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Abstract

Older adults face significant barriers when accessing the Internet. What can be done to address these barriers? This article
analyses existing strategies to tackle the age-related digital divide on three different levels: research, policy and practice.
It analyses (1) scientific conceptualisations that are used when studying Internet use and non-use in later life, (2) policies
that address older adults’ Internet (non-)use in Austria and (3) characteristics of older Austrian non-users of the Internet
based on the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE, wave 6). Analysis shows that Austrian policy
tends to emphasise the individual responsibility to learn digital technologies, while placing a lower priority on structural
issues, such as investments in infrastructure. However, SHARE data shows that only a small percentage of older non-users
of the Internet is in fact reached with such interventions. Thus, this article suggests that policy needs to base its strategies
on more refined understandings of Internet use and non-use in later life as well as a more nuanced image of the older
non-user. A perspective of critical-cultural gerontology, as laid out in this article, highlights that technology adoption is a
domestication process that takes place in the everyday lives of older adults, and it is these processes that interventions
that tackle the age-related digital divide should take as a starting point.
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1. Introduction

Digital technologies, especially information and commu-
nication technologies (ICT) such as computers, smart-
phones or tablets permeate all aspects of our lives
(Castells, 2010), older adults notwithstanding. While ac-
cess to the Internet through these devices has become
widespread across the globe, a gap between age groups
persists (Hunsaker & Hargittai, 2018; Seifert & Rossel,
2019). In 2015, fewer than 10% of those aged 80 and
older in the EU accessed the Internet, while 48% of

Europeans aged 65-69 did so (Konig, Seifert, & Doh,
2018). However, while the first level of the digital divide—
inequalities in access to the Internet—has been signif-
icantly reduced across Europe in the last decade, the
second and third level of the age-related digital divide—
inequalities in competence and performance—are still
prevalent (Negreiro, 2015) and are much harder to grasp
with political interventions. Digital inclusion, which com-
prises access, skills, attitudes and different levels of en-
gagement with the Internet (Helsper, 2012), is therefore
still unequally distributed across age groups.
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Consequently, research in gerontology has put the
question why older adults use or do not use the Internet
on its agenda (Schulz et al., 2015). Early on, studies have
highlighted the relevance of psychological factors, claim-
ing that older adults are less likely to use the Internet be-
cause they show a higher prevalence of computer anx-
iety (Cattaneo, Malighetti, & Spinelli, 2016; Charness &
Boot, 2009; Lee, Chen, & Hewitt, 2011; Neves, Amaro,
& Fonseca, 2013; Silver, 2015), frustration with user in-
terfaces (Damodaran, Olphert, & Phipps, 2013; Gatto &
Tak, 2008; Hussain, Ross, & Bednar, 2017), negative at-
titudes toward technology (Kamin, Lang, & Beyer, 2017;
Reisdorf & Groselj, 2017), and higher concerns about se-
curity issues on the Internet, mainly regarding personal
information (Gatto & Tak, 2008; Hussain et al., 2017;
Lee et al., 2011). Second, research has highlighted that
older adults face health-related barriers when accessing
digital technologies, arguing that access to the Internet
is more challenging for those with, e.g., poor eyesight,
shaky hands, or (mild) cognitive impairment (Charness &
Boot, 2009; Cresci, Yarandi, & Morrell, 2010; Damodaran
et al., 2013; Gatto & Tak, 2008; Hussain et al., 2017; Lee
et al., 2011; Lelkes, 2013). Third, research has identified
multiple socio-economic factors, mainly education and in-
come, as predictors of older adults’ Internet use. Low ed-
ucation and income (Charness & Boot, 2009; Cresci et al.,
2010; Lelkes, 2013; Neves & Amaro, 2012), which impede
and complicate access to devices, have been identified
as main determinants of Internet use in later life (Bakaev,
Ponomarev, & Prokhorova, 2008; Charness & Boot, 2009)
and some studies even suggest that it is not age itself,
but rather a combination of experience and level of ed-
ucation that determines the level of computer anxiety in
later life (Fernandez-Ardévol & lvan, 2015). This wide va-
riety of influential factors highlights that it might not be
age itself, but rather the social positions and resources
of older adults that determine Internet use in later life.
Further, Internet use in later life might also be a question
of technological development and design, as research
has noted that products are often poorly designed for
older adults and therefore uncomfortable or at times
even unmanageable to use (Charness & Boot, 2009; Czaja,
Boot, Charness, & Rogers, 2019; Damodaran et al., 2013).

