
Access and Use of ICTs Among the Italian
Young Elderly: A Field Study

Fausto Colombo and Simone Carlo(&)

Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Largo Gemelli, 1, 20121, Milan, Italy
{fausto.colombo,simone.carlo}@unicatt.it

Abstract. Our research aims to investigate the relationship between the young
elderly (65–74 years old) and use of technologies [1], and to explore active
ageing and the role played by media and ICTs in building a friendly and pos-
itively domestic environment for the elderly in their everyday life [2]. Hence the
use of ICTs by the elderly takes into account two different perspectives:
(1) Generational approach: the young elderly are here considered by looking at
the role played by their generational identity in shaping their media use [3].
(2) Domestication and Leisure: Media consumption is spatially and temporally
located and media uses and routines are shared within the household and are
enabled by processes of domestication [4]. The project is based on an theoretical
study about ageing, a preliminary survey with a representative sample of the
Italian “young elderlies” regarding ICTs equipment and usage (N = 900), (3) 20
family in-depth interviews in Milan area.
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1 Introduction

The role of media and communication technologies in helping the quality of life, health
[5] and care [6] of the elderly is today a key issue in the academic and political debate.
Studies have been mainly focused on the use of the ICTs as tools replacing physical or
cognitive deficits of the elderly [7]. Political institutions have regarded digital tech-
nologies as a way to avoid a new kind of divide among the elderly of today and
tomorrow, hence promoting policies designed to build technological literacy among
them elderly. These policies are often utopian and deterministic. The ICTs would allow
the elderly to solve some problems related to their age such as disability, loss of mental
faculties, diseases and loneliness.

If it is true that ICTs are a useful resource for the elderly to improve their health,
their care and their social life [1], it is equally true that they are used by the elderly for
their entertainment [8]. The usefulness of ICTs is accompanied and often is exceeded
by their role as pastime, in a stage of life with a lot of spare time.

Taking into account these assumptions, a quantitative and qualitative study was
conducted with the aim to understand social contexts, positive and negative attitudes
related to the use of ICTs in the daily life of the elderly.

This study aimed to question the possible benefits and risks related to the use of new
technologies for the elderly users, by taking into account the issue of domestication of
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the ICTs in today complex social context [18], and by considering the third age as part of
a particular generation. The paper here presented shows the main results of this research
and is structured as follows: in the next section the research background and the the-
oretical approach used will be discussed; in the following sections the results of the
study will be presented; and finally some implications for the potential orientation of
policy-making will be formulated.

2 Context, Theoretical Framework and Research
Methodology

2.1 National and European Context

The over 65 years elderly people are in Italy generally less online comparing to the
average European population. There are significant developments but the Italian
population is less digitized than the European one: with 16.3 % of Italian young elderly
users (65–74 years old) comparing to the European average which sees 34.4 % of
regular Internet users in the same age group (Source: European Commission).

Digital media are used by a very small niche of young Italian elderly [3]. 21.3 % of
the Italian elderly own or use a computer: only 17.5 % a laptop and only 16.7 % a
desktop computer. Data become more relevant if related to specific age groups (dis-
tinguishing between two age groups: 65–69 and 70–74) and gender.

Moreover 45 % of the young elderly using the computers today started using it
before being 50 years old, 28.2 % between 50 and 59 years, 19.1 % between 60 and 64
years old. Only 9.1 % of users are “new” ICTs users (starting to use the computer after
the age of 64), with a significant difference between males and females: respectively
with 6.8 % of men compared to 12.8 % of women. When looking at the spaces of the
ICTs, home is regarded as the best place for Internet access, with 98.8 % of domestic
connections and, in second place, 15.3 % of connections at work (among our sample
with Internet access). The young elderly access to the Internet alone. However there is a
significant amount of young elderly users accessing with the partner (19.2 %), with
their children (17.6 %), with their grandchildren (4.7 %). As regards the frequency of
use: 71 % of the young elderly accessing the Internet do so almost every day. Moreover
58.8 % of the young elderly argue that they access to the Internet any time of the day,
when it is probably useful to do so.

