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Older people have rich and varied digital lives.  
 
But this has not always been the way that older people’s use and negotiation of online, 
social and digital communication technologies has been framed.  
 
Much of the previous research about older people and digital or internet-based 
technologies focusses on the lack of uptake and efficacy, particularly for more dynamic 
online skills such as content creation, sharing and engagement. There is good reason for 
this research focus; there is still a considerable link between older people’s digital 
exclusion and poor health and social outcomes (Hunsaker and Hargittai, 2018). While 
older people derive many health and well-being benefits from digital and online 
engagement (Bath and Deeg, 2005), a number of factors may influence whether digital 
engagement in later life is possible, or even wanted. These issues can range from 
reluctance to engage with online public sharing, to difficulty finding digital technologies 
that cater for older people with declining physical ability (Warchauser, 2002).Furthermore, 
there is little research on older people’s more everyday and informal uses of digital and 
online tools by older people, much less the various negotiations and complexities that 
occur by using these tools in various social and cultural contexts.  
 



 
This panel explores some of the key reasons for the differences between older people 
who are engaging with the benefits of having more digital tools and skills, and the way 
these play out in the everyday lives. The panel’s central argument is that many seniors 
experience a rich social life integrated with digital technologies. How these digital lives 
are negotiated and developed, and the particular frustrations and barriers to their digital 
participation, are particular to their cultural context for use of communication tools.  
 
The papers within this panel will consider: 

• How digital practices emerge in older people’s everyday activities and social 
contexts; 

• How older people negotiate digital skills such as safety, communication, 
engagement and representation;  

• How older people’s confidence and motivation to engage with online and digital 
technologies may change in certain contexts. 

In doing so, this panel contributes new understanding of how older people’s digital lives 
are emerging, moving away from simplistic descriptions of lack of digital skill, to the multi-
faceted and complex negotiations occurring when older people make decisions about 
how and why to connect with digital tools and online environments. 
 
Milne’s paper provides theoretical framework for some of the complexity around older 
people’s use of online digital technologies. Milne’s analysis reveals older people’s varied, 
and often sophisticated use of online and digital media, for formal and ‘telegrammatic’ 
forms of digital communication, but this is tempered with very reluctant consideration of 
new forms of social media sharing. Cabalquinto and Gronning add to Milne’s theoretical 
analysis by indicating some of the social and cultural uses of digital communication tools 
within older people’s everyday lives. Grønning’s research about e-health consultations 
recently rolled out across Denmark have had a marked success rate with older people. 
Preliminary data indicates that far from eschewing digital health care, older patients prefer 
e-consultations to going to see the doctor. Extending Grønning’s work on digital care 
practices amongst older people, Cabalquinto builds on the intersections of care practices, 
wellbeing and digital media in the migration context. He argues that elderly CALD people 
deliver multigenerational care practices among Australian-based loved ones while using 
smartphones, social media and mobile apps on the move. Bossio’s paper completes the 
panel by indicating that older people’s lack of participation in, and access to, their own 
digital representation has often perpetuated ageist stereotypes about older people. 
Facilitation of increased access to digital tools and opportunities to tell digital stories helps 
to disrupt ageist assumptions by framing ageing as a positive experience and 
representing older people as active, positive and socially connected.  
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Much of the existing research about the age-related ‘digital divide’ (Friemel, 2016), 
focusses on lack of access to digital tools (Gonzales, 2016) or lack of relevant digital 
literacies (van Deursen and Helsper, 2015). However, more recent statistical evidence 
points to increasing numbers of older people (aged over 50) are gaining access to digital 
technologies through personal computer use and WiFi- or data-enabled mobile devices, 
and social media tools such as Facebook. Despite increasing access to these tools, 
uneven participation in online social and digital media cultures persists, most often linked 
to older people’s low self-efficacy in the face of new technology (Hernández-Encuentra 
et al. 2009).  