While research has identified multiple factors that ex-
plain why older adults use or do not use the Internet,
interventions that support digital inclusion in later life
have received less attention. For a long time, research
on such interventions has focussed on online or face-to-
face training courses as one strategy to support Internet
use in later life (for empirical studies, see, e.g., Cerna &
Svobodov4, 2018; Damodaran et al., 2013; Esteller-Curto
& Escuder-Mollon, 2012; Ferndndez, Esteban, Conde,
& Rodriguez-Lera, 2016; Kokol & Stiglic, 2011; Sitti &
Nuntachompoo, 2013; Yamauchi, Yasuda, & Yokoi, 2008),
making individual learning the most common strategy to
prevent digital exclusion in older age.

Such individualized accounts of Internet use and non-
use in later life, are, however, increasingly up for ques-

tion. One of the more critical approaches towards the
topic has been framed as a material praxeology of age-
ing with technologies (Wanka & Gallistl, 2018), which as-
sumes that using or not using a certain technology in
later life is not a result of an informed decision or an
individual learning process, but influenced by variety of
agents within a social field—individuals, institutions, dis-
courses and technological devices—and the power rela-
tions between those agents. From this perspective, non-
use of the Internet in later life is not an individual process,
but “co-constituted in a social field, comprised of actors,
discourses and power relations” (Wanka & Gallistl, 2018,
p. 14): The way in which access to the Internet is sup-
ported by relatives and friends, the media discourses sur-
rounding age and demographic change, the institutions
which enable or restrain older adults’ access to educa-
tional programs all might be involved in shaping Internet
use and non-use in later life. To develop a more nuanced
understanding of use and non-use of digital technolo-
gies in later life, hence, we need to take more than the
older individual into account and instead ask which dis-
courses in policy (and research) shape our understand-
ings of Internet use and how these understandings relate
to the everyday lives of older adults.

Taking such a perspective as a starting point, this arti-
cle critically examines the political interventions that aim
to support Internet use of older adults, asking: How is
the use and non-use of digital technologies framed by
policy? Which aspects of digital inclusion and exclusion
are addressed by policies, and which ones are left out?
And how do these framings relate to the actual char-
acteristics of older non-users of the Internet? To do so,
this article analyses existing strategies to tackle the age-
related digital divide on three different levels. First, it
takes a critical look at the concepts used when studying
Internet use and non-use in later life, asking which policy
implications derive from these concepts. Second, it ana-
lyses the three most influential Austrian policy papers
on demographic change to explore which interventions
are suggested to address the age-related digital divide
and which assumptions on older non-users can be found
in these papers. Finally, it juxtaposes these assumptions
with Austrian data on older non-users of the Internet
from the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in
Europe (SHARE, 2015) and asks how likely it is that the
suggested interventions actually reach older non-users.

2. Conceptualising the Non-Use of Digital Technologies
in Later Life: Critical and Cultural Perspectives

Which scientific concepts are used when studying
Internet use and non-use in later life and which policy im-
plications can be derived from these concepts? In geron-
tology, rational choice theories are most commonly
used to explain Internet use and—more generally—
technology use and non-use among older adults (Kolland,
Wanka, & Gallistl, 2019). However, such approaches have
been heavily criticised for reducing human behaviour
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to economic models and underestimating the influence
of socio-structural factors in later-life technology use
(Kinemund & Tanschus, 2014). In contrast to rational
choice models, critical and cultural gerontology have
highlighted the interconnection between the ageing ex-
perience in its socio-cultural contexts and the embed-
dedness of technology use in the everyday lives of older
adults (see, e.g., Endter, 2016; Marshall & Katz, 2016;
Neven & Peine, 2017). Internet use and non-use in later
life is understood not so much a result of an informed
and competent decision by a potential user, but a result
of everyday practices, policies and discourses. Critical
and cultural gerontology are concerned with this embed-
dedness in two ambivalent and often contradictory con-
texts: the everyday lives of older adults and the policy
and media discourses surrounding them.

