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Abstract

Older people have been identified as part of the digital divide. However, what contributes to a
diverse engagement with technology amongst older adults is still poorly understood. Negative
social construction of older age tends to position technology as a solution to the challenges of
the aging process, thus contributing to alienating older people from technological devices and
developments. This research focuses on the relation between technology and older people, by
giving attention to subjective ways in which everyday technology asserts its presence in later
life. Participants in England and Italy were video-interviewed about cherished objects in their
home space. An ethnographic approach, and a detailed analysis of the verbal and visual data,
allowed an understanding of the older adults’ practices related to the use of technology. The
analysis shows that technological competence is distributed in the social and material
environment, and that interviewees engaged with devices that were respondent to their current
needs, rather than resisting learning new technologies per se. Availability of support and
training from older people's services made a difference in access and consumption of media and
technology, whereas reliance on younger members of family could represent an obstacle. This
work offers suggestions for design processes of digital technology with an aging population
and tailored digital literacy intervention, expanding opportunities for life-long learning.
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Resumo

As pessoas idosas tém sido identificadas como parte da exclusdo digital. No entanto, o que

contribui para um engajamento diversificado dos adultos mais velhos com a tecnologia ainda é
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pouco compreendido. A construcdo social negativa da velhice tende a posicionar a tecnologia
como uma solucdo para os desafios do processo de envelhecimento, contribuindo assim para
alienar as pessoas idosas dos dispositivos e desenvolvimentos tecnoldgicos. Esta pesquisa
centra-se na relacdo entre a tecnologia e as pessoas idosas, prestando atencdo as formas
subjetivas pelas quais a tecnologia cotidiana afirma sua presenca na fase mais avancgada da vida.
Participantes na Inglaterra e na Italia foram entrevistados por video sobre objetos de estimacéo
em seu espaco domeéstico. Uma abordagem etnografica e uma analise detalhada dos dados
verbais e visuais permitiram compreender as praticas dos adultos mais velhos relacionadas ao
uso da tecnologia. A analise mostra que a competéncia tecnolégica esté distribuida no ambiente
social e material, e que os entrevistados se engajaram com dispositivos que respondiam as suas
necessidades atuais, em vez de resistirem ao aprendizado de novas tecnologias por si s6. A
disponibilidade de apoio e capacitacdo por parte dos servicos para pessoas idosas fez a diferenca
no acesso e consumo de midias e tecnologia, enquanto a dependéncia de membros mais jovens
da familia péde representar um obstaculo. Este trabalho oferece sugestBes para processos de
design de tecnologia digital com uma populacdo em envelhecimento e intervencdes
personalizadas de letramento digital, expandindo as oportunidades de aprendizagem ao longo

da vida
Palavras-chave: pessoas idosas, tecnologia, cultura material, ageismo.
Resumen

Las personas mayores han sido identificadas como parte de la brecha digital. Sin embargo,
todavia se comprende de manera limitada qué factores contribuyen a las diversas formas de
interaccion con la tecnologia entre los adultos mayores. La construccion social negativa de la
vejez tiende a posicionar la tecnologia como una solucion a los desafios del proceso de
envejecimiento, contribuyendo asi al distanciamiento de las personas mayores respecto de los
dispositivos y avances tecnoldgicos. Esta investigacion se centra en la relacion entre la
tecnologia y las personas mayores, prestando atencion a las formas subjetivas en que la
tecnologia cotidiana se hace presente en la vida tardia. Participantes de Inglaterra e Italia fueron
entrevistados mediante video acerca de objetos significativos presentes en sus espacios
domésticos. Un enfoque etnografico, junto con un analisis detallado de los datos verbales y
visuales, permitio comprender las practicas de las personas mayores relacionadas con el uso de

la tecnologia. El andlisis muestra que la competencia tecnologica se distribuye en el entorno
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social y material, y que los entrevistados interactuaban con dispositivos que respondian a sus
necesidades actuales, en lugar de resistirse, en si mismos, al aprendizaje de nuevas tecnologias.
La disponibilidad de apoyo y formacion ofrecidos por servicios dirigidos a personas mayores
marcO una diferencia en el acceso y consumo de medios y tecnologias, mientras que la
dependencia de familiares mas jovenes podia representar un obstaculo. Este trabajo ofrece
aportes para los procesos de disefio de tecnologias digitales orientadas a una poblacién
envejecida y para intervenciones de alfabetizacion digital adaptadas, ampliando las

oportunidades de aprendizaje a lo largo de la vida.
Palabras clave: personas mayores, tecnologia, cultura material, edadismo.

Introduction and Theoretical Framework

The Digital Divide amongst Older People

Older people have been identified as part of the ‘grey digital divide’, potentially lacking
access, skills and/or knowledge to use advanced technology (Hargittai, 2008; Van Dijk, and
Van Deursen, 2010; McCreadie, 2010; Broady et al., 2010; Van Dijk, 2013; Peine et al., 2024).
Increasingly older adults use technology and find it beneficial (Czaja, 2017), however, some
may lack access to digital devices or not know how to use them (Francis et al., 2019; Ball et al.,
2019). Despite attempts to challenge the digital divide (Selwyn, 2004), and problematize the
digital literary paradox (Schreurs et al., 2017), or to deconstruct the myths about older people’s
lack of skills in IT (Quan-Haase, et al., 2018), what factors contribute to a diverse engagement
with technology amongst older people is still poorly understood.