This divide has historically been most evident amongst older people, particularly when 
considered in relation to motivation, skills, physical access and usage (van Dijk 2006). 
The negative outcomes of the digital divide have been discussed in regard to health and 
wellbeing (Dobransky and Hargittai 2012), social inclusion (Livingstone and Helsper 
2007), and social and political participation. In response, social policy, along with a wide 
range of digital skills and literacy programs have been developed in many countries to 
address digital inclusion as social policy, with the aim of ‘getting older people online’. One 
of the problems, however, with these established approaches is that they take an 
individual, psychological perspective, emphasising skills deficits or seniors’ low self-
efficacy in the face of new technology (Hernández-Encuentra et al. 2009), at the expense 
of examining cultural and social barriers related to what platforms ask of their ideal (i.e., 
young) users. 
 
This paper addresses older people’s use of online social and digital media communication 
tools by focusing on the complex personal and social factors that contribute to older 
people’s decision making around use (or non-use) of social and digital media 
communication tools. There is little research on these more informal and unstructured 



 
uses of digital and online tools by older people, much less the various negotiations and 
complexities that occur by using these tools in various social and cultural contexts. In this 
paper we argue that older people’s use of social and digital communication tools is 
predominantly formal and ‘telegrammatic’; that is, their use of communication tools is 
largely administrative, informational or familial in context. Furthermore, a number of 
factors may influence whether digital engagement is possible, or even wanted, especially 
existing cultures of digital communication use and anxieties about new forms of online 
public sharing.  

This paper reflects on the research question: how do older people perceive their decision 
making and use of online social and digital communication tools?  
 
The research methods chosen for the evaluation and exploration of seniors’ digital lives 
were in-depth interviews (n=19) with older people aged 65 years or over in participants’ 
homes (n=16), with a home technology tour, and digital skills self-efficacy survey. Sixteen 
interviews took place in the participants’ home, and following interviews, a ‘technology 
tour’ was conducted to provide some further domestic contextual information about 
participants’ internet access, use and capacity. The in-depth interviews included a simple 
survey to capture participant demographics, internet technology and device ownership 
and access, and self-reported confidence rating on online and digital media 
communication skills, following the digital inclusion and participation research work of van 
Deursen et al. (2016). Data collected through interviews and focus groups was 
thematically analysed through an open coding process to establish broad themes. 
Narrative analysis was used to bring these themes together around the personal contexts 
of the participants, with a selection of focus case studies presented.  
 
Our analysis reveals varied, and often sophisticated use of online and digital media by 
older people, tempered with very reluctant consideration of new forms of social media 
sharing. Each of the homes visited had a central computer set-up, whether this was a 
desk with a PC and printer, or a space for a laptop and tablet devices to be used, 
indicating a degree of everyday access and use. For many participants, digital 
technologies offer a means of fulfilling banal administrative tasks, while for others, it offers 
an informational purpose with the possibility of fulfilling gaps left by physical services, and 
for others the pursuit of personal relationships and interests. 
 
Digital technologies were most often linked to banal administrative tasks and, as such, 
were associated with domesticity. Digital technologies are often used for what Jane 
(Knox) describes as “home business”: banking, online shopping, and paying bills. Other 
participants indicated sophisticated strategic and critical internet skills, citing instances 
where they had used the internet to make sure that information they had seen elsewhere 
was legitimate. Internet, social media and everyday communication digital technologies 
were also consistently mentioned as a means for maintaining social ties whether 
individual and personal, or within and across groups. For most participants email was the 
most used method for keeping in touch with friends and family while overseas, due largely 
to the immediacy of the platform.  
 