Analysing policy discourses surrounding ageing and
technologies, critical scholars have shown how popula-
tion ageing is often conceptualised as a societal crisis,
whereas technological development is framed as its solu-
tion. This results in a triple-win rhetoric (Neven & Peine,
2017) surrounding technology use in later life. First, the
care system can reduce costs; second, the economy finds
a new market for growth; third, older adults themselves
benefiting from technological solutions via a higher qual-
ity of life. This discourse, however, also puts older users
of these technologies in a problematic position: While
ageing is understood as an imminent crisis that must be
‘solved’ by technology, the non-use of digital technolo-
gies becomes a threat to this solution. A critical perspec-
tive on Internet use in later life, hence, requires question-
ing this problematisation and asking when, how, and for
whom non-use might be problematic. Therefore, this per-
spective calls for interventions that “fit in with the lives
of older people” (Neven & Peine, 2017, p. 13) rather than
the logics of the ageing-and-innovation discourse.

This concern for poor compatibility between policy
discourses and everyday lives of older adults leads di-
rectly to the other dimension highlighted by cultural and
critical gerontology when conceptualising technology
use and non-use in later life, namely its embeddedness
in the everyday lives of older adults. Critical and cultural
gerontology argues that the “rhythms and patterns that
underlie the habitual and routinised everyday worlds”
(Pilcher, Martin, & Williams, 2016, p. 678) of older adults
are often overlooked in gerontological research. Hence,
interventions need to investigate closely under which cir-
cumstances Internet use in later life is perceived as ben-
eficial and under which circumstances it is not (Gallistl &
Nimrod, 2019). Ethnographic studies have, e.g., shown
how older adults who use medical alert bracelets conse-
quently frame themselves as frail and vulnerable (Aceros,
Pols, & Domenech, 2015), or highlighted how the in-
competent use of the Internet by older adults might
disrupt established hierarchies within families, where
older men are often seen as techno-savvy grandfathers
(Thalhammer & Schmidt-Hertha, 2015). Hence, interven-
tions that tackle the age-related digital divide should be

clearer in why, for what reasons and under which circum-
stances technologies can be beneficial for which groups
of older adults and why technology use should be sup-
ported in later life.

As a consequence, a critical and cultural gerontologi-
cal perspective puts the conceptualisation of non-use of
the Internet as problematic into question. It also ques-
tions if use and non-use can be understood as binary vari-
ables per se. In ‘real life,” there is arguably no such thing
as a complete or absolute non-user of digital technolo-
gies. Instead, non-use is processual and fluid, with us-
age practices, non-usage practices as well as hybrid prac-
tices being constantly interwoven in the everyday lives of
older adults (van Deursen & Helsper, 2015). Internet use
and non-use is more complex than presumed by rational
choice models, and the same holds true for older non-
users. Studies that identify usage barriers of older adults
toward new technologies often assume a homogenous
group of older non-users (Reisdorf & Groselj, 2017) and
rational choice models tend to reinforce this homogeni-
sation by rationalising non-use through the lack of poten-
tially positive outcomes and ease of use.

To summarise, the non-use of the Internet in later
life is not (only) based on older adults’ lack of motiva-
tion or skills, their health or social networks, but rather
constituted in the complex interplay between policy and
media discourses and the everyday lives of a hetero-
geneous group of older persons. Internet use and non-
use in later life is constituted in complex social fields
(Wanka & Gallistl, 2018) and successful interventions
should therefore not only target older individuals them-
selves but also the policy discourses surrounding them.
In the following empirical analysis, we hence raise two
research questions:

(1) How is older adults’ non-use of the Internet prob-
lematised in Austrian policies and which solutions
are formulated to tackle the age-related digital
divide?

(2) How likely are older non-users of the Internet
reached by the interventions outlined in policy
papers and which alternative solutions can be
suggested?

3. Methods

This article aims to juxtapose Austria’s policies on de-
mographic change with everyday practices of older non-
users of the Internet. To do so, it follows a mixed-method
design that first analyses Austrian policy papers that
target demographic change. The presented results are
based on a review that was conducted in 2018. In this
review, we identified the three most influential policy pa-
pers on demographic change in Austria and coded its con-
tents (Table 1).

Second, we conducted an analysis of Austrian SHARE
data to explore how likely older (65+ years) non-users
of the Internet are to be reached by the interventions

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 233-243

235



& coGITATIO

Table 1. Austrian policy papers used for the analysis.