Early research of technology in later life held the view that older people were low users
of digital technology, and as such, were at risk of being disadvantaged or marginalized from
full societal participation (Mitzner et al., 2019; Hargittai, 2019; Choudrie et al., 2020).
However, the reasons for non-use of technology amongst older people might be very diverse.
For example, it has been shown that some are concerned about their privacy (Weaver et al.,
2010) or are not interested in learning how to use technology (VVan Deursen and Van Dijk, 2011,
Friemel, 2016). Barriers for older adults to engage with technology seem also to rely on price
and perception of the usefulness of the devices (Peek et al., 2016). Yet, older people expressed
frustrations due to usability concerns, as the design features are not suited to them (Goodall et
al., 2010; Heinz et al., 2013; Peine and Neven, 2019). As such, there might be a variety of

reasons for not engaging with technology that goes beyond merely the chronological age.
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Studies aiming at exploring how and why older people engage with technology suggest
that the perception of age informs the usage of technology in later life (Kania-Lundholm and
Torres, 2015). These show how older people reproduce the digital divide within their own age
group (Kania-Lundholm and Torres, 2015). Older competent users do not necessarily challenge
such dominant socio-cultural narrative: sometimes they may maintain and reinforce the
stereotype that considers older people as digitally excluded by positioning themselves as
exceptions, creating what has been defined as a divide within groups of older people (Kania-
Lundholm and Torres, 2015). However, these studies have been conducted with prior definition
of engagement vs. non-engagement with technology. For example, with groups of older people
who deine themselves as technology users (Kania-Lundholm and Torres, 2015), or older non-
users (Kottl et al., 2021), or by criteria that the researchers established for them (Fernandez-
Ardévol et al., 2019; Gallistl et al., 2021; Kania-Lundholm, 2019).

In recent years, the emerging field of Socio-gerotechnology engaged with various
aspects of aging-technology relations (Fernandez-Ardevol et al., 2019; Peine and Neven, 2019).
Peine and Neven (2021) have proposed the CAT model - Co-constitution of Aging and
Technology - based on the assumption that aging and technology mutually shape each other.
Yet, technology for older people is informed by ideas of aging, often with interventionist logic:
aging as a target for intervention or a problem to be solved through technological design.
Therefore, these scholars highlight a ‘Latourian divide’ (Peine and Neven, 2019) between, on
the one hand, those who design technology (engineers, designers etc.) for positively intervening
into certain aspects of the lives of older people; on the other hand, social scientists who explore
the use of everyday technology, and highlight the complexity and diversity of the lives of older
people. Within this latter domain, they argue, technology has not received much attention as an
important factor in shaping the notion of aging from the perspective of older people themselves.

In line with this perspective, we argue that to get a better understanding of meanings,
use and adoption of technology in later life, the relation between older people and technological
artefacts has to be explored in different social contexts, sites, or venues where this relation is
created. This paper aims at contributing to gerontological knowledge, by exploring the
meanings and experiences of everyday technology! used by older people in their homes. It

focuses on the perspective of two older women: the views of the technology revealed by their

1 We refer to technology in a broad sense throughout this article and do not focus on technology specifically
designed for older people (i.e. assistive technology).
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collocation inside the home and discourses associated with these. By adopting a bottom-up
approach, in which the women discuss freely the home displays, we examine practices and use
of different technological artefacts. This paper shows how multiple practices of use and non-

use of technological devices might coexist in older people’s homes.

The Social Construction of Aging in the Technological Domain

Ageism in the technological domain is defined as digital ageism that can act at different
levels (Manor and Herscovici, 2021). According to Kottl and Mannheim (2021), the level of
ageism in the context of digital technology plays a role on older people’s engagement with
technology, having an impact at the micro-level, such as how age stereotypes are internalized
by older people themselves; at meso-level, such as how family, friends, service providers and
healthcare professionals influence the use of digital technology for older people; at macro-level
related to the design of digital technology products and policy. The following outlines these
three levels in more details.

Older people’s level of competence with technology has been influenced by reductionist
understandings of later life. Within public discourses, there is a common belief that older people
are less capable to use digital technology (Vines et al., 2015), thus assuming that the
chronological age is the main factor driving the lower technological skills (Hakkarainen, 2012;
Kania-Lundholm and Torres, 2015). Without acknowledging the heterogeneity amongst older
people, aging is commonly associated with a decline for learning, including multitasking,
processing new information and acquiring new skills (Cutler, 2005; Czaja and Lee, 2007).
Hence, there is a general agreement that cognitive and physical decline in capabilities that
comes with age have a significant impact on older adults’ abilities to learn how to use
technologies (Broady et al., 2010; Vines et al., 2015; Neves et al., 2018). Older users are
portrayed as: less able to engage with new forms of technology (Broady et al., 2010; Neves et
al., 2018); hesitant or intimidated to try new devices (Kim et al., 2017); slower at learning how
to use technologies in comparison with younger groups of people (Mclaughlin et al., 2009; Lee
and Coughlin, 2014); and therefore, in need of younger people when it comes to technology
(Mannheim et al., 2019).

The impact of ageism at individual or micro-level seems to be associated with
psychological factors, such as lack of confidence in technology use (McDonough, 2016;

Anderson et al., 2017). Negative stereotypes surrounding digital literacy might lower older
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people’s confidence and deplete their willingness to further develop digital skills (Schreurs et
al., 2017; Ivan and Cutler, 2021). These stereotypes are reinforced by older people contributing
to what has been called self-ageism (Cutler, 2005; McDonough, 2016; Swift et al., 2020;
Varvaecke and Meisner, 2021; Kottl et al., 2023). Such assumptions can be shared within this
age group, with ageist stereotypes on technology influencing the way in which older people see
themselves as users (Kottl et al., 2021).

It has been established how self- and other-directed ageism interacts and reinforces each
other (Voss et al., 2018). For example, ageist media messages, such as technology
advertisements for the younger generation make older people feel less capable (Caspi et al.,
2019). Negative attitudes towards the aging process or perceived ageism were associated with
less usage of technology (Swift et al., 2017; Choi et al., 2020; Kottl et al., 2023). Conversely,
positive attitudes towards aging were associated with engagement with technology (Seifert and
Wahl, 2018).

