline
is provided: We begin with some background
information regarding the grey digital divide and
we explain the reasons why digital technologies
are increasingly important for older people. As
we understand it, the grey digital divide labels the
difficulties/obstacles of elders, when using digital
technologies. The second section is dedicated
to the conceptual framework of Schneider and
Ingram (1993) and the applied methodology of
this study. The third section highlights, the varied
images ascribed to older people as (nonjusers of
digital technologies. The paper ends with a dis-
cussion and the conclusions, by arguing that the
digital chasm is not irreversible if appropriate poli-
cies are implemented —in particular as regards the
weaker links of the digital pendulum. In particu-
lar, the state should enhance the digital literacy of
older people who are mostly named as techno-
phobic, non-users, want-nots, digitally backward/
internet laggards, digital immigrants, needy, and
those who are unaware of their digital condition-
especially, if the latter wish to use technology.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION: KEY CONCEPTS

From the digital divide to the grey digital di-
vide problem

The term “digital divide” was coined in the
1990s as a binary concept between the “haves”
and “have-nots” of technology, but in reality, it
goes much beyond that division. Today, the term
signifies the “gap between those who do and
who do not enjoy the benefits of access to the In-
ternet” (Olphert and Damodaran, 2013, p. 565)
or as Tsasou (2011, p.327) insightfully pinpoints:

(1) Digital divides should be viewed within a
complex context where decision-makers’ prob-
lem-solving and other practices meet and interact
with ordinary people’s attitudes and live cultures.
In consequence, the digital divide constitutes a
multi-dimensional problem (Norris, 2001) which
is bounded to the context of a country (techno-
logical culture, technological development, and
so on) and the characteristics of its citizens.

Traditional digital divide literature emphasizes
the importance of demographic and socioeco-
nomic factors, such as gender divide, income di-
vide, etc. as the main determinants of the divide
(Ferro et al., 2011), In this way, the emphasis is
mostly paid on the characteristics of individu-
als. Other scholars take a different approach (a
multi-perspective or emergent view). They re-
ject the idea that individual groups materialize
digital technologies differently than the majority.
However, they accept that “individuals and com-

munities employ technologies for very specific
goals, linked often to their histories and social lo-
cations” (Hines, Nelson, and Tu, 2001, p. 5) and
that “barriers to access operate on many levels
and therefore solutions must take multiple ap-
proaches” (Hines, Nelson, and Tu, 2001, p. 5). A
very interesting example is the study of Milioni et
al. (2014) in Cyprus, which showed the existence
of a “reverse digital divide”, according to which
the most un-favorable community (low salary,
less educated and women) uses the internet
more frequently compared to the more-favored
communities and as a medium of expression, as-
sociation, and learning.

A group often locked in the digital divide trap
consists of digital non-users of older age (Eynon
and Helsper, 2011; Niehaves and Plattfaut, 2014).
Said group seems to lag as regards the uptake/us-
age of digital technologies compared with other
groups and particularly younger generations (An-
derson and Perrin, 2017; Comunello et al., 2016;
Neves et al., 2013; Van Dijk, 2005). This recogni-
tion is a threat to electronic inclusion - a priority
on the European political agenda since the Riga
Declaration in 2006.

Under this prism, governments develop policies
to combat the digital divide for two key reasons:
First, to attain economic growth or innovation
and secondly to reduce the level of inequality or
promote social inclusion (Van Dijk, 2008). The
first reason, according to Van Dijk (2008), is by
far more important for governments. In reality,
though, it is extremely difficult for someone to
make a distinction between the first and the sec-
ond goal because both are equally important in
achieving economic and social growth.

As the term was introduced a long time ago
(1998), much ink has already been spilled on an-
alyzing the digital divide problem and its various
levels (see the systematic literature review held
by Scheerder, Van Deursen, and Van Dijk, 2017).
The digital divide was initially considered a ma-
terial-physical access issue relating, for example,
to the ability of an individual to buy a computer,
establish a home Internet connection, or even
have a telephone line (i.e., the first-level digital
divide, see the NTIA reports, 1998, 1999). Then,
it was approached as a problem concerning the
lack of skills (i.e., the second-level digital divide,
Hargittai, 2002). The missed outcomes or oppor-
tunities that occur due to exclusion from the digi-
tal world were later considered the third-level
of digital divide (Wei et al., 2011, Van Deursen
and Helsper 2015a). Since the 2000s, many stud-
ies have replaced the term “digital divide” with
more perplexed and multi-layered approaches
to digital inclusion (Tsatsou et al., 2017).
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Relevant to the knowledge block of the digi-
tal divide problem is another term called the
“grey digital divide”. The grey digital divide was
coined for the first time in 2003 and refers to the
low use of the internet by older adults (Millward,
2003) or to put it, in other words, the exclusion
of older people from the internet (Table 1). The
main reasons for this internet lie in a combina-
tion of reasons, summarized in various parts of
the existing literature (Millward, 2003; Morris
and Brading, 2007), such as:
Table 1. Grey digital divide: Basic obstacles for seniors’
digital inclusion.

e lack of interest, motivation,
e lack of e-literacy,

e lack of skills,

e apathy,

e cost of equipment,

e feelings of ‘oldness’,

e technophobia,

e obstacles in having access to IT such as
having concerns about security and privacy,

e physical/health issues like disability

However, studies show that the digitally dis-
advantaged are also socially disadvantaged in
many cases (Granjon, 2009; Liders and Gjevjon,
2017). Thus, the socially rich get socially richer
with the use of digital technologies.