Publisher

Governing Parties OVP and FPO

Federal Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs, Health
and Consumer Protection (BMASGK)

Federal Ministry of Teaching, Art and Culture (BMUKK),
Federal Ministry of Science and Research (BMWF),
Federal Ministry of Work, Social and Consumer
Protection (BMASK), Federal Ministry of Economics,
Family and Youth (BMWFJ)

2018-2019

Title
Government Program (2017-2022):
“Together for Austria”
2016 Guidelines for General Seniors’ Development
2011 LLL:2020 Strategy for Lifelong Learning

outlined in policy papers. Non-use was measured as
(1) never having used a computer and (2) not having
used the Internet seven days before the survey. SHARE
is a cross-national panel database drawn from differ-
ent European countries, with information on participants
aged 50 or older (Borsch-Supan et al., 2013). The present
study used data about Austrian respondents aged 65 or
older (N = 2,333) from wave 6 (version 6.1.0; see Borsch-
Supan, 2018), which was collected in 2015.

We employed a binary logistic regression to deter-
mine the predictors of being a non-user (not having
used the Internet and never having used a computer)
using several socio-economic factors—age, gender, in-
come, education, subjective health, activities of daily
living, level of urbanisation—as independent variables.
Next, a cluster analysis was used to explain the group-
specific heterogeneity of older non-users of the Internet;
two-step cluster analysis with log likelihood was used
as the distance measure and the Bayesian information
criterion as the cluster criterion. Several variables were
considered to characterise respondents’ everyday-life sit-
uations in the cluster analysis, including age, gender,
level of education, the ability to make ends meet fi-
nancially, level of urbanisation, self-perceived health, ac-
tivities of daily living and leisure activities. The final
step evaluated group differences between the four clus-
ters regarding leisure activities and attitudes toward
technology—specifically openness, knowledge and inter-
est. The technology-related attitudes were collected in
an Austria-specific drop-off questionnaire (SHARE, 2015)
that asked questions about openness (“I am open to
this”), knowledge (“I don’t know about this”) and in-
terest (“I'm not interested in this”) toward eleven dif-
ferent technical devices, including tablets, smartphones,
fitness trackers, auto fall alerts and body fat monitors.
If participants were not open toward these technolo-
gies, they were designated within the “not open” group,
whereas those who were open toward one or more of
the eleven devices were designated as belonging to the
“open” group. The same procedure was followed for
knowledge and interest. Finally, leisure activities (partic-
ipating in educational courses) were included to explore
differences between clusters. Significance was tested us-

ing chi-square (leisure activities) and one-way ANOVA (at-
titudes toward technology).

4. Results

4.1. Policy Analysis: How Is Older Adults’ Non-Use of the
Internet Problematised in Austrian Policies?

Like many European countries, Austria has experienced a
demographic transition since the 1960s (Statistic Austria,
2015). However, this was not necessarily mirrored in
Austrian policies, which have scarcely dealt with the
consequences of demographic change outside of discus-
sions on pensions and care. Given that demographic
change is a negligible topic in Austrian policies, poli-
cies on Internet use, digital inclusion and demographic
change seldomly overlap.

Generally, three major policy papers inform Austria’s
policies on demographic change, none of them thor-
oughly addressing the topic of Internet use (Table 1).
The most important one is the Austrian government
program (2017-2022), which discusses Austria’s older
population and demographic change under the um-
brella topic of pensions, with the clear goal of keep-
ing pensions stable for future generations. Outside of
pensions and care, Austria’s older population is not
mentioned in the program. Topics surrounding Internet
use are mostly elaborated on in the government pro-
gram (under the umbrella term ‘digitalisation’), how-
ever, not in relation to demographic change. A second
key policy paper that informs Austrian policies on de-
mographic change is the Guidelines for General Seniors’
Development, which is based on §19 of the Federal
Seniors Citizens Act. As in all analysed policy papers, qual-
ity of life is defined as the most important political goal
for the older population in Austria. This general goal
should be accomplished through activities described in
fourteen different sections (e.g., social and political par-
ticipation, education and lifelong learning). Internet use
of older adults is named as a marginal point within
the “Housing Conditions, Technology and Mobility” as
well as “Education and Lifelong Learning” sections. Here,
the guidelines highlight the most important interven-
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tion to increase the quality of life of older adults, which
are learning, education, and guidance services in differ-
ent areas:

Conducting training courses and digital media
courses; conducting language courses, courses in
memory training and similar activities; carrying out
of activities, specially designed to preserve everyday
life skills. (BMASGK, 2016, p. 5)