Ageism at meso-level might derive from the generational gap, according to which older
people might feel beholden to younger generations to show them how to use technology
(Morris, 2007; Friemel, 2016). The perceived incompetence of older people to engage with
technology can cause tensions among family members, especially regarding access to particular
devices, and the need for older people to be supervised by younger family members when using
these (Ono and Zavodny, 2007; Kirk and Sellen, 2010). Furthermore, some older people feel
uncomfortable to ask family members for support with digital technology, out of fear of being
dismissed or experiencing age discrimination (Massie and Meisner, 2019). In sum, older people
may perceive themselves as unable to grasp digital technology, and therefore, they may feel
excluded from engagement with technology or unmotivated to learn how to use it. Thus, the
deficit-model of older age might compromise their willingness to be engaged with technological
objects around them.

At a macro level, research on older people and technology draws attention to how
technological services and products can improve quality of life for an older population (Russell,
2011; Golant, 2017). Consequently, older users are often portrayed with a set of specific
characteristics that technology helps to overcome. For example, health concerns, physical and
cognitive decline with associated risks, shrinking social opportunities and loss of independence
(Vines et al., 2015; Kania-Lundholm and Torres, 2015). Many research bodies and funders’
goals have centred on designing technologies that allow people to ‘live better for longer’ by

improving health care practices, reducing medical costs, offering opportunities for social
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interaction (Schulz et al., 2015), or support in their homes (Sidner et al., 2018). Thus,
technology for older people has been used for health care and chronic disease management
(Mannheim et al., 2019), rather than for leisure and for fun (Chu et al., 2022). This might
reinforce the negative social construction of older age, therefore, the tendency to position
technology as a solution to the inevitable decline in later life (Peine and Neven, 2019; 2021).
In this respect, it is worth introducing the concept of ‘affordance’, initially employed by
Gibson ([1979]/2014) to identify built-in opportunities in objects or places, and revised by
Costall (1995), to encompass social elements that make an object as space seeable and shared
in their salient and usable features. In Age Studies and Science and Technology Studies (STS),
these are defined as ‘scripts’ (Akrich, 1992) or scenario for use, designed to enable or constrain
the older users’ actions. These scripts are based on an image of an aging population, and on the
idea of what is appropriate, safe, and interesting for an older person to do, as such they are
designed with a certain image of older users (Peine and Neven, 2021). According to Neven
(2010), whether the older user is imagined as active and competent or technologically illiterate
will significantly change the design of such scripts, and therefore the technological artefact
itself. As such, the idea of aging is not only created in design processes, but also inscribed into
objects (Peine and Neven, 2021). For example, the prescriptive use of assistive technologies
reinforces the idea of risks and vulnerability in older age (Endter, 2016; Astell et al., 2019); like
an alarm pendant to be carried all the time (Aceros et al., 2015); as well as fitness trackers which
are designed to incentivize health practices (Urban, 2017); or exercise games which adopt
prescriptive sequence to identify what is a useful exercise and what is not (Wanka & Gallistl,
2018). Thus, technologies specifically designed for an older population come with scripts that
convey certain notions of older people, leaving them with very little possibility to resist the

negative or disabled image of aging (Astell et al., 2019).

Situated Approaches to Technological Competence in Older Age

The research reviewed in the section above starts to foreground the role of social context -
from immediate family members to media messages - as well as the role of previous experiences
and opportunities for engaging with technology, as factors possibly shaping how older people
perceive technology and their willingness to engage with it. Yet, according to Neves and Mead
(2021), exploring learning, use and adoption of new technologies amongst older people requires

a combined framework of social contexts, actors and technological properties that
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acknowledges the heterogeneity of the older population.

The importance of the social context to explore the relationship between older people
and technology, often defined as life-words of older people, has been acknowledged (Peine et
al., 2014; Giaccardi et al., 2016; Rosalez and Fernandez-Ardevol, 2020; Peine and Neven,
2021). This body of research pointed out, not only at the diversity of an older population -
gender, race, social status, personal history etc. - but also at the importance of exploring the
everyday life of older people as sites to generate insights into the relationship between
technology and aging. As such, some older people might define themselves as re-constituted in
interaction with technology (Gomez, 2015).

Attention to the socio-material negotiation between older people, technologic devices
and wider contexts brings to light what has been defined as ‘moment of frictions’ (Gomez,
2015). For example, studies conducted with an ethnographic approach explore older adults’ use
(and the non-use) of technology, practices to resist them, or engage with technological devices
in creative ways (Joyce and Loe, 2010; Greubel et al., 2025). They seek to capture these
different dimensions through the direct observation of technologies in-use. In this respect,
Neves and colleagues (2018) demonstrated individualized strategies of appropriation, but also
different understanding of ‘use’ as such. These scholars advocate for an approach that considers
the interrelations between technology, social context, and human agency, and their recursive
influence on each other (Neves et al., 2018). This approach aims to go beyond a priori
definitions of users/non-users, by studying practices of ‘appropriation’ into the person's daily
life.

Similarly, the enabling or constraining effect can also be embedded in the social context
in which older people create the relationship with everyday technology. Hence, ethnographic
studies identified a dynamic relationship between individuals, environment and affordances of
the devices (Neves et. al., 2020), which can help identify areas for the development of
competencies beyond age-related static borders. Neves and colleagues (2020) discuss that
internalized assumptions of capability could impact use of the device itself, but report also on
how the characteristics of the devices interacted with the learning strategies and the support
context in shaping the older people's engagement with these. Even the very language used by
the researchers/trainers in the intervention appeared to have an impact, with the perception in
some of the older adults that the jargon terms researchers used (such as 'swiping' or 'scrolling’)
contributed to distancing them from the devices and their appropriation.