2.2 The Digital Elderly: Beyond a Biological Approach

The biological age seems to represent, for many theoretical approaches, a key element
to explain the aforementioned gaps and to determine the use of ICTs by the young
elderly [9]. Biological age is regarded as a such crucial element in making the elderly
“laggards” digital users by definition when compared to younger subjects [5].

This point has led to the birth of a series of comparative analyses between young
and old Internet users, taking into account the theoretical metaphor by Prensky [10]
between digital immigrants and digital natives. This metaphor has strongly influenced
the following academic debate, coming to describe the increasingly digital world as a
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world naturally more suitable for young people than the elderly. As regards to use of
the ICTs, this approach has also often pointed out how young people use the ICTs for
the leisure time, and conversely adults, in their general strangeness to the digital world,
use ICTs only in few limited occasions and for specific tasks.

To overcome this limiting approach focused upon biological age, two theoretical
perspectives are here considered: one is the generational theory, the other the theory of
domestication [4, 18] and the importance given to the household as a (physical and
symbolic) space to use technology in everyday life of the elderly [2]:

• Generational Approach and (Digital)Media Consumption: The generation of the
young elders of the here presented research is enjoying the benefits of a progressive
lengthening of life expectancy: this lengthening has created a new third age, which
is distinct from the fourth, characterized by double emancipation from the family
and work constraints [11] with a considerable amount of free time [12], money and
status [13]. The adoption and use of ICTs fit in stories/biographies of the older
generations [14], in their spare time and economic resources hence influencing their
media consumption [15, 16];

• Leisure, Domestication, Everyday Life: The theoretical approach of domestication
[4, 17] seems extremely helpful to take into account both the growing importance of
digital media in the (spatial and temporal) contexts of the young elderly and the
relationship between symbolic consumption and consumption of devices [18].

As regards to a “new generation” of digital users, domestication can be a very useful
model to understand the ways in which the young elderly get used to digital media and
to the use of new devices in their everyday lives, but also the role played by social and
family networks in the process of incorporation to the ICTs [19].

In particular, daily family relations (with grandchildren, children, peers) are a key
element in the dynamics of adoption of the ICTs in general and in the definition of a
media consumption that is daily organized [20].

2.3 Objectives and Methodology

The main research objective was to understand the role played by the ICTs in the daily
life of the elderly and the spatial and temporal organization of their lives. A crucial
importance was given to the role played by the intergenerational relations in shaping
media use and learning style of the elderly.

The research wanted even to investigate the possible relationships in place between
the elderly and young people, with the aim of understanding the dynamics of inter-
generational exchange, family use and domestication of ICTs [21].

The research project is based on a survey conducted between December 2013 and
January 2014 through a face-to-face questionnaire administered to a statistically rep-
resentative national sample of 900 young elderly Italians aged between 65 and 74 years
of age (selected according to a random, proportional, stratified division defined by
region and by the size of the place of residence, divided into two sampling stages).

Taking into account the preliminary results of the questionnaire, in May of 2014, 20
in-depth and unstructured interviews to young elderly aged between 65 and 74 years
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old and ICTs users were conducted. Interviewees was selected according to age
(divided in two subsamples: 65–69 and 70–74 years old), household composition (with
or without cohabitants) and geographical location (large or small city in Milan area).

3 The Young Elderly and the Adoption of Digital Media

In the following pages some of the main results of ethnography will be discussed,
postponing the release of the in-depth survey analysis for other publications [13].
Starting from a grassroots approach, we describe here the main results using 4 cate-
gories that help us to frame the role of ICTs in biography, everyday life and domestic
contexts of elderly.