But the analysis also highlights the gaps in knowledge and skills, difficulties negotiating 
processes of learning new devices, applications or tasks, and some of the frustrations 



 
and barriers to learning. Many remained hesitant in applying current communication 
practices to social media platforms and suggested that it seemed somewhat age-
inappropriate to be using social media. Anxieties about social media use were 
exacerbated by a range of personal and social factors, but in particular by the data-
intrusive requirements imposed by platforms that often do not match older people’s use 
or interest of communication tools. 
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“DEAR DOCTOR” E-CONSULTATION AND AGEING: PERCEPTION, 
MEDIATION AND ETHICS FROM A SPATIO-TEMPORAL 
PERSPECTIVE 
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E-consultations are online consultations that allow general practitioners (GPs) and 
patients to communicate without requiring their physical and/or temporal co-presence 
(Andreassen, 2011; Ball & Lillis, 2001; Recupero, 2005; Ye, Rust, Fry-Johnson, & 
Strothers, 2010). E-consultations, which are intended to supplement rather than replace 
the dyadic encounter in the clinical setting, take place through closed messaging 
systems that encrypt the exchanges and integrate them into patients’ medical records. 
Uptake of this relatively new form of consultation is contingent on aspects such as 
political will, technical infrastructures, and the motivation and resources of GPs and 
patients (Newhouse, Lupiáñez-Villanueva, Codagnone, & Atherton, 2015; Ye et al., 
2010). Currently, six different software systems (websites and apps) are used in Danish 
GP clinics to manage e-consultations. Clinics decide on which system to use, the 
amount of text that patients can produce and whether pictures can be uploaded. 
  
In 2009, a collective agreement made it mandatory for all Danish GPs to offer digital 
consultation (econ) to “increase efficiency and quality through the digitisation of health 
care” (PLO, 2010). E-consultations were introduced as a cost-effective, convenient 
means of providing access to GPs, primarily for communication of test results and quick 
questions. In Denmark, e-consultation use has increased steadily since its introduction. 
A recent study found that Denmark had the highest numbers of doctor-patient emails 
sent/received in Europe (Newhouse et al., 2015), making it a forerunner in the adoption 
of e-consultations and thus an important case to investigate. By 2018, the number of e-
consultations in Denmark had risen from 1.3 million in 2008 to 7.1 million per year, 
corresponding to 19% of all GP consultations (PLO, 2018). 

Aged patients (65–89 years) participate in these digital consultations with the highest 
frequency, women more than men, generally. As part of a larger Velux funded project 
(2018-2021), this presentation focuses on senior patients born 1954 or earlier and their 
perception and use of econ. 

The project was carried out as a perception analysis exploring the questions: How do 
senior patients perceive and practice econ with their GPs? What are the potential 
barriers and perceived advantages? The empirical data was collected during spring 
2019 and consists of semi-structured qualitative interviews conducted as talk around 
texts with 20 patients, four GPs and two nurses around concrete examples of their 
econs. The analysis is carried out focusing on selected spatio-temporal aspects: here, 
there, my time, your time, our time. 

Preliminary results show that the aged patients are happy not to have to attend the 
clinic in person as they find that e-consultations are more convenient than going to see 
the doctor. The patients emphasize that they do not want to be any bother, and that e-
consultations are perceived less disruptive than face-to-face consultations. For 



 
example, one patient says, “I don't want to be any trouble because it's probably 
nothing”, and another, when asked why she prefers e-consultations states: “Because 
[that way] you are not any trouble. They answer when they have time”. 

Patients appreciate close contact with their GP which they consider to be facilitated by 
e-consultations. At the same time, they know that GPs are busy as they have many 
other patients to take care of. As one patient states, “I also think that by using e-
consultations, it must take some of the pressure off [the doctor] in [face-to-face] 
consultations”. Several patients consider their GP’s workflow and mention that if they 
send an e-consultation message in the morning, the GP will answer in the afternoon or 
the next morning, at the latest. Thus, patients perceive e-consultations as less 
disturbing for GPs, which makes it easier for them to communicate with their GP without 
feeling stressed or under time pressure. 

The non-physical shared contact space of e-consultations breaks the traditional 
association between social presence and physical proximity, creating a new form of 
mutual presence or co-access. For patients, e-consultations are perceived as facilitating 
new conversations with their GP, which give them a sense of equanimity. Most patients 
find that they can ask their GP about anything in e-consultations including their worries 
and concerns. 