For older people, the digital divide is much more
complicated, as those forming part of the senior
(senior aged 75+ years) may encounter serious
health problems in comparison to younger indi-
viduals, which could disqualify them from social
participation and its digital counterpart. Accord-
ing to Friemel (2016, p. 325) “every second senior
of age 85 years and older is not using the Internet
due to limited eyesight or hearing, with one-quar-
ter mentioning dexterity issues”. However, ac-
cording to a different view, old age is not likely to
cause digital disengagement (Gilleard and Higgs,
2008). On the contrary, older people born during
or just after the Second World War and raised
during the emergence of a mass consumer soci-
ety, have more chances to participate in every as-
pect of this new consumer culture, including the
digital realm (Gilleard and Higgs, 2008).

Yet another remarkable fact is that previous use of
technology can play a role in the uptake of tech-
nology, especially after retirement. Someone who
used a computer in the workplace before retire-
ment spends nine times more time online than
those who did not use computers in the work-
place (Friemel, 2016, p. 325). On the contrary,
Selwyn'’s (2004) research showed that many indi-
viduals who had used computers at work decided

to refrain from them during retirement. This con-
tradicting result implies that the use of digital tech-
nologies after retirement is a personal choice that
differs from one person to the other and could be
based on a number of explanations if someone
attempted to delve into the individual stories.

In parallel, Loges and Jung (2001) mention that
according to a substantial body of literature it
is normal for seniors to undergo disengagement
and that it may sometimes be detrimental to push
seniors to use the internet to restore previous so-
cial ties. As their friends and relatives die, seniors
avoid developing new friendships, because there
is insufficient time for them to attain the same
depth (Loges and Jung, 2001). This suggests that
digital disengagement may not always convey a
negative impact on the lives of seniors since it is
a natural process related to aging per se.

Cultural factors and personal preferences may
also shed light on certain patterns of ICT and
the internet in relation to older individuals. For
instance, in Portugal, active seniors did not use
the internet to make new friends or find individu-
als with the same interests/habits as them, nor
did they find it easier to express their thoughts
via the internet. Rather, these seniors alleged that
they valued face-to-face interaction more, see-
ing the internet as an instrument helping them to
preserve existing friendship ties (Martinez-Pecino
et al. 2013). Likewise, Quan-Haase et al. (2017,
p. 979) discovered that older people consider
email an important tool for obtaining support
from friends and family near and far, but still re-
gard the telephone as a “preferred choice” based
on its usability and familiarity, though second to
in-person contact. So again human interaction
comes first as a choice among older people.

To sum up, the grey digital divide concept has
been very useful. From the time when the term
was incepted in 2003, the grey digital divide
problem has attracted much attention and con-
tinues to be at the center of a heated academic
debate. The term recognized seniors as a unique
and separate social group as regards their access
and usage of the internet while pointing out the
generational gap that exists between young and
old people in the acceptance-adoption of technol-
ogy. The concept of the grey digital divide keeps
evolving and broadening with new technological
developments, while it takes diverse forms, as ex-
actly the aging process which is a heterogeneous,
multidimensional process (Beimborn et al., 2016).

Why technology is increasingly important for
older people?

More than ever before, the digitally advanced
states provide the aging population with a wide
digital selection of welfare benefits and health
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services (telecare), to an extent that some au-
thors speak about the rise of a big brother or a
brave new world (Percival and Hanson 2006). It
must be noted that in many western nations digi-
tal welfare services for the well-being of elders
are of high priority on the political agenda for
this segment of the population. All these new e-
services are based on distance and encourage
citizens to minimize their contact with street-
level public administration (Lipsky, 1980). The
advertised benefits of digital service delivery are
the rise of transparency/accountability, the re-
duction of red tape, the creation of a ‘paperless
state’, and the saving of scarce financial resourc-
es (Bygstad and Lanestedt, 2017, p.287).

The interaction between the State and citizens
with the usage of digital technologies had gained
considerable momentum as a new policy tool for
the innovation of the public healthcare sector in
Scandinavia where the term “welfare technologies”
was developed. Welfare technologies encompass:
“demographic developments, the restructuring of
the welfare system and the expansion of the IT
infrastructure. The definition of welfare technol-
ogy has evolved from being just the application
to including the application, system and adminis-
tration of service” (Ostlund et al., 2015, p.3).

This means that today welfare technologies or
digital welfare technologies or gerotechnologies
(these terms are interchangeable) assist in the de-
livery of welfare services to citizens with the us-
age of technology that is not limited to the field of
health care (see for instance the online delivery
of pension services, Breit and Salomon, 2015).
Older people are in great need of these welfare
services in order to maintain their quality of life
and independent living. However, the fully im-
plemented version of e-government may eventu-
ally cause new marginalizing effects for the digi-
tally disengaged (Siren and Knudsen, 2017, p.37).

Broadly speaking, the seniors today are expect-
ed to follow the dominant technological culture
and to actively engage in the cyber-space. This
‘push’ towards digital technologies complies
entirely with the neoliberal and active-aging
agenda disseminated in many countries -if not
all-, according to which older individuals are no
longer perceived as irrefutable recipients of (wel-
fare) services, but must demand said services en-
ergetically. As denoted by Van Dyk (2014, p.95):
“the promotion of active-ageing principles is not
just a welcome acknowledgement of older peo-
ple and their potential but concurrently approves
of neoliberal welfare state restructuring: basic
principles of the active-ageing-paradigm — in par-
ticular the individualization of risk and achieve-
ment — are diagnosed as key concepts of a new
social policy that combines political rhetoric of

welfare state maintenance with a political prac-
tice of social cutbacks.”