Therefore, lifelong learning (e.g., through regular courses
or training programs) is outlined as the most important
intervention to tackle the age-related digital divide. This
is mirrored in the third key policy paper that informs
policies on demographic change in Austria, LLL:2020
Strategy for Lifelong Learning (henceforth simply called
the LLL:2020). The strategy aims to gradually increase re-
tired adults’ participation in learning programs during re-
tirement to at least 12%. Several interventions are specif-
ically named to reach this goal, e.g., nation-wide and pro-
fessional learning and guidance services. However, the
LLL:2020 strategy also acknowledges that older adults’
access to learning programs is marginal in Austria:

A nationwide program as well as educational coun-
selling for older adults is hardly available. Data on edu-
cational participation in retirement is scarce. (BMUKK,
BMWEF, BMASK, & BMWEFJ, 2011, p. 42)

What main conclusions can be drawn from these policy
papers? First, they show that the quality of life in older
citizens is the main objective of national policies that tar-
get older people. Access to the Internet is mentioned as
a topic; however, this is only a secondary goal of policies
for older adults in Austria. Because of the strong focus
on supporting quality of life, digital inclusion often plays
a small role in the analysed policy papers. When Internet
use and demographic change are brought together in
Austria’s policy papers, it is under the umbrella policy of
life-long learning, e.g., in the LLL:2020. This policy paper
names several strategies for how the use of the Internet
in later life can be supported. Education, life-long learn-

ing, as well as guidance services are named as the most
important interventions. Hence, if the digital inclusion of
older adults is mentioned as a topic in Austrian policy pa-
pers, individual learning is often named as the only strat-
egy to solve the challenges connected to the digital di-
vide, framing digital inclusion as a problem that can be
fixed through individual motivation and learning by older
adults themselves—rather than a structural challenge.

4.2. Analysis of Practice: How Likely Are Older Non-Users
of the Internet Reached By The Suggested Interventions?

Policy analysis showed that learning and training pro-
grams are the most common intervention suggested to
support Internet use in later life. How likely are older
non-users of the Internet reached by these interven-
tions? In the Austrian SHARE sample, 46.1% (n = 1,029)
of the respondents (65+) had neither ever used a com-
puter in their lives nor the Internet in the last seven
days, which, for the purpose of this article, lets them
fall under the definition of ‘non-users.’ In line with pre-
vious research (Hale, Cotten, Drentea, & Goldner, 2010;
Helsper, 2010; Seifert & Schelling, 2016; Wangberg et
al., 2008), data shows the oldest-old, women, those with
lower educational status, those with lower subjective
health and those who lived in rural areas were most likely
to fall under the definition of non-users of the Internet
(see Table 2).

This high percentage (46.1%) of older non-users
of the Internet in Austria calls for a more differenti-
ated view on which types of non-users exist. A two-
step cluster analysis using socio-demographic variables,
health, and urbanisation levels identified four distinct
clusters of older non-users of the Internet: younger non-
users, male non-users, urban non-users, and non-users
with health limitations (see Table 3). The first group,
“younger non-users,” were mainly characterised by their
age, which was significantly lower than in the other clus-
ters. Consequently, they were generally in better health.
Further, this group was characterized by living in mostly
rural environments, with 74% living in rural areas. The
second group was labelled “male non-users,” because

Table 2. Binary logistic regression of the predictors of Internet use/non-use.

Predictors Odds ratio Standard error
Age 1.17%** 0.009
Female 1.56*** 0.111
Making ends meet 0.90 0.071
Education (reference: high)

Low 9.27%** 0.166

Moderate 2.45%** 0.138
Subjective health 0.81** 0.064
Activities of daily living 1.28 0.180
Rural area (reference: urban) 2.23%** 0.110

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; Nagelkerke’s r* = .380; x* (8) = 680.65, p < .001; N = 2,037. Non-use was measured as (1)
never having used a computer and (2) not having used the Internet seven days before the survey.
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Table 3. Characteristics of the cluster groups (%).