The study brings new knowledge about aged patients’ perception of time and space 
through digital consultations. The analysis is of relevance not only for scholars 
interested in understanding the implications of new technologies for our health systems 
and everyday life, but also for the aged patients themselves, GPs and policy makers 
involved in the application, regulation and guidance about such technologies. The 
research results will also benefit the health care education sector, since programmes 
within the area do not at present include digital consultations. 

Moreover, there is a need for further studies in different countries as our findings are 
likely to be inflected by the local Danish context (e.g. the triage system may operate 
differently). Finally, we also need to highlight the likelihood that as our patient 
interviewees were those who chose to use e-consultations, they may be quite 
technology-savvy and thus not be representative of the general population. 

All participants provided informed written consent. The study was approved by the 
institutional review board of the University of Southern Denmark, the Research and 
Innovation Organization (RIO) (Journal no. 10457) and conducted in accordance with 
the GDPR and Declaration of Helsinki (Association, 2013). 
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AGEING IN THE AGE OF MOBILE MEDIA: THE CASE OF ELDERLY 
LABOUR MIGRANTS IN MELBOURNE, AUSTRALIA 
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Mobile communication technologies are crucial in enabling the conduct of family life in 
contemporary times. The experiences of labour migrants, who were employed overseas 
during the 1960s and 1970s, and who are now ageing in their host countries, reflect 
how everyday mobilities, relationships and settlement have been revolutionised in a 
networked environment. These labour migrants no longer use digital communication 
technologies to sustain transnational ties (Madianou & Miller, 2012). Smartphones and 
social media channels are also utilised to activate and maintain connections among 
loved ones who were born in or who migrated to Australia. Notably, these labour 
migrants, who typically come from a Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) 
population, are part of Australia’s ageing population. According to the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics (2020), there are 1.38 million overseas born 65 years old and over as part 
of a total 3.67 million people aged 65 years old and over in Australia. The leading 
groups are Southern and East Africa (36,800), Chinese Asia (65,400), and Southern 
Asia (50,400) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2020). Ultimately, societal and 
technological transformations are impacting the lives of elderly CALD people in 
Australia. A sense of ‘doing family’, belongingness and wellbeing is performed, 
interrupted and constantly negotiated in a highly tech-based arrangement.  
 
As part of a broader project that seeks to examine how elderly CALD people use mobile 
media in managing their wellbeing, this paper investigates how elderly CALD people in 
Melbourne Australia utilise mobile communication technologies to forge and sustain 
multigenerational care practices among their Australian-based children and 
grandchildren. It explores how multigenerational and mobile caregiving practices 
contributes in shaping the wellbeing (Baldassar, Kilkey, Merla, & Wilding, 2016) of 
elderly CALD people. The research inquiry revolves around four questions: How does 
mobile devices shape the interactions between the elderly CALD people and their 
Australian-based children and grandchildren? What are the impacts of mobile 
interactions in the wellbeing of the elderly migrant? What are the forces that engender 
the provision of mobile caregiving?  What are the possible tensions that might arise in 
such mediated relations, and how these ruptures are managed to sustain familial ties? 
In addressing these inquiries, the paper involves an in-depth interview among elderly 
CALD people in Melbourne. Drawing upon methodological considerations in a migration 
context (Baldassar, Baldock, & Wilding, 2007; Madianou & Miller, 2012) through a 
biographical-narrative interview (Brandhorst, 2020), the study maps out the migration 
pathway, technological profile, and familial relationship and arrangement of the 
informants. 
 
The paper builds upon a growing study on the intersections of care practices, wellbeing 
and digital media in the migration context (Baldassar et al., 2007; Wilding & Baldassar, 
2018). It acknowledges that support networks of elderly people play a huge role in the 



 
uptake of mobile technologies among elderly people (Baldassar & Wilding, 2019; 
Baldassar, Wilding, Boccagni, & Merla, 2017). However, a gap remains in exploring how 
elderly CALD people deliver multigenerational care practices among Australian-based 
loved ones while using smartphones, social media and mobile apps on the move. 
Interactions while moving with digital devices may impact notions of co-presence, 
carework, familyhood, and a sense of wellbeing.  
 