The concept of active aging is gaining more and
more ground in Europe. The concept refers to the
idea of longer-lasting activities, which extend to
every aspect of life, including the social engage-
ment of older adults in society and their political
engagement (Forster and Walker, 2014). Despite
the negative connotation associated with it, ac-
tive aging is a positive term in gerontology studies.
It combines the benefits of physical and social
activities and is perceived as a method to fight
against illness, loneliness, disability, and trauma
(Katz, 2000, p.136). Active aging is vigorously as-
sociated with bodily exercise, which, in later life,
provides substantial psychological and physical
benefits, ultimately reducing the state’s finan-
cial burden of a growing and dependent aging
population (Wheaton, 2017, p.98) or triggers the
unreachable dream of aging without aging (Katz,
2005). This is why active aging ideas have been
extensively accepted and promoted by govern-
ments, despite the fact that they are not suitable
for all (see for instance the cases of Alzheimer pa-
tients) or tend to ignore that some people wish to
withdraw from society and its digital counterpart
(social and digital disengagement).

THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS

This article proposes the study of the digital di-
vide problem among older people as a policy/
welfare problem. On a general level, policy-
makers and public servants place individuals
into various categories. This, in our view, is done
as a means to justify certain policy choices, like
the allocation of scarce financial resources or
political preferences for satisfying the interests of
specific social groups (clientelism). A tool in do-
ing so is social constructions which constitute a
common tactic in reducing the complexity of the
policy-making process by categorizing citizens
either positively (i.e. “deserving”) or negatively
(i.e. “undeserving”) of the state’s assistance (Sch-
neider and Ingram, 1993, p.335).

The social constructions or otherwise the represen-
tations of a target population denote “the cultural
characterizations or popular images of the persons
or groups whose behavior and well-being are af-
fected by public policy” (Schneider and Ingram,
1993, p.334). Each social construction brings to-
gether two key elements: first the recognition of
some commonly shared characteristics, which
clearly distinguish the target group at hand from
the other social groups and second the language
used, which tends to impose certain values on in-
dividuals (Schneider and Ingram, 1993, p.335).

For the aim of this paper, we direct our atten-
tion to the key images of older people in litera-
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Table 2. The four types of social constructions.

Positive social construction

Negative social construction

Strong in terms

of power

Advantaged are perceived as powerful and

demonstrate a positive construction.

Contenders are seen as powerful but

demonstrate a negative construction.

Weak in terms Dependents are politically weak and in general Deviants are weak and are accompanied

of power

demonstrate a positive construction.

by a negative construction.

ture and public discourse as regards the uptake
of digital technologies without claiming in ad-
vance that these images are necessarily social
constructions. The starting point of our analysis
is the categorization matrix of Schneider and In-
gram (1993). Social constructions are classified
into four types/categories: (1) the “advantaged”,
who are perceived as powerful, demonstrate a
positive construction and are in a powerful po-
sition; (2) the “dependents”, who are politically
weak and generally demonstrate a positive con-
struction; (3) the “contenders”, who are seen as
powerful, but demonstrate a negative construc-
tion; and finally (4) the “deviants”, who are both
weak and accompanied by a negative construc-
tion. For each category, Schneider and Ingram
put different social groups. For our scoping lit-
erature review, we focus on older people, exclu-
sively. Table 2 depicts Schneider and Ingram'’s
(1993, p.336) social constructions scheme for the
target group(s) of a policy.

The target group internalizes the messages and
experiences the results of the implemented digi-
tal policy. This, in simple words, implies that the
social constructions exercise power and regu-
late the individual’s identity in terms of access
to public goods (eligibility criteria), political par-
ticipation (active versus passive) and their overall
status as citizens (who is within or outside the
rights of citizenship), or to put it differently delin-
eate who is included or excluded.

Methodology

This article is not a systematic review but a
scoping literature review. This scoping review is
based on a broader research question in com-
parison to a systematic literature review, which
provides an answer to a very narrow research
question (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005). Rather,
its objective is to report the scientific evidence
in a specific field of knowledge, while summa-
rizing research findings and discovering research
gaps. After analyzing the grey digital divide re-
search, in this section of the paper we will seek
for the most common representations of older
people as 'figures' of the digital world. For that
reason, we applied the guidelines of Arksey and
O’Malley (2005) and Levac and al (2010):

¢ We identified the research question.

¢ We found more relevant studies.

* We proceeded with the study selection.
¢ We conducted the charting of the data and
¢ We collated, summarized and reported the results.

For performing this literature review a priori in-
clusion and exclusion criteria were established.
Two databases were included for conducting
this literature review: (1) Web of Science Data-
base, (2) International Bibliography of the Social
Sciences (IBSS) while additional searches were
made in Google Scholar. Also, the reference lists
of selected articles were reviewed for includable
studies. The string applied was: ((grey digital di-
vide OR digital barrier OR digital gap OR Internet
access) AND (old people OR older people OR
aged OR seniors OR senior citizens)).