3.1 Use of the ICTs and (Spare) Time

Use of the ICTs by the respondents is strongly influenced by their employment status:
almost all of interviewees are not working (as retirees or housewives). This condition
allows them to have a considerable amount (but variable from subject to subject) of
non-working time which is managed differently among them:

• For some respondents, non-working time is regarded as “free” time: these
respondents (i.e. housewives or those being retired from a long time) have now a
consolidated management of their spare time. For these people, the time off from
work - that exceeds the time spent on activities such as sleeping, bathing, dressing,
cooking, tidying the house, grocery shopping and so forth - it is now an central part
of their daily routine. For these subjects, their timing seems to be more standard-
ized, more stable, less problematized, more time-spending.

• For other respondents, those being retired more recently, the perception of free time
is mostly understood as a new time to spend off from work: these people perceive
more than others the sharp divide between “before” (“when they used to work”) and
“after” (“now that they are not working anymore”). For some people this changing
situation is handled in a problematic way: the time freed from work is considered a
time of “forced laziness” for the loss of any productive role. These people are
therefore living with the urgent need of making their time useful, meaningful,
creative and productive rather than time-spending. Spare time therefore, conceived
as time off from work, is likely to be considered as an empty time, and as a
significant time for all older people, but especially for recent retirees who consider
this time strongly linked their new life and identity as retirees. In this context, the
use of ICTs is strongly influenced by the spare time of these respondents and is part
of their effort to “shape” and/or “give value” to their time: the value given to (digital
and otherwise) media consumption is strongly connected to the value given to their
spare time.
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3.2 Biography of Appropriation

Apart from any specific individual and personal story, three major trends or bio-
graphical paths of appropriation and incorporation can be identified. Contexts, family
stories of the respondents strongly influence their expectations, motivations, anxieties
and enthusiasm over the use of the ICTs.

(a) New Digital Elderly in an Old Digital Home. These are the young elderly who even
though having never used the ICTs, they had at home computers and laptops of their
children, but they have approached recently the world of the ICTs. These young
elders decided to approach the ICTs once being retirees, hence once having a lot of
free time. For these people, family relations (children, partly the partner and
grandchildren) play a crucial role in their approach to the digital world. Processes of
intergenerational learning are here in place. As regards their skills these people have
recently had to learn to write with a keyboard and to use the mouse. Learning process
takes place through a constant and everyday use: the use of the computer is perceived
as a tiring but rewarding “commitment”, which makes their time significant.

(b) New Digital Elderly in a new Digital Home. These are the elderly who have never
used the ICTs, have bought recently the first computer of their household and have
started using them only late in life, as part of leisure activities. These people are
usually housewives, workers, those retired from late ‘80s, mid-90s, who have never
used the computer at work. In some cases, these individuals had careers in man-
agement and business and did not need to know how to use the computer, the use of
which was intended to more operational roles. They are generally people without
children, or with children who have never owned and used a computer. Therefore
they recently own a computer and if not very recent, when the children were already
out from home. These respondents decided to have and use a computer not a any
specific need but because they wanted to keep themselves update.

(c) The Digital Experienced Elderly. These are the young elderly who already used the
ICTs at work since the 90s and have continued to do so even after the retirement.
These people worked until the early 2000s and fully experienced the digitization of
administrative procedures occurred in the late ‘80s and ‘90s with word processing,
data entry, office suite, accounting and management software. Since the early ‘90s,
thanks to the lowering costs of PCs these young elderly had a PC at home and
decided to deepen their skills in the use of PCs and the Internet within the
household. PC is not the only digital device for the household: some PCs (IBM
compatible with Windows operating systems) have replaced or have been joined to
the previous computers provided for the children (Commodore 64), however, used
only for entertainment. Owning and using the computer was a largely established
and domesticated practices in the family history of these respondents. PCs became
available to the whole family and used by both parents (often solely and exclusively
by the already digitized parents in charge of the buying decision) and by their
children. At this early stage, parents were teaching the use of computer and the
Internet, because of educational needs of their children (in the ‘90s some of them
were students). As regards the issue of digital literacy, these young elders prove to
have a strong independence. Users show advanced computer skills, developed over
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years of daily computer use. To summarize, for these subjects the domestication of
the computer is rooted in a long family history. The retirement has radically
changed computer use from being useful to being entertaining.