Looking at the digital care service for older adults in Barcelona, Greubel and colleagues
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(2025) focused on moments of crisis that highlighted the tensions between the material design
of technology and the practices of using, non using, or using technology differently. Data show
that the older participants’ engagement with the devices did not align with service providers'
definition of good use, as such considered as non-use (Greubel et al., 2025). As such, the
definition of technology non-use itself has been problematized and detached from the notion of
bad aging (Gallistl et al., 2021; Greubel et al., 2025). The non-use of digital technology should
not be seen as a source of concern, as this might render invisible the use of technology other
than expected or creative adaptations of their use (Berridge, 2017; Greubel et al., 2025).
Therefore, critical perspectives on technology engagement in later life suggest exploring the
non-use of digital technology, as a relational and multifaceted phenomenon, as this might reveal
what is important to older people themselves (Gallistl and Wanka, 2022; Greubel et al., 2025).
Thus, research on the relationship between older people and technology might benefit from a
processual and dialogical approach that does not pre-define neither the individuals, nor the
technology use, but attempts to capture competencies that are actually in use.

Studies in this area, to summarize, suggest that to understand barriers to older people’s
use of technology and paths to inclusion, researchers could look at older people as more
heterogeneous, discarding traditional dichotomies of engagement or disengagement with
technology and widening some of the current definitions around 'use' so that the best
combinations of design and support can be identified for different situations.

Our study adopts this perspective by focusing on the subjective use of technologies
situated within contexts. By doing so, it explores accounts of domestic technologies through
the discourse and practices emerging from a dialogue about older people's life at home.
Emphasizing the role of the home as a site for cherished objects, it focuses on everyday
technological devices to open up dialogues about the use of these. In our study, the relation with
old and new technology emerges from a wider discussion on cherished objects and home
displays, thus illuminating from a different angle how technology is embedded in a complex
web of personal history and social relations.

Cherished Objects in the Home
Cherished objects, or objects of affection, can be defined as individual possessions holding high
personal significance for the owners, regardless of their economic value (Sherman and Dacher,

2005). These are valuable mnemonic containers for personal histories (Hoskins, 1998),
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evocative objects of autobiographical value (Turkle, 2007). Several scholars have stressed the
value of understanding the ways people express the self through the medium of objects in the
domestic sphere (Blunt, 2006; Petrelli and Whittaker, 2010; Cook et al., 2016; Miller, 2021).
Studies in material culture have shown how objects, and their layout and organization in
personal spaces play an important role in dynamics of family history and cultural belonging to
homeowners (Tilley, 2006; Giorgi and Fasulo, 2013). Similarly, in social gerontology, it is
widely accepted that home is a central aspect of personal biography in later life
(Csikszentmihalyi and Halton, 1981; Rowles & Chaudhury, 2005; Peace et al., 2005). Within
this discipline, a large body of research shows how personalization of private dwellings
contributes to older adults’ quality of life, and that the emotional link among older adults and
their homes is represented through cherished objects (Phenice and Griffore, 2013). Due to the
prominent deficit model that considers older people as unable to engage with technology, little
attention has been paid to explore how technological devices, in older peoples’ homes, are

regarded as cherished objects. And this is where our study is situated, as outlined below.

Ethnographic Methodology

This study is part of a project carried out between 2010 and 2012, in two middle size cities in
the UK and Italy. The double location responds to an interest in extending the diversity of
participants, but did not have a comparative goal. The project was an ‘ethnography of
memories’, aiming at understanding the interplay between autobiographical narratives,
materiality and object displays in older people's homes. Ethical approval was granted by the
University of Portsmouth, and it included permission to publish images and quotes.

Participants

Participants 65 years or older were recruited through acquaintances in Italy and through a
Pensioners’ association in the UK. A total of 11 participants took part in this study. Six homes
were visited in the UK, including four couples and two women who lived alone (both widows).
Three homes were visited in Italy and all three participants were widows and lived alone.

For this study we take a case study approach, focusing on one participant per country.

Two cases have been selected because of the opportunities they offer to explore the phenomena
of relevance, without compromising the integrity and complexity of their respective
circumstances. Case studies are a key resource across the social sciences, as they have the
potential to offer new perspectives and change the understanding of key factors at play in a

phenomenon of interest (Flyvbjerg, 2004). The two participants are Martha, from the UK, and
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Michelina from Italy. Both were widowed and they lived on their own.

Data
Data were video-recorded ethnographic interviews (Spradley, 2016) and photographs. Photos
were taken during the interview or at the end, so they reflect both the perspective of the
participant when they were pointing us at things or places, and our own ethnographic gaze.

The interviews began with discussing treasured objects the person had selected in
preparation for the meeting, then moved on to discuss displays on shelves, mantelpieces and
walls. This widening of focus and integration of other objects and spaces during the interview
was achieved by allowing ourselves to wander around alongside the participant with a handheld
camera, demonstrating curiosity and interest and occasionally asking questions arising from
noticing parts of the environment or specific objects. In this way, we ensured that the interview
was participant-led, while communicating that no objects were too small or secondary for us,
and that we were keen to listen to the ‘biography of the objects’ (Gosden and Marshall, 2010;
De Leon, 2016), in relation to the participants’ life.

Transcription and analysis.

The video recordings of the interviews were transcribed verbatim. The ethnographic
analysis of the verbal and visual data was an inductive process in which themes were identified
through a dialogic approach, in which the participants' own emphasis and valorisation and the
ethnographer's interest would congeal around particular objects and the related practices.

Quotes from the Italian interview have been translated into English for this paper.
Pseudonyms and reference to places or other people have been used to protect participants’

confidentiality.

Analysis of Case 1. Martha: Updating New Skills on Technological Devices
Martha is a 74-year-old British widow, living in an apartment that she has shared with her
husband. Martha contacted the second author after seeing the ad on the Pensioners' Association
newsletter. She is , interested in family history, and it emerged in the interview that she spent
considerable time and energy reconstructing the genealogy of her family, going all the way to
the vicarage in a different city to retrieve centuries old birth certificates.