The literature spans from 2003 to January 2019
while the geographical distribution was focused
primarily on Europe and to other developed
countries such as Australia. The year 2003 is not a
coincidence since that year the term “grey digital
divide” was coined by Millward for describing the
low use of the internet by older adults. However,
for this literature review, we didn’t limit ourselves
merely to the usage of the internet but we took
into account the digital technologies, in general.

The selected papers had to be published in (1)
English language, (2) peer-reviewed academic
journals (when it was applicable), (3) between
2003 and January 2019 and (4) to be focused on
older people as (non)users of digital technologies
in developed societies and (5) user’s typology
(inclusion criteria). In the Web of Science, we
searched the following disciplines Health care
science services, computer science information
systems, ethics, medical informatics, geriatrics
gerontology, humanities multidisciplinary, com-
munication, social work, anthropology, sociolo-
gy, political science, cultural studies, gerontology,
computer science interdisciplinary applications,
public administration, health policy services,
psychology social, computer science cybernet-
ics, social sciences interdisciplinary and social
issues while in the IBSS we searched for Infor-
mation, Communication & Society, The Ameri-
can Behavioral Scientist, American Sociological
Review, British Journal of Social Work, Journal
of Health Communication, Journal of Sociol-
ogy, Social Science & Medicine. In our search,
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Table 3. Study flow.

Step 1 N=4648 articles (4414 Web of Science and 234 IBSS) were initially discovered by only
applying the search string to the databases Web of Science Database and International
Bibliography of the Social Sciences for the selected time period (2003-2019, January).
Step 2 N= 656 potentially relevant full-text articles based on our inclusion-exclusion criteria (647
Web of Science and 9 IBSS)
Final 24 eligible papers came out from the previous databases in conjunction with an additional
decision search on Google Scholar (complementary) and the references of the retrieved papers.

younger people and children were not reflected
as (nonjusers of technology and we were not fo-
cused on a specific profession such as nursing
or organization because we wanted to achieve
generalizability (exclusion criteria).

In order to discover relevant scientific publica-
tions addressing our topic, a structured approach
following the suggestions of Webster and Wat-
son (2002) was adopted: (1) search on the par-
ticular keyword(s) in journal databases namely
our search string; (2) selection of publications
with matching criteria; (3) quick screening of the
identified publications by reading their titles, ab-
stracts, and full text to select those relevant to our
research; and (iv) detailed process of reading and
analyzing a full text of the selected publication.
When the publication’s title or abstract appeared
significant, the full text was quickly looked over
to ensure that the content is relevant (Table 3).

The qualified publications were retained in a
chronological list and the irrelevant ones were
eliminated. Finally, 24 papers (Table 4) were
gathered for this literature review. The selected
papers were read carefully, notes were taken and
were presented in a narrative synthesis with the
use of the Schneider and Ingram’s matrix (1993).
We make no pretense that the literature review
is exhaustive but we are certain that contains the
most important items.

ResuLts

Negative social images: Seniors as laidback in-
dividuals (strong in terms of power) versus sen-
iors as non-users, want-nots, internet laggards,
digital immigrants, technophobic and needy
(not so strong in power)

Research on the digital divide, frequently de-
scribes seniors as a homogeneous group with
uniform reasons for not using technology (Van
Deursen and Helsper, 2015b), while it greatly
emphasizes on the politically correct labeling
of seniors rather than the real consequences
of treating this diverse group as homogeneous
(Friemel, 2016). Also, many scholarly articles ex-
press worries about the segment of senior citi-
zens on the wrong side of the digital divide, i.e.,
non-users or have-nots. As held by Van Deursen
and Helsper (2015b, p. 174) “Adapting the ex-
pression of ‘have-nots’, people who remain on
the ‘wrong’ side of the digital divide because of

motivational problems are increasingly referred
to as ‘want-nots””. Thus they are often described
as if they have a choice in the matter. Even worse,
older people are often labeled as “digital immi-
grants” (Prensky, 2009) as opposed to “digital na-
tives”, who are mostly younger people with great
expertise in the use of digital technologies or that
people aged 55 and over will use fewer comput-
ers and the Internet than younger people (Morris
et al, 2007). The generation effect is apparent as
younger people are exposed to computers and
the Internet very early in their lives and acquire
digital skills during their childhood, while older
people tend to embrace digital technologies later
in their lives and it is more difficult for them to
master new skills.

In addition, certain myths regarding older peo-
ple and their position in the digital realm are
often reproduced. These myths are widespread
among computer scientists, engineers, and pro-
grammers, as well as among the general public
and even older individuals themselves (Table 5).
The above myths and stereotypes are usually
permeated with the spirit of ageism and their
replication is detrimental, reinforcing older peo-
ple’s lack of motivation and confidence in em-
ploying new technologies. These statements are
"[slweeping generalisations [that] by their very na-
ture mask differences of opinion and experience,
and in that way close down discussions. General-
isations paint over the messy realities of everyday
life" (Roberts, 2010, p.4). In short, these generali-
zations mask the grey digital divide problem and
constitute the real problem, since they disorien-
tate the public opinion.

Stated even more bluntly, negative stereotypes
are general statements that also act as “self-ful-
filling prophecies”. This calls to mind Merton’s
(1948, pp. 195-196) views, according to which
falsely defining a certain situation educes new
behaviors and can result in the original false con-
ception being fulfilled. In the end, it becomes al-
most impossible to erase such false conceptions
because, in a way, they have become incorpo-
rated in older adults as ‘cognitive baggage’. The
next step in this vicious circle is the continua-
tion of the digital literacy paradox (Schreurs and
Quan-Haase, 2017).
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Table 4. Twenty-four (24) papers organized by year.