3.3 Spaces of the ICTs

The analysis of the spatial arrangement of the ICTs makes clear the processes of
acquisition, the biographies of use, the history of the adoption of technologies, but also
the moral economies, routines, methods of use of the technologies.

As regards this issue, a great difference can be found between those buying PCs
only in recent times and those owning and using computers from a long time.

• The first type of young elderly recently buying a computer at home usually do not
have a room for the PC and have adapted the space of the house to make room for
the computer. That is why that these people (most of the respondents) usually have
laptops with some of them having or not a fixed workstation. Those not having a
fixed workstation do not necessarily have a less intense use of the computer of those
having a fixed workstation. In some cases, the arrangement of the workstation
(laptop, mouse, printer) is a daily routine, a sort of “ritual” to start to use the
computer. The main difference between those households having workstation and
those without concerns the sharing of skills: the arrangement of the station is a
further barrier to the use of the ICTs for a couple who is in need of help at the
beginning. In many cases, the organization of the space for the computer thus
becomes an additional element in the gap and difficulty of access for some less
digitized subjects. Moreover, in some cases, the advent of the computer causes
tension between the partners, with respect to the possible mess caused by the
computer, from the wires and the various devices connected to the computer (printer
and modem). In this case, the choice of the location can be a further matter of
argument in the couple, especially between digital and not digital spouses.

• The second type of family has a computer at home from a long time and has left the
computer in the same location, usually the room of their children which has been
changed into a study room. Hence this room is used primarily by one of the partners
(usually the more digitized, who has more control and availability of the computer)
and not equally by both of them, hence, in some families, increasing isolation and
separation between the couple. These couples have also usually more than a TV,
hence avoiding any possible negotiation about what to watch on TV. More than
that, the asymmetric digitization has radicalized the differences between partners:
digital knowledge and skills are not usually shared between the partners. Digital
divides hence increase between those who “know and use the ICTs” and those who
rather leave the use of the computer to the partner.

3.4 Incorporation and Timing of Use

The role given to computer and the Internet by the subjects under study has a strong
impact on the timing of use of the ICTs for the respondents.
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• On the one hand, some respondents have a strongly focused use aimed at doing
something specific, at carrying on a task (i.e. at finding out, at looking at, at buying
something), and at saving time for a task which would have required more efforts
(one above all: home banking). Internet is meant to be time saving. In this case the
use of computer and the Internet takes place once needed.

• On the other hand, other respondents have a more time spending use with the
computer and the Internet being time spending. In this case the use of computer and
the Internet happens without any specific purpose and often in specific day times
(after waking up in the morning, after lunch, before dinner, before going to bed, etc.).

However many respondents tend to have a dual use, combining time spending attitudes
to more focused sessions of use. They finally have, in terms of time, a very intense use
of the computer and the Internet, spending a long time during the day at the computer
and turning on the computer as the first activity of the day.

The majority of elderly people who have access to the Internet are therefore heavy
users. The Internet is a world that is rooted in the everyday life of the sample: once
crossed the threshold of access to the ICTs the elderly become not occasional users.

For some people, browsing sessions are mostly time spending, hence transforming
the use of the ICTs that despite being typically time saving or functional in a time
spending activity (e.g.: to open new mail account without real utility, to download
many apps without using them, to enroll in many forums with no real participation in
the discussion).

The extended and excessive use of the Internet is in some cases regarded as an issue
hindering family life, previous routines, and the potential activities not carried out in
favor of the Internet use.

Respondents are therefore particularly heavy users of the computer and the Internet.
Such use, however, is not equally distributed during the day or the week. It clearly
emerges that the computer and the Internet are predominantly used during the day and
the week days, because these are the time mostly spent alone (children or partner might
be away to work) with the chance of not being disturbed. The use of the computer
during “office hours” thus seems to recreate working routines recently overcome
because of retirement.