Non-users

Characteristics Younger Male Urban With health limitations Total
Age (mean (SD)) 70.1 (3.35) 76.5(7.11) 76.9 (6.78) 81.7 (5.88) 76.8 (7.30)
Gender

Male 9.5 100.0 24.0 4.2 33.7

Female 90.5 n/a 76.0 95.8 66.3
Education

Low (0-2) 69.0 29.4 12.5 75.0 48.3

Moderate (3-4) 24.5 56.3 64.4 20.1 40.0

High (5-6) 6.5 14.3 23.1 4.9 11.7
Make ends meet

With difficulty 22.0 11.3 12.5 24.7 18.0

Fairly easily 26.0 30.7 33.7 35.4 31.8

Easily 52.0 58.0 53.8 39.9 50.2
Subjective health

Very good 27.0 16.0 28.4 3.1 17.2

Good 36.0 21.6 57.7 22.9 33.2

Fair/poor 37.0 62.3 13.9 74.0 49.6
Activities of daily living

No limitation 97.5 80.1 99.5 51.4 79.3

At least one limitation 2.5 19.9 0.5 48.6 20.7
Place of Residence

Large cities and suburbs 13.0 14.7 72.6 20.1 29.0

Small towns 12.5 8.2 26.4 9.0 13.5

Rural areas 74.5 77.1 1.0 70.8 57.5
Total (%) 21.6 24.9 22.4 31.1 100

they consisted solely of males, of whom 77% lived in rural
areas. In contrast to the first group, they reported more
health limitations. Notably, this was also the group that
reported the highest financial resources, with 58% of this
group reporting they could easily make ends meet finan-
cially. The third group was labelled as “urban non-users”
because they had the highest percentage of adults living
in urban environments of all clusters. This group also re-
ported the highest socio-economic resources, with 23%
reporting a high level of education. Consequently, they
also reported high subjective health and only few health
limitations. Finally, the last group was labelled as “non-
users with health limitations,” a group which consisted
almost exclusively (96%) of women. This group was also
the oldest in the sample of non-users and had the highest

level of health limitations. They also had the lowest lev-
els of education and had more difficulties making ends
meet than persons in the other three clusters.

How likely is it that these diverse clusters of older
non-users of the Internet are reached by the policy inter-
ventions outlined above? As Table 4 shows, it is mostly
younger as well as urban non-users that are reached by
educational courses, with five to 6% of the groups be-
ing active in educational programs in the 12 months pre-
ceding the survey. In contrast, male non-users and non-
users with health limitations are less active in this con-
text. Table 4 also shows that urban non-users were open
to technology and had knowledge of devices but were
not interested in using them; indicating a conscious deci-
sion to not use the Internet. Conversely, male non-users

Table 4. Group-specific activities and attitudes toward technology (%).

Users Non-users

Characteristics Younger Male Urban With health limitations
Leisure activities

Educational courses* 12.3 4.6 1.5 6.0 0.8
Attitudes toward technology

Openness* 79.6 64.1 49.3 67.9 58.5

No knowledge* 25.8 39.6 37.1 27.8 52.2

No interest* 80.6 75.0 76.1 87.7 66.2

Notes: * p < 0.001. Significance was tested using chi-square (leisure activities) and one-way ANOVA (attitudes toward technology).
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and non-users with health limitations were less open to-
ward technology. Compared to all other groups, male
non-users were the least open toward technology, even
though they had a similar knowledge of technologies
as younger non-users. Non-users with health limitations
had the least knowledge about diverse technical devices.
However, non-users with health limitations had the high-
est interest.

5. Conclusion

This article analyses existing strategies to tackle the age-
related digital divide on three different levels: research,
policy, and practice. Even though the data is inevitably
restricted to the national context of Austria, it highlights
three major results.

First, SHARE data analysis showed that older non-
users of the Internet are far from being a homogenous
group. Almost half of all respondents (46%) over the age
of 65 reported never having used a computer and not
using the Internet. Therefore, interventions to support
Internet use in later life need to take the heterogeneity
of older non-users of the Internet into account. The study
identified four different clusters of older non-users of
the Internet: younger non-users, male non-users, urban
non-users and non-users with health limitations. Also, re-
gression analysis showed that level of education, level of
urbanization and gender were stronger determinants of
Internet use than age and health. This result strength-
ens literature suggesting that the age-related digital di-
vide is not determined by age, but rather low educa-
tion and level of experience with digital technologies
(Fernandez-Ardévol & lvan, 2015). Given that age was
not the determining variable in our regression models
it might therefore be possible that our clusters solution
might also be applicable for younger adults. Future re-
search should examine this relationship between diverse
clusters of non-users of the Internet more closely to un-
derstand if clusters of non-users are specific for the older
age-group or not.