2018 2017 2016 2015b
e Reneland-Forsman: e Schreurs and Quan- e  Friemel: Older e Van Deursen and
Older people with Haase: Older people is not a Helsper: “Have-nots
borrowed access people’s digital homogenous group. ” and “want-nots”
literacy paradox The labeling and the
treatment of this
group matters
e Ivan and Schiau:
Older people’s
“stereotype threat”
2014 2012 2011 2010
e Niehaves & e Wandke, Sengpiel, e Ferro etal.: Older e  Choudrie et al.:
Plattfaut: Older and Sonksen: digital users as “Silver-surfers” as the
people are often Multiple myths athletes, laidback majority of
lagging behind in related to older and needy broadband users
digital terms feohpleland e Brandizaeg etal.:
e Marién and echnology Different categories
Prodnik: e Neves and Amaro: of digital (non)users.
Divergence from Older people as Older people are
the digital norm of technophobic mostly “instrumental
a given society users”, “sporadic
users” and “non-
users”.
2009 2008 2007 2006
e Prensky: “Digital e  Nimrod: e Morris et al: Older e Czaja, etal.: Older
immigrants” technophobic people have few people appear low
«  Gorard and Selwyn: tchalhncel_s to use self-efficacy
“Silver-surfers” echnology e Juznic et al.: Feel too
L g Peacock and old
e Russell et al: “Silver- Kii d: “Internet
surfers” demonstrate | unerr(;u,rll - interne
a higher social status. aggards
2005 2004 2003
e  Cutler: Older e Bozionelos: Older e  Selwyn etal: Silver-
people are people feel computer surfers as a nebulous
resistance to anxiety term
change

e Selwyn: Older
people usually have
the basic digital skills
and they need the
support of their
surrounding
environment

The digital literacy paradox states that learning
and, accordingly, gaining digital literacy are so-
cial processes embedded in social settings, such
as family and peers. The paradox surfaces “when
older adults need to gain experience with ICTs
to develop their skills, but they are apprehensive
about using ICTs because they do not have the
needed skills” (Schreurs and Quan-Haase, 2017,
p. 362). Normally, seniors” social networks can
reverse this lack of skills and/or technophobia
by transforming them into active IT users. How-
ever, if some elders are convinced of their inca-
pability to learn new digital tricks (self-fulfilling
prophecy), they will not ask for help at all. In this
case, the digital literacy paradox will not only
grow, but it will be additionally reinforced. The
“stereotype threat” goes hand in hand with the

digital literacy paradox, as it describes a situa-
tion in which a person feels at risk of confirm-
ing a negative stereotype about one’s own social
group (Ivan and Schiau, 2016, p.340).

Finally, another common assertion in the litera-
ture is that older people demonstrate low self-
efficacy (Czaja, et al. 2006), lack confidence or
they feel too old (Juznic et al, 2006), computer
anxiety (Van Dijk, 2005; Bozionelos, 2004), are
incapable or even resistant to change (Cutler,
2005), internet laggards (Peacock S. and Kiine-
mund H., 2007) and technophobic (Neves and
Amaro, 2012)—a negative attitude toward mod-
ern technology in general. Following the words
of Nimrod (2008, p.149-150):
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Table 5. Myths about older people’s positioning in the digital realm.

socio-demographic  char-

acteristics. In the Austral-
jan context (Russell et al.
2008), silver surfers were
not only more confident
and competent in using

ICT, but also of a higher
socioeconomic status (i.e.,

married,  home-owning,
English-speaking women

and men in good health).
Silver-surfers  also  ap-

pear to subscribe more to

Myth 1 The digital divide problem will solve itself. In the future, older people will use
ICTs without any trouble. This myth ignores three aspects: a. the progressive
nature of technical systems; b. the difficulties of attaining new knowledge in
old age, while technology keeps advancing; and c. the inevitable decline of
all functions in older people (i.e., perceptive, motor, and cognitive skills).

Myth 2 Older people have no interest in using ICTs because they cannot understand
the vast opportunities that they can offer.

Myth 3 Older people do not value ICTs, which in their minds, are impractical or
useless devices.

Myth 4 Older people lack specific physical capabilities (chiefly motor and perceptual
skills) needed in employing technology.

Myth 5 Older people cannot comprehend interactive ICTs.

Myth 6  Older people cannot learn new things.

broadband internet (Cho-

Note: The table was produced using material from Wandke, Sengpiel, and Sénksen (2012).

“technophobia refers to an exaggerated and un-
justified fear, some authors considered it a patho-
logical disorder and even argued that a case may
be made for its inclusion among the problematic
fears defined in the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM)—the stand-
ard classification of mental disorders (Brosnan,
2002; Thorpe and Brosnan, 2007).”

These representations repeatedly place older
people either under the category of ‘patient” or
‘fragile-weak individuals’, as technophobia is often
considered a feature of older individuals. This pre-
disposition brings also in mind the attached nexus
between seniors and the discourse on biomedi-
calization, striving to control the seniors’ bodies/
minds by restricting their levels of freedom.