Martha's cherished objects, exhibited mainly in the living room, include several wooden
artefacts carved by her late husband, who had been a shipbuilder, as well as gold-initialled

crockery that had belonged to her family. These pieces of valuable handicraft were interspersed,
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on tables and in glass cabinets, with objects of much less value, sometimes even plastic toys of
her grandchildren. On displays on the mantelpiece and on the television are travel souvenirs
and framed photos, both with her husband and of her solo travelling.

Her general approach with mixing objects of different nature also included
technological devices. We noticed two devices in the living room that had been associated with
aesthetic objects, i.e. the modem (Figure 1), and the thermostat (Figure 2). This arrangement
highlights those devices, rather than hiding them, and makes them share values of home decor
with the neighbouring objects.

Prompted by the interviewer taking pictures of the thermostat, Martha explains that she
had learned how to use it only recently. This enabled Martha to talk about her acquired

competencies in the use of technology.

Figure 1. Modem for wireless Internet connection in Martha’s home.

Figure 2. Thermostat in Martha’s house
In the following extract, Martha explains the way she injured her leg by dashing to get

her camera, to take pictures of the TV screen during a favourite astronomy programme.
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‘I don’t know what I have done with that leg, just there. They say | must sit down when
it hurts. 1 dashed! You see, they had stargazing on television last evening. | am engrossed
watching this, sitting and taking photographs of these galaxies, and the stars. So, | go
back and I have got no light on and hit my leg.
This is what | took you to see: this is the sun, and the eclipse, and the Aurora Borealis,
and this is Neptune. All from the television, I mean they’re brilliant, aren’t they? This
was on someone’s camera, on his computer sent to the television and I photographed it.
I’ve got a posh camera, and these are two galaxies, and this is the sky...and this is how
| bashed my leg, taking them!
I do like taking photos. Yes, I bored everybody with this. ‘Cause, my daughter said
(imitating voice) “Mother! It's not a very usual thing for a lady of your years to do!” I
said “Well that’s all right, don't need to be normal”! (laughing).
She explains that she takes pictures of what she sees on television via a digital camera.
Afterwards, she saves these pictures on the PC, using a USB memory stick, before
finally printing them, to collect these in a photo-album that she shows to the researchers (Figure
3). In outlining the different stages of taking pictures from the television, she shows the
competence acquired in the use of technology. She is very enthusiastic in describing her passion
for photography and the satisfaction with the digital camera she owns. She emphasizes the
whole technological infrastructure capabilities enabling the passing of images from orbit. She
is enthralled by the possibility of accessing these images through highly complex advanced
technologies. The control of the photographing and printing technology gives her a means to

fulfil her passion for astronomy, and a tangible tool to share it with others.

Figure 3. Martha’s photo album.

This extract enables reflection on processes of self-representation in later life and has
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the potential to shore up ageism. In describing her passion for photographs, Martha explicitly
opposes the stereotype of older adults as unable to use technology. Yet, she states that she is
attracted by technology. However, imitating her daughter’s voice, Martha states that she looks
upon her willingness to use her digital camera with scepticism, because ‘it’s not something
related to a person of her age’. This is an example of what K6ttl and Mannheim (2021) defined
as ageism at meso-level, in this case referring to how family members influence the use of
technology. Nevertheless, Martha constructs her identity as exceptional, by saying ‘I don’t need
to be normal!’, she describes herself as a sui-generis older lady. In this sense, these findings
resonate with Kania-Lundholm and Torres’ work (2015), as their participants deemed
themselves to be different from older non-users of technology. By doing so, in some instances,
older people reproduce the digital divide within their own age group (Kania-Lundholm &
Torres, 2015). Similarly, Martha does not argue that her chronological age has nothing to do
with her engagement with technology. Apparently, she wants to challenge stigmatizing
representations of older age, however, she strengthens the digital divide within their age groups,
as she wants to distance herself by the dominant social construction of old age. This is
significant because it demonstrates how Martha is aware of negative stereotypes of older age

and technological use, however, she does not challenge this, and instead she reinforces ageism.

Technological independence
Participants illustrated how technology can help acquiring new skills in later life. In the
following extract, Martha explains the reason why she started to develop technological skills:
‘I got that cupboard there, absolutely full of photographs. I’ve got albums with photographs
of the children and I’ve got every holiday in an album. My oldest daughter just loves to
look at them. ‘Cause they have them on the computer and you can’t... I like to see them!
They take a picture and I say: “can I have a copy?” ”Yes!” but I never get it so now I take
my own camera and then if there’s something to be photographed then I photograph it. And
I am clever enough now I can actually print the picture on my printer. ‘Cause I've been
struggling with all this technology for about seven years. | can do some of this now!
[laughing voice] Yes I don’t like it, but I do think I need to.’
Due to her passion for photography, Martha emphasized her role of collecting family
memories in a photo album that she can keep and show to guests. However, since the digital
camera became popular, she risked losing these memories as she became dependent on others

for copies of the pictures. So, she learned how to use a digital camera and a printer, to continue
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her collection. She is satisfied with her progress, as evidenced by the verbs of action ‘I
photograph’, ‘I print’, ‘I can’, emphasizing her active role and self-efficacy. This is further
evidenced by the following extract, as Martha narrates about her IT classes:

‘I’d like to learn a bit more about computing. I’ve been to Age Concern this afternoon.

Because | can do the basics, but I can’t do all sorts of other things. I do e-mail and I didn’t

know how to put an attachment on. I didn’t know how to write a letter. I learned how to

put Favourites on Wikipedia, and things like that.’

This excerpt shows how Martha acquired IT skills, attending a charity association
dedicated to older people. This quote displays her newly formed competencies by using the
appropriate terminology for software and web resources. These findings are significant in
challenging the stereotypical assumptions about older people’s competencies or inability to
learn how to use digital technology. In line with previous studies (Woodward et al., 2011),
Martha’s example shows how older adults, with appropriate training, are willing and capable
of learning new technological skills.