The values attributed to the time of use of the ICTs is also affected by biographies
of appropriation:

(a) New Digital Elderly in an Old Digital Home. For these subjects, to be in the digital
world means also to have the chance to get in touch with their children, relatives and
friends and to an already digitized networks of relationships. Activities, such as
spending time learning to use the Internet and the computer, asking for help to their
children or relatives, but also online chatting or emailing, are considered rewarding
because they strengthen and increase the relations among their family network.
Being offline would also mean to lose these relational opportunities: their digital
literacy encompasses a continuous exchange of information with their children or
relatives already on Internet. For the respondents, the (long) time spent at the
computer, with the goal of learning something radically new, it is perceived as well
spent time because it enables them to be constantly connected to their social network.
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(b) New Digital Elderly in a New Digital Home. For these subjects, the very recent use
of the computer and the Internet makes them feel “active” to learn and to explore a
new digital world and fits firmly in everyday life and in their time off from work.
The use of the computer is often part of other time spending activities, as a new and
exciting hobby. They are not necessarily fans of technology, but they rather see in
learning something “new” a way to overcome a repetitive routine. The computer
becomes for these subjects a key element to enrich their everyday life and to give
value and meaning to too much free time.

(c) The Digital Experienced Elderly. For the digital experienced elderly, the use of the
computer was meant to be, once they were still working, limited to certain times of
the day (in the evening after work, after dinner and on weekends) and task-oriented.
In recent years, because of retirement, something have changed in their timing of
use from being task-oriented to being very time spending and entertaining.

Those who retired recently feel the time they spent at the computer as a time off
from work, as a free time to fill up: for these digital elderly the ICTs are perceived to be
essential but mostly entertaining and as filling their time, which is perceived (because
of the retirement) too much.

Moreover it generally emerges a loss of time spent watching TV in favor of surfing
the Internet. However this replacement is limited to specific times of the day, mainly
morning and afternoon, when television programming is perceived to be low quality.

From this point of view, surfing the Internet during the morning or afternoon seems
to be a viable alternative, being more involving, interesting and entertaining than
watching TV. It is also interesting to notice that watching TV can be more frustrating
than surfing the Internet, as if watching TV as a time spending activity is likely to be less
appreciated that wasting time surfing the Internet. If the young elderly seem to watch
less TV in the morning and afternoon, during the prime time, television seems to still be
central in the media diet of the young elders: on the one hand because they have
established routines with certain TV programs, on the other hand watching TV is still
considered a family moment, and despite the passing years, it is still perceived as crucial.

4 Conclusions: ICTs, Domestication and Risks

The here presented study has aimed to investigate the role played by the ICTs in the
daily life of the young elderly. These first research results allow us to draw some
conclusions and make some inferences.

Our research show that (1) ICTs and the Internet have a significant impact on young
elderly everyday life and their spatial - temporal domestic routines; (2) processes of
ICTs domestication are basically influenced by personal and generational biography of
the young elderly (previous job, intra- and inter-generational relationship, familiar
contexts) and not only by age or other socio-demographic characteristics (gender,
income, education) (3) ICTs and the Internet seem to be a good opportunity for a better
and active ageing (e.g. in terms of improvement of social relations, information,
entertainment), but even a risk in terms of social isolation inside and outside family.
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1. First, the age group under research (65–74 years old) is characterized by an high
percentage of non-workers (housewives and retirees) [22]. These people have a
significant amount of free time, off from work that they mainly spend at home [23]
where practices of media consumption and processes of adoption of new technol-
ogies take place. Media consumption involves processes of domestication and
routines which are shared within the household and the family. The use of the ICTs
is mostly happening in the household, with a significant resistance to mobile use.
Second, although a relatively low ICTs diffusion among the elderly is confirmed by
the study, it clearly emerges a trend among the young-older users: the ICTs are
central for their daily lives and for their time at home. For the minority of those who
are digitized, the ICTs have a major impact in shaping their free time (quite sig-
nificant in terms of amount): Internet is used by elderly basically for entertainment
and leisure as a time spending activity.