Second, analysis showed that while learning and ed-
ucational programs might be one successful strategy to
support older adults’ Internet use, these interventions
are likely to reach only a small percentage of older non-
users. While younger and urban non-users were likely
to be reached by educational programs, non-users with
health limitations and male non-users showed hardly any
participation in learning activities. This finding strength-
ens research that explores the selectivity in later-life
learning (see, e.g., Gallistl, Wanka, & Kolland, 2018):
Those who have benefited from education and learning
over their entire life course are more likely to participate
in learning programs later in life. Existing interventions
that try to tackle the age-related digital divide therefore
run the risk of reaching only those already in a more priv-
ileged position and leaving those older adults with the
lowest resources behind. Hence, these findings add to
literature suggesting that current interventions to sup-

port Internet use in later life tend to marginalise the re-
alities of older adults that are less-well off (Sawchuk &
Lafontaine, 2015) and calls for more diversity in strate-
gies to support Internet use in later life.

Third, SHARE data showed that older non-users of
the Internet are not only diverse in their socio-economic
status, but also in their attitudes and openness toward
new technologies in general. Male non-users of the
Internet reported significantly less openness toward new
technologies. This result is in line with other studies that
highlight how technology use in later life is a gendered
experience (Helsper, 2010; Pelizdus-Hoffmeister, 2013)
and how older males in particular might feel person-
ally threatened by the non-use of digital technologies,
as it might disrupts existing hierarchies within families
(Thalhammer & Schmidt-Hertha, 2015). It might also sug-
gest that non-use of the Internet in later life is not only
a result of certain barriers that restrict access, but also
an expression of a specific taste orientation (Bourdieu,
1979/2013) or attitudes in later life.

Fourth, however, policies on demographic change in
Austria seldomly take the outlined heterogeneity of older
non-users of the Internet into account. In the analysed
policy papers, supporting the Internet use of older adults
remains a marginal topic and life-long learning is out-
lined as the most important one-size-fits-all solution. The
older non-user, consequently, is framed as an agentic
older adult that can be reached by educational programs.
This is somewhat problematic as our study shows that
only a very small percentage of older adults can actu-
ally be reached by life-long learning. Policies therefore
tend to focus on low education as a barrier toward the
Internet, while putting other issues (e.g., problematic dis-
courses that marginalise the older population or issues
around mobility) into the background. This contributes
to the notion that the problem lies at an individual level,
while overlooking other factors such as technology de-
sign for older adults (Neven & Peine, 2017).

Which conclusions can be drawn from these results?
First, results show that research needs a more complex
understanding of Internet (non-)use in later life than
what contemporary theories in the field usually offer:
Using or not using a certain technology in later life is not
a result of an individual and informed decision, but inter-
woven with policy discourses and institutions surround-
ing demographic and technological change, as well as the
everyday-lives of older adults. A perspective of critical-
cultural gerontology, as laid out in this article, points to
the fact that technology use and non-use is not a binary
variable, but that technology adoption is a domestication
process (Silverstone, Hirsch, & Morley, 1999) which de-
scribes the ways in which technologies become incorpo-
rated into the everyday lives of users through manifold,
ambivalent and often contradictory social processes.

Accordingly, this article highlights the need to de-
sign interventions and support strategies to ease older
adults’ access to the Internet that “fit in with the lives of
older people” (Neven & Peine, 2017, p. 13) rather than
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the assumptions of research and policy. Such more com-
plex understandings of Internet use in later life are, how-
ever, missing in Austria’s policies on the topic. Hence,
our results suggest that policy needs to base its strate-
gies on more refined understandings of technology non-
use in later life as well as a more nuanced image of the
older non-user in general. Using or not using the Internet
in later life is shaped by a variety of variables, includ-
ing socio-economic status and individual motivation, but
also experience with learning over the life course and
older adults’ diverse taste orientations, attitudes and in-
terests. It is exactly these processes of domestication,
and its surrounding discourses in policy and technolog-
ical development that interventions used to address the
age-related digital divide must take as a point of depar-
ture (Sawchuk & Lafontaine, 2015).

Which alternative interventions need to be thought
of to support Internet use in later life? Applying these
findings to the development of interventions suggests
designing diverse interventions for diverse older target
groups. One important division might lie between those
who cannot and those who do not want to use digital
technologies in later life, which might also call for differ-
ent approaches when trying to reach these target groups.
It also suggests that gerontology should not only put the
non-use of digital technologies on its research agenda,
but also technology reluctance, resistance, neglect, or
taste and that policies should take these constructs more
closely into account when designing interventions.
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