Moreover, these findings echo Kottl and colleagues (2021), in showing how older
people feel the need to learn how to use technology, not to fall back and remain engaged with
society. In fact, Martha states that she didn’t like to learn how to use the digital camera, but she
felt the need to acquire a whole new skill set in later life. In this example, counteracting age
stereotypes was an incentive to learn how to use technology.

Additionally, by learning how to print her photographs, Martha was able to reiterate the
‘old fashioned’ practice of showing her photographs via a photo-album to guests, as we were
able to witness, as researchers in her house. Thus, the newly acquired skill with technology,
allowed her to continue her passion for photographs and perpetuate the social practices of
sharing memories through the semiotics of photography (see also Palladino et al., 2024).

The attention is not only in the visual aspect of the photographs, but the individual
practices of obtaining it. She says that she had to learn how to use a digital camera and the
printer to fulfil her need and pleasure of analogic and material photo collection. We assume that
in the past she liked to develop the camera roll film in photography shops, but these kinds of
services are no longer available. In sum, Martha’s narrative illustrates that mastery of
technological devices can be acquired when they are in the service of activities and soial roles
that are already part of someone’s life.. She is not ignoring stereotypes that are addressed to

her, but recruiting these to a rhetorical effect of power, cleverness, and persistence.
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Analysis of Case 2. Michelina Embracing Ageism and Technological Dependence
Michelina is a 77-year-old Italian woman. She lost her husband when she was 46. She used to
be a nurse, with a passion for dressmaking. She attends her local church and helps out as a
volunteer, by organizing social gatherings. Michelina attends her pensioners association where
she sings and dances at social events. She lives alone in an 11" floor apartment without an
elevator, in the city centre. The first author of this paper contacted Michelina as she was a
longstanding friend of her grandmother.

As the interview started, Michelina discursively positioned herself in relation to the
dominant social construction of aging, defined as such: ‘I’'m too old to learn how to use
technology now! I don’t have the same energy as when I was younger’

Michelina defines herself as a non-user of digital technology and employs age as a
category to explain her low level of technological skills, describing her life-stage as
characterized by a decline of personal abilities. This illustrates the internalized self-ageism
(Neves et al., 2020; Kottl et al., 2021), according to which older people consider themselves
unable to learn and succeed with technology. Michelina accepts that it is too late for her to
change and adjust to the digital domain. This attitude has an impact on her presumptions
regarding her technological competencies.

Her apartment was purchased in the ‘90s and she says that the furniture and
technological objects in her house were modern at the time. She didn’t feel the need to replace
these devices with more modern versions, for example, her television, radio, turntable (Figure.
4).

Figure- 4 Michelina’s television and gramophone

Nevertheless, she feels that she is encouraged to do so by different actors, in the family
sphere — her daughter and her grandson — and wider society. For example, whenever she asks
for technical assistance with her broken television, she is encouraged to replace her old device
with new ones, with comments like:

‘They told me ((Imitating voice)) “Oh Madam, this is old stuff, nobody is left who can fix these,
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99

just throw it away! New technology is affordable, even for elderly people™.

Michelina does not want to replace her outdated technological devices with new ones
as these are cherished objects, with an autobiographical value. For example, Michelina says
that she loves to have music in her house, and she showed her collection of vinyl and

audiocassettes (Figure 5).

Figure 5- Michelina's collection of Vinyl’s

Later, by showing an audiocassette by Renato Carosone (Figure. 6), an Italian singer of the
“50s, she said:

‘These old cassettes are rare to find in modern shops. Why should I throw them away?

When | hear these songs, | remember all the conversations | had with my brother, who

passed away’.

Michelina shows how some cherished objects foster reminiscence in older adults, and she
demonstrates proficiency in how to use these technological devices. As she says, outdated
technological devices do not prevent her from feeling excluded from ‘modernization’ but help
to keep her company. As such, an ethnographic approach on the non-use of digital technologies

in her house informs on the use of older technologies, as a form of resistance.

Figure 6 Michelina’s Audio Cassette
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Michelina would like to acquire new technological devices, although her concern is about
not knowing how to use them. In this respect, she said that she received a DVD player, but she
didn’t know how to activate the device. She shows the DVD of her theatre performance
recorded by her pensioners association. She said that she would have loved to see herself in the
video, but she had been unable to view it.

‘Now, you have got the CD! I have got the CD player; they gave it to me...but. I cannot

use it! I have performed twice in the pensioners association and they recorded the show,

they gave me the DVD. | asked my grandson to help me with this. However, it has been a

few years now and | have never watched it. ((Showing the DVD box)). Look, this is not

even open. | have never watched it. On the other hand that vinyl, | open it and | can listen
to it.’

Michelina describes her reliance on family members to assist her on how to use new
devices, however, her requests seem to be dismissed. Thus, she justifies why she continues to
use obsolete technology, as she can control them, she knows how to use the older ones. In line
with Kottl and colleagues (2021), this extract shows the tensions amongst family members, as
older people are reliant on younger generations to show how to use devices and that can
negatively affect the intergenerational relationship.

Similarly, she was dependent on family members (her daughter or grandchildren) for
setting the thermostat in her house, or to print documents. Remembering the interviews with
Martha and her words around the thermostat, the researcher directed Michelina’s attention to
the thermostat in her house. However, in this case, the answer was completely different.
Michelina said: ‘My daughter sets it, and I’m not allowed to touch it, for all winter!’

Michelina’s daughter, in supporting her mother to set the thermostat in her own house,
offered a kind of help that might be considered disabling. Likewise, she complains about
modern times from which she feels excluded. Her sense of frustration is extended to television
programs, as described in the following extract.

‘I get nervous! When I listen to the TV saying: “Look at the tele-text or at the internet on

www”, I’'m wondering can older adults [access the Internet]? They should do some

programs for older people and some for the younger generation. Because all the programs
on TV are for the younger generation and that’s not fair!’