Other negative social images, though different with
regard to power, are expressed by the terms “laid-
back” and “needy”- the latter is worse than the
former. Based on the typology of Ferro et al. (2011,
p.8), “laidback” people have the intellectual capac-
ity to learn how to use technology and acquire the
necessary skills, but they are either unmotivated or
unaware of the potential benefits that they can gain
from digital technologies. For this reason, they often
demonstrate the very basic use of the internet i.e. in-
formation search and email exchange. The “needy”
are powerless and require the help and interven-
tions of policymakers to change their mentality and
habits. Even if older people are willing to use the
internet in their daily life, they usually lack the basic
IT skills and cultural background to battle the initial
inertia and employ technology in meaningful ways
(Ferro et al. 2011, p.8).

Positive social images: Seniors pictured as
Silver-surfers or athletes (strong in power) ver-
sus older people with borrowed access (not so
strong in power)

On the other extreme, the current literature re-
ports the case of “silver surfers”, for describing
proficient users of technology (Gorard and Selw-
yn, 2008). The silver surfers often share specific

udrie et al., 2010). At this
point, it must be noted
that in some countries, the silver surfer’s image is
a tangible reality for the majority of older people,
while in other, less digitally advanced countries
it continues to be a far-reached dream- since the
diffusion curve is not achieved for all and par-
ticularly for older people. An illustrative case is
Greece, where people aged 65 and above are
more than 11 times less likely to be online com-
pared to the overall population (Niehaves and
Plattfaut, 2014, p.709).

Selwyn et al. (2003, p. 562), mention that the
silver surfer’s image is “a popular but nebulous
description of the confident and competent
older ICT user”. In our view, the silver-surfer im-
age constitutes a positive stereotype amplifying
the real digital skills of older people. In general,
positive stereotypes are unrealistic, not borne
out by a high number of individuals, and are
aligned, again, with the rhetoric of successful ag-
ing (Bengtson and Settersten, 2016, p. 15) and
its 'twin theoretical brother', the active aging dis-
course. In his research, Selwyn (2004, p. 380)
found that older people’s computer use is usu-
ally of a basic level and focused on specific tasks,
like word processing, keeping in contact with
others and generally teaching themselves about
using the computer. As a matter of fact, older
people access their computers at home and if
support is available to them, it derives from fam-
ily and close relations (Selwyn, 2004, p.380).

The silver-surfer image overlooks the ‘middle-
range’ categories of older users of digital tech-
nologies by focusing exclusively on sketching
the two extremes: older people as non-users of
technology versus advanced users or otherwise
silver surfers. These simplified and binary repre-
sentations of older people do not capture by any
means the complexity of the grey digital divide
problem. It is reported from the current literature
that digital users exhibit more diversity in their
IT performance (Brandtzeeg et al. 2011) by be-
ing “sporadic” users exhibiting occasional and
infrequent use of Internet services, “entertain-
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Table 6. The four types of social images of older people and IT usage.

Positive social image

Negative social image

Strong in terms Silver surfers, “athletes”

of power

The “laidback” are older people, who are reluctant to use digital
technologies but have the necessary intellectual capacity to

acquire IT skills on their own. They usually lack sufficient

incentives in order to get involved with technology.

Weak in terms

of power access” to digital technologies

Older people with “borrowed ~ Technophobic, non-users, want-nots, digitally backward/internet
laggards, digital immigrants, needy, or even worse unaware of

their digital condition.

Source: The author in combination with the work of Ferro et al (2011).

ment users”, who employ Internet radio, TV, and
download games or music, “instrumental users”,
who prefer to perform goal-oriented activities on
the Internet, such as e-banking and “advanced
users” who use the e-services and all the ben-
efits of the Internet. Age and access unfailingly
predict sporadic users (older age/low access), in-
strumental users (older age/medium access), en-
tertainment users (younger age/high access), and
advanced users (younger age/high access), while
the effect size varied from country to country
(Brandtzaeg et al. 2011, p.133).

The existing silver-surfers are also a tangible
confirmation of the “Matthew effect” which, ac-
cording to Van Dijk (2005, p.96), “has its basis
in current societal and technological tendencies
of differentiation”. The effect suggests that those
who have more resources and good positions
in society also have a considerable advantage
in comparison to the less fortunate members
of society. This considerable advantage of the
previously mentioned individuals is maintained
and, as happens in the case of the digitization
of our societies, social inequalities have been re-
inforced (Van Djik, 2005; Fuchs, 2008; Steyaert
and Gould, 2009 and Helsper, 2012).

Another positive and powerful image of older
people is that of the “athletes”. Based on the ty-
pology of Ferro et al. (2011, p.8), these individu-
als are technophiles, early adopters of technol-
ogy receiving pleasure, and other benefits from
technology. Athletes extensively use the internet
in both their professional as well as their private
daily life and they try to keep up to date their
digital skills. This means that older people in this
category usually invest time, money, and energy
in order to not become digital laggards. Again,
it is easier for those with higher socioeconomic
status to maintain the previous digital lifestyle,
provided that they are not confronted with seri-
ous health issues.

A milder stance compared to the above over-pos-
itive image is that of “borrowed access”, which
means receiving external help from someone
capable of using digital technologies. Reneland-
Forsman (2018, p.341) supports that “Being non-

digitally competent is not considered being de-
pendent, however, although individuals’ ability
to be an actively participating citizen making free
lifestyle choice is restricted”. Interestingly, it has
been shown that many individuals may not feel
excluded due to their differences in usage patterns
or digital skills, but they are subject to phenomena
of exclusion since they diverge from the domi-
nant norm of society (Marién and Prodnik, 2014).
Hence, it is probable that older adults are ignorant
as regards their current digital/social status.