2. It significantly emerges that the biographies of adoption allows us to understand the
different approaches to the ICTs: beyond the biological age, the personal, working,
family, generational dimensions influence the paths of domestication to technology.
The retirement, the relationships with family members, but also the spatial orga-
nization of the household, are all elements strongly influencing access and use of
the ICTs, confirming the usefulness of domestication approach to understand these
phenomena. In particular, our study shows that the domestication of the ICTs (as
objects and symbols) is a slow process that has its roots in the history of the young
elderly as digital “users”, able to (more or less enthusiastically) domesticate pre-
vious technologies (televisions, video games consoles, computers, digital TVs,
mobile phones, etc.). The domestication allows us to understand the adoption of
technology by the elderly as an evolutionary process, as an everyday social prac-
tice, as the outcome of a biography of media consumption enabled by domestica-
tions and re-domestications to technologies as an outcome of processes of
remediation [24]. As regards the generation, the category of multi-dimensional
generation appears to be particularly useful to study the elderly, who are hardly
describable by looking at their socio-demographic traits (age, gender, education,
employment position) but rather at several elements - as social position, social
contexts and changes that these contexts have had over the years and relationships,
shared values with their own generation, biographies of media consumption, and
social networks. All these elements work as environment to the experience of media
consumption. The present young elders – first of all - belong to a specific gener-
ation: the Baby Boomers generation. The study shows how this generation is related
to learning process developed since the 90s (intra-generational dimension) thanks to
the digitization of their job and workplace, and learning mediated by children and
grandchildren (intergenerational dimension). The subjects under study belong to a
generation that experienced, primarily in the workplace, the birth of computer
science and that had the chance to learn and get updated by the younger and
strongly digitized generations. The today 65–74 years old Italians seem to belong to
a “in the middle” generation with several features depending on their past (of partly
digitized workers) and present (healthy, wealthy and generally with a lot of free
time retirees): in the future, with the gradual spread of digital skills, with the
increase in the retirement age, with changes in the welfare system, those aged 65–74

174 F. Colombo and S. Carlo



years old will probably have other practices of domestication and use of the ICTs,
associated with a reasonable different time management between work and leisure,
different family relationships, and a likely different level of wealth and health.

3. Finally the dual role of the ICTs in daily life of the young elderly is the last issue of
interest. Literature and research around the use of the ICTs among young people has
long urged the potential for (personal and social) empowerment arising from the use
of the Internet but also the risks arising from an unaware and irresponsible use of
communication technologies [25]. This focus given to the complex and dual rela-
tionship between ICTs and risks/benefits for users appears to be a marginal part of
the debate regarding silver users. ICTs are more often regarded as tools able
“deterministically” to positively impact the lives of the elderly. However it is
necessary to, especially when discussing about policies aimed to promote active
ageing, carefully consider the complex nature of media and the ICTs. For example,
it clearly appears in the research that ICTs can help the young elderly to broad their
relational network (inside and outside the family) but also to close themselves in the
household sharpening isolation between the partners. ICTs are both promoting
active ageing (enabling update, the relationships and brain activity), but also new
risks of loneliness, because in some cases the overuse (with online time-consuming
brainless activity) do not encourage the young elderly to spend their free time
outside from home and to live their relations with the partner fully.

In terms of policies, these results seem therefore to be a recommendation to develop
inclusive policies that take into account the dual role played by the ICTs: the processes
of inclusion should aim to promote active ageing and not simply the diffusion of ICTs.
In line with the recent sociological debate [25], active ageing should not be understood
solely in terms of health and lengthening of life expectancy but also as owning and
using technologies [7]. Active ageing means quality of life and being able to experience
a sense of subjectively and socially rewarding ageing: quality and gratification that also
depends on (conscious, careful, thoughtful, moderate, in relational contexts) “good
use” of the ICTs.
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