Technology, according to Michelina's point of view, increases the division between the
older and the younger generations. She adopts an ageist perception of technological skills and

accepts that the digital world belongs to younger people, thus giving up and avoiding use of on-
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line services. As argued by Kottl et al. (2021), the fewer digital technologies are used, the more
prone older individuals are to perceive their own aging negatively in related to beliefs of
personal competence.

In this respect, it is worth mentioning that language proficiency, amongst other factors,
plays a role in shaping digital inclusion for older people (Goodall et al., 2010; Chen et al., 2020).
Thus, Michelina, being Italian, might not have had skills in English that might influence her
level of confidence in approaching the Internet. Whether or not this is the reason for her sense
of inadequacy with technology, a key aspect of these findings is that Michelina feels excluded
by the digital domain. These findings are in line with Koéttl and colleagues (2021) in showing
how internalization of age stereotypes led to lower technology adoption, and the belief that

other older people are excluded from engagement.

General Discussion

This paper highlighted older adult’s experience with technology within their homes, via an in-
depth analysis of two participants, as representing diverse attitudes towards technology. While
almost opposite at first sight, the two participants reveal several commonalities, highlighting
the multidimensional factors that shape accessibility, agency, competence and lived
experiences around technological devices. Overall, findings show that technological
competencies are distributed in the social and material environment of the house. Participants
engaged with devices that were responding to their needs, rather than resisting learning new
technologies per se. This work outlined the experiences of using technological devices,
including the way in which these contributed to make internalized ageism visible.

This study addressed how older peoples’ relationship with technology was manifested
through cherished objects in their homes and this helped to widen the concept of technology to
devices that are not generally explored, such as mundane technology. Adopting the theoretical
framework of material culture studies, we discussed how older people think of themselves
through the medium of everyday technology in their homes. Due to the prominent deficit model
that considers older people as unable to engage with technology, little attention has been paid
to explore the extent to which technological devices in older peoples’ homes, are regarded as
cherished objects. Whilst in social gerontology there is recognition of the importance of the
individual possessions in later life, research does not typically explore the place technological

devices occupy in the landscape of objects of affection for older people.
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Our immersive research methods, bringing us into the heart of the home, generated
novel insights into relationships with technology, and subjective perspectives on the definition
of aging. On a methodological level, a key aspect of this study was to raise awareness of the
value of things that older people considered as part of the background of the home. Yet, rather
than resisting engaging with technology, these findings have shown how multiple practices of
use and non-use of technological devices might coexist in older people’s homes. These findings
contribute to the current research on 'non-use’ of digital technology (Greubel et al., 2025), as
we argue that the home is the most suited site to explore engagement with technology amongst
older people.

Both participants had shown a positive relationship with technology, as evidenced by
technological objects of affection with an autobiographical function. Both participants
described the use of technology for leisure purposes -music and photography- thus contrasting
the stereotypes of technology use amongst older people for health-related concerns. Therefore,
this might suggest the need for consideration of technology for personal interest and
entertainment in later life (Gatto & Tak, 2008; Chu et al., 2022). In fact, gerontologists (i.e.,
Bytheway, 2005) denounced how marking out classes of people and making assumptions about
their abilities, risks denying opportunities that others enjoy, reinforcing denigration of the aging
process.

Firstly, this paper showed that developing technological skills in later life is influenced
by how older people perceive older age. This is in line with previous studies suggesting that
older users refer to their age as one aspect informing the usage of technology and by doing so,
they create a divide within the group of older people (Kania-Lundholm & Torres, 2015). This
research has shown how internalized ageism has an impact on technology use and how older
people discursively position themselves in line or in contrast with ageist stereotypes.
Interviewees are influenced by the negative stereotypes attributed to older people and their
skills with technology: ‘it’s too late to learn how to use technology’, or ‘technology is not
something related to a lady of that age’. In both cases, ageist stereotypes are internalized;
nevertheless, while one participant is adapting and perhaps justifying her lack of skills within
the daily discourse of what it means to be older, the other one’s performance is far from the
characteristics assigned to the older age category. Michelina reinforces the stereotype of older
people being not tech-savvy, who are on the outskirts of society by saying ‘how can older people
access the Internet?” and maintains that older people cannot develop technological skills. She

reiterates the stereotype that Martha would like to oppose. However, in Martha’s case, ageism

Conver. Fam. e Pol. Pub. v.05, p.1-35, 2026. DOI: https://doi.org/10.34024/8ewcg739 e-ISSN: 2966-1390.

20


https://doi.org/10.34024/8ewcg739

Everyday Technologies in Older Adults’ Homes

IS opposed, but not challenged: by distancing herself from the social construction of older age
‘I don’t need to be normal’ Martha reinforces ageism. On the individual level, ageism has
influenced how older users consider themselves and had an impact on their perceived
competencies. This echoes previous studies on the impact of internalized ageism on attitude
towards acquiring new technological skills (Kottl et al., 2021; Kottl et al., 2023). On this note,
Greubel and colleagues (2025) state that: ‘various actors may ascribe older adults as users or
non-users of digital technologies, but this might conflict with how older adults define their own
engagement with technologies’ (p. 2). In this sense, our research highlights that ageism is not
only pervasive at different levels (Manor and Herscovici, 2021; Koéttl and Mannheim, 2021),
but it has to be explored within relational and social contexts.