To summarize, the aforementioned descriptions
of older people probably do not constitute an
exhaustive list of older user profiles (Table 6).

A discussion on senior (non) digital users and
policy intervention

In pace with the rapid digitalization of our so-
cieties, individuals, including older people must
engage more in the digital world, at least, in ad-
vanced societies, and keep their digital behavior
and patterns active. This means that the active
aging rhetoric is silently transplanted in the digi-
tal space under the form of "e-aging”, by becom-
ing the dominant norm in several highly digital-
ized societies with an abundant number of silver-
surfers. “E-aging” is a term that we invented to
describe the continuous efforts that older people
should make in order to keep up with technolog-
ical changes and to remain digitally active in the
cyber-space for a longer period. A striking exam-
ple is Sweden, where most activities are done
electronically for all, especially with regard to
the country’s public and health-related services
(cf. Digitaliseringskommissionen, 2015)

Given the vast penetration of digital technologies,
it has been quite often suggested that the digital
divide and, consequently, the grey digital divide
will close by itself as people become further in-
volved with technology during their working life:
“Disparities in access and skills based on age will
disappear over time” (Kavanaugh and Patterson,
2002, p.342). This paper certainly does not hold
such an optimistic view. It could be older people
will upgrade their skills in the near future, but
then again we should keep in mind that technol-
ogy is in a ceaseless spin and new technological
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tools and applications require a constant update
of seniors’ digital knowledge.

Acquiring and preserving digital knowledge in
the future will take the form of a life-long learn-
ing process, where every generation will have to
fight a different struggle to keep in pace with the
technological changes both in the workforce and
in their retirement life (if retirement as a concept
is still in place). Thus, we expect that the grey
digital divide will respectively adopt a chamele-
on-like behavior and will add more digital anxi-
eties to the generations to come. A new study
(Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2018) confirms our
reservations while stating that the digital divide
is a reality that is here to stay in terms of attitude,
skills, type of use, and Internet outcomes as well
as in terms of material access.

For the moment, the silver-surfer image is pro-
moted as a desirable image. This image signifies
a description of a single experience while there is
a tendency to be projected to the entire group of
seniors without taking into account the ‘offliners’
who in many occasions are old and/or very old
people. As for the silver-surfer image and its rela-
tion to the aging process, it has become another
way of transferring a number of youth traits to a
group of older adults. These youth traits make
older adults more attractive and up-to-date and
somehow obscure the age denominator by pro-
longing the ageless and active midlife, similarly
to the case of seniors, who are passionate about
athletic activities (Vertinsky 2002). Without any
doubt, this practice is aligned with the active ag-
ing rhetoric which is promoted in Europe and
focuses on the preservation of body/mind activ-
ity for as long as possible. However, this rhetoric
ignores that at some point older people will not
be able to be engaged in society and the digital
world, as well.

Silver-surfers tend to compare their skills with
those of others, whether younger or of the same
age (Quan-Haase et al.,, 2018). This informal
competition could potentially lead certain sen-
iors to stigmatize their peers, who prefer to act
in line with their age, as it was discovered in
the case of veteran athletes (Wheaton, 2017, p.
112). In this fashion, a new kind of internal, grey
digital-social divide could appear between the
old, digitally active silver-surfers, who demon-
strate similar digital behavior to younger people
and the old adults, who choose not to assume
the digital patterns of younger individuals, either
because they cannot afford this behavior or they
are not interested in technology and prefer to do
things the 'old way' like sending wishing cards
instead of e-mails.

In the future, the ‘new excluded' individuals will
be those unable to understand and monitor the

digital world at a satisfactory level. As a conse-
quence, they are the ones to pay the economic
and social price for not staying connected. In
light of this, the welfare state and other authori-
ties should find ways to include older people in
the digital era. The profile of older digital users
provides a first flavor regarding the immediate
policy priorities. Policy-makers must pay closer
attention to older people who are named as
technophobic, non-users, want-nots, digitally
backward/internet laggards, digital immigrants,
needy and unaware of their digital condition, be-
cause they are weak in terms of power and at the
same time, they carry a negative social image.
This should be a state responsibility since these
older people do not have the necessary knowl-
edge to participate in the digital society, while
they wish to. However, it is hard to say that older
people who dislike or are not interested in tech-
nology have to be left behind without any state
support. If this stance is taken, then we speak
about a punitive state that punishes those who
demonstrate a certain digital identity against the
usage of digital technologies.

The next group of older people is the laidback,
who despite their less negative description, have
the necessary qualifications to become active
members of the digital world. This group should
be further informed (for instance through infor-
mation campaigns) about the benefits of digitali-
zation and must be persuaded to use digital tools
in their daily life. For the moment, it seems that
the laidback prefer to opt-out from the benefits of
the digital realm. A similar path follows the older
people with borrowed access who choose to ac-
cess technology through an intermediary, which
on many occasions is the family. Borrowed ac-
cess is bigger in welfare states where the family
has an important role in the lives of older people;
while it can be problematic in countries (see for
instance the Scandinavian countries) where fam-
ily is not having such a dominant and intervening
role into the seniors’ lives. Despite their appar-
ent limitations, the older people of this category
demonstrate a positive image.