Secondly, this research has shown how oldness is attributed to the participants by
themselves and by members of the family and beyond, as refracted by the use of technology.
Participants’ reliance on younger family members could represent an obstacle for engaging with
technology and can reinforce prejudices and opposition among generations. Findings outlined
how ageism can act at a meso-level (Vervaecke & Meisner, 2021), with family and service
providers influencing the adoption of new technologies by older people. Yet, this research
demonstrated how age stereotypes in the family environment affected both participants. Marta’s
daughter looked upon her willingness to use her digital camera with scepticism. Michelina’s
daughter did not allow her to touch the thermostat as she thinks she is not able to use it. The
example of Martha demonstrates, however, that the mastery of new technological skills became
a matter of pride of satisfaction to her in later life; and contributed to her continued growth.
This echoes previous works that shows how older people can be enthusiastic about learning to
use technology and training programs have been successful in facilitating use with older people
as well as enhancing their general wellbeing (Cody et al., 1999; Mitzner et al., 2019). In the
case of Michelina, where the technology was not updated, neither was her own sense of comfort
with technology. Her frustration for not being able to use the technology places obstacles in the
intergenerational relations with family members and it is extended to wider society - referring
to the lack of amenities for repairing broken devices, or the television industry that no longer
targets older people as users. Michelina is an example of friction with the relational and wider
context, to the extent of arguing in favour of TV programs in which references to websites or
use of new technologies were abolished. She shows ways to resist technological changes in her

domestic sphere by cherishing outdated devices. Thus, this work contributes to the discussion
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in gerontological literature about technology non-use as a relational and multifaceted
phenomenon (Gallistl et al., 2021; Greubel et al., 2025). Looking at older people's interaction
with the material elements that they cherish, we may start to understand why, in the case of
Michelina, the friction could not be accommodated in the same way as for Martha. Learning
how to use technology seems to be challenged by ageism within the social context she lives in,
consequently, there is a clear need to move away from the technology deficit model of older
age and the binary definition of users vs. non-users of technology, as it risks reducing the wide
variety of practices, knowledge and experiences of all older people to an overly simplistic
binary.

Moreover, oversimplification of competency increases the divide between the older and
the younger generations, placing more obstacles in the intergenerational relationship. In our
study, Michelina relied on her family members to learn how to use some technological devices.
However, her requests of support were dismissed. Thus, this research has shown that
dependence on family members for technological support might create intergenerational
tensions. These findings are in line with previous studies that showed how support systems, like
family and peers in social settings can act as mentors and help mediate the reluctance to be
engaged with technology amongst older people, developing digital literacy (Schreurs et al.,
2017). However, some older people may not have easy access to someone who can assist them
in learning (Choudrie, et al., 2020)., or family members might not always be equipped with the
skills themselves (Manor and Herscovici, 2021). In this respect, Manor and Herscovici argue
that ‘instead of assuming that every older adult has a young family member who can help,
designers should make the digital product or service older users friendly’ (Manor and
Herscovici, 2021, p.1091).

This research has shown that availability of support and training from older people's
services made a difference in access and consumption of technology. Drawing on these
findings, it is worth asking if it is possible to promote personal development and the acquisition
of new skills in later life without tackling ageism. In line with other scholars (i.e. Peine and
Neven, 2019), this research argues the urgent need of eliminating prejudice and discrimination
based on age, both in research and policy discourses to develop effective learning programs.
Promoting personal development must be seen as a core dimension in later life, by increasing
technology literacy amongst older people and expanding their opportunities for life-long
learning, including the tailored digital literacy intervention (Gallistl, 2021). In this sense, these

findings support Koéttl and Mannheim’s (2021) policy brief, according to which interventions
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need to focus on tackling technology related ageism through awareness-raising and
empowering older people in accessing and using technology; fostering the inclusion of older
people in digital technology related policy. Ageism in the context of technology can be tackled
via fostering intergenerational contact in learning (Lytle et al., 2020).

Despite older people being often identified as targets of digital inclusion policy
initiatives, older people are misrepresented in the technology domain. Hence, ageist stereotypes
might be an explanation for older people being excluded from research, design and development
of digital technologies, (Abbey and Hyde, 2009; Mannheim et al., 2019; Rosales and
Fernandez-Ardevol, 2020; Neves and Mead, 2021; Mannheim et al., 2023). Having older
people’s input in designing technology would benefit the ways in which these would meet older
adults’ needs (Peine and Neven, 2021) and avoid stereotypical assumptions of older people
(Kottl et al., 2021). Despite recent research aiming at developing technologies, conducted with
older people (Mannheim et al., 2019), there is the need to address structural issues in research
and development of technology and related policy (Chu et al., 2022; Kéttl and Mannheim,
2021).

Finally, taking for granted age as a factor that leads to digital literacy - or lack of it -
research on older people and technology failed to address other differences in technological
skills, as such disadvantaging factors accumulated over the life course, for example levels of
education, income or socio-economic status or language barriers (Hargittai et al., 2019; Fang et
al., 2019). Thus, further research is needed to explore these themes.

A few limitations of this research need to be outlined. Data collection took place more
than a decade ago, however, insights from the research are still part of contemporary issues for
older people. An in-depth analysis of the participants’ narratives around technological objects
does not exhaust the variety of relations and interpretations that older adults can establish with
technologies. Nevertheless, it can provide valuable insights into the wider processes of
constructing meanings to the use of technological objects within private dwellings. However,
the methodology might not be applicable with institutionalized older adults.

Study Limitations, Conclusions and Acknowledgment
This study focused on some of the experiences of technology among older adults, challenging
stereotyped perspectives on older people. This research stresses the pressing need to address

ageism that excludes older people from the use of technology. This work suggests that older
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people are a highly diverse group of technology users and this diversity has to be taken into
account The two case studies are not meant to represent older adults as a whole, but to use
ethnographic sensibility to underpin the complexity of the factors at stake. Nevertheless, a
larger group and a more focused study would consolidate these understanding and provide more
insights toward technological design and support franeworks. We have argued that acquiring
technological skills in later life can be affected by ways in which people define later life, and
whether or not they feel they are exceptions or representative examples in relation to
technology/ This insight could usefully assist in promoting life-long learning programs for
older people and could be helpful implications for the methods by which cherished objects can

be displayed and organized in the home layout.
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