Older people with borrowed access are more
likely to recognize the advantages of digital
technologies but they do not have the IT literacy
to move to the upper level, namely the silver-
surfer category. This ‘confidence injection” may
occur through targeted actions of the policy-
makers (for instance through learning courses),
which will promote digital knowledge given that
these older people wish to take up the technol-
ogy. Older people who belong to this category
are difficult to be discovered and thus they are
almost completely left out of state assistance
schemes, especially if they do not take action by
demanding further assistance. The same applies
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to the group of laidback, with the only difference
that they do not have the advantage of using an
intermediary for participating in the digital world.

To finish, the most problematic category that was
impossible to place within the above table was
the e-disengaged individuals (Olphert W. and
Damodaran L. 2013). Those individuals were
digital users of technology but for some reason
(usually health matters and not only) stopped us-
ing it. For this category, the policymakers have to
find alternative ways, which will be based on hu-
man contact and assistance in later life. Human
contact can be supported if some of the physical
channels of communication are kept open for
those who cannot anymore pursue the status of
a digital silver surfer or a more modest version of
it. Another solution for older people with mobil-
ity problems or other health matters is the assign-
ment of a public employee (borrowed access),
who is going to be responsible for the comple-
tion of their digital affairs, especially when the
family is absent or it doesn’t care.

Under any circumstances, it is crucial for seniors
to be able to freely express their issues with digi-
tal disengagement to their relatives, close friends,
or public workers in order to receive proper as-
sistance. This help might be of paramount im-
portance, when seniors interact with public and
health authorities, using digital tools. Special
‘borrowed access’ services ought to be designed
for those wishing to disconnect from the digital
world and acquire the status of a ‘digitally disen-
gaged person’ rather than a “user status” -particu-
larly in countries where most public-affair proce-
dures are conducted online (see Sweden).

LIMITATIONS

As in every research, there are some limitations
to this study that ought to be taken into con-
sideration. The usage of specific inclusion and
exclusion criteria narrows down the eligible ar-
ticles. Another limitation is that additional data-
bases could have been used in order to capture a
greater number of papers. Notwithstanding these
issues, the article contributes to the academic de-
bate on the representations of older people while
using digital technologies. The policy-makers
should discover new ways in order to bring older
people into the digital era, especially today that
the digitalization wave touches upon sensitive
policy areas such as welfare and health services.

CoNCLUSION

In this article, we described the grey digital di-
vide for older people and we touched on the ba-
sic digital users' categories associated with older
people (typology). ICTs and the internet are an
open window of opportunity (Kingdon, 1995) for
the senior population if they wish to ‘open’ it and
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particularly those who remain active after retire-
ment and are willing to experiment, fulfill their
dreams, and acquire new, stimulating knowledge
(i.e. positive aging, Blaikie, 1999). Older people
can utilize digital technologies in various ways in
order to improve their quality of life, independ-
ence, and communication opportunities. This
also applies to their interactions with the welfare
state and health agencies, as these constitute im-
portant services for the current and future well-
being of the silver generation.

When seen from a more skeptical viewpoint, the
diffusion of digital (welfare) technologies can also
be used as a pretext for transferring further re-
sponsibilities on older peoples’ shoulders under
the umbrella of active aging and neoliberal ideas.
This allocation of new responsibilities and the
individualization of risks will more likely be the
case for the overall population. However, older
people encounter even greater challenges in this
respect. Older people usually face a higher risk
of being or feeling social isolation and loneliness,
in the absence of social support (Wenger, 1997,
p.312) they might experience “cyberostracism”
which refers to “any intended or perceived ostra-
cism in communication modes other than face-
to-face” (Williams, Cheung, and Choi, 2000,
p.750); they encounter a drop in some of their
cognitive abilities (Slegers et al., 2009; Hawthorn,
2008; Bussolo, Koettl, and Sinnott, 2015) and so-
cioemotional skills (Bussolo, Koettl, and Sinnott,
2015) along with other unavertable health prob-
lems related to the aging process such as disabili-
ties. This adverse situation can lead older people
to digital exclusion or withdrawal but again as
Schirmer and Michailakis (2018, p.85) pinpoint:
“While physical illness and disability contributes
to the exclusion of older people from function-
ally diffuse collectivities or prevents them from
inclusion, one could argue that it enables or fa-
cilitates their inclusion in the systems of medicine
and help in as patients or clients.”

The previous quote shows that exclusion is not
absolute in life and someone can be both in-
cluded and excluded at the same time. In anoth-
er study (We et al, 2015, p.199) was found that
ICT-related products, such as robotics, smart
home technology, assistive communication de-
vices, and sensors for social alarms often exhibit
a “stigmatizing symbolism” that might stop older
people from adopting them.

To conclude, the grey digital divide in relation to
digital technologies is still a matter of concern
for policy-makers and society as a whole since
it affects several seniors and particularly those of
old and/or very old age who, among other things,
tends gradually to disengage from society. Poli-
cy-makers should emphasize primarily on those
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who lack the necessary digital skills and miss the
remarkable opportunities offered by the digital
revolution. This becomes a more urgent call due
to the existence of a rapidly aging population and
the ever-growing need for delivering a high qual-
ity of e-services for all. The challenge for welfare
states today is to preserve their traditional role of
responsiveness to meet the needs of every old
person and to listen carefully to the expressed

concerns of this group, even if the digitally il-
literate older people turn out to be the minor-
ity. Only then, can one speak of having attained
the “no-one-slips-through-the-net” goal or the
goal of aging with dignity against homogeniza-
tion phenomena (i.e. a one-size digital suit for all).
As research indicates “measures to ensure acces-
sibility to electronic communication need to be
individually adaptable” (Borg et al. 2015, p.560).
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