In analysing the motivations, perceptions and outcomes of multigenerational and 
portable care practices, I deploy a critical mediated mobilities lens (Keightley & 
Reading, 2014). I identify the role social structures and technological affordances 
(Keightley & Reading, 2014) in shaping mobile practices. In the first instance, mobile 
caregiving is understood as shaped by care regimes in a multigenerational household, 
including familial or gendered expectations (Merla, 2014). For instance, elderly CALD 
people deliver practical and emotional care to their non-proximate family members 
through mobile device use. To stay involved in the lives of their family members 
contributes to one’s sense of worth and well-being. Significantly, the technological 
affordances of communication channels shape interactivity and lessen loneliness and 
isolation.  
 
However, mobile device use is not detached from communicative challenges. One’s 
access to resources (Madianou & Miller, 2012), socio-technological competencies 
(Parreñas, 2014; Wilding, 2006) and even familial expectations on care (Baldassar & 
Wilding, 2019) impact communicative capacities. In some situations, the technological 
affordance of the platform can become a barrier in digital media use (Thomas et al., 
2017). It is through personalised tactics that elderly migrants sustain ties in a 
multigenerational familial setting. 
  
It is important to note that this paper draws upon a critical mediated mobilities 
perspective to offer a multi-scalar approach in analysing multigenerational care 
practices. This means that a migrant’s agency in sustaining ties or managing one’s 
wellbeing is not only shaped by personal capacities, social networks, and broader 
policies on cross-border migration and settlement (Ciobanu, Fokkema, & Nedelcu, 
2017). I highlight that factors such as socio-technological abilities (micro), online social 
networks (meso), and globalising digital care policies and services (macro) are 
fundamental in moulding the dynamics and textures of a multigenerational familial 
arrangement. By doing so, this paper foregrounds the complexities, nuances and 
paradoxes of digital media use among elderly CALD people. 
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ACCESS TO DIGITAL OLDNESS: A REFLECTION ON THE OPERA 
PROJECT AND DIGITAL INTERVENTIONS INTO EXPERIENCES OF 
AGEISM  
 
Diana Bossio 
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This paper presents the results of the OPERA (Older people, equity, respect and 
ageing) Project, which used extensive community consultation to perform a ‘digital 
intervention’ into ageism as a primary driver of abuse against older people in Victoria, 
Australia. We argue that older people’s lack of participation in, and access to, their own 
digital representation has resulted in top-down approaches to primary prevention 
strategies and campaigns about elder abuse. These digital representations have 
consistently shown older people and abuse survivors as vulnerable, frail, unhappy and 
lacking independence or social connection. Thus digital representation of older people 
in the context of elder abuse has often actually perpetuated ageist stereotypes about 
older people.  
 
Abuse against older people, more commonly known as ‘elder abuse’, is best understood 
as an umbrella description for a broad range of abusive behaviours against an older 
person in a family or care context, including financial abuse, physical, sexual and 
emotional violence and isolation and neglect (Respect Victoria, 2019; Elder abuse, n.d). 
In 2016, the Australian Royal Commission into Family Violence identified elder abuse as 
a complex form of family violence requiring further research about successful 
intervention and prevention strategies (State of Victoria, n.d). Compared to other forms 
of family violence, elder abuse is not well understood by the general public and 
continues to be underreported in Australia (Volmert et al, 2016: 11). Similarly, while 
there is a growing understanding and acceptance of elder abuse as a form of family 
violence, successful prevention strategies are lacking in many parts of the service 
sector (Joosten et al., 2017).   
 
The Victorian State Government’s Office for Women funded the OPERA (Older people, 
equity, respect and ageing) Project to design and implement a ‘digital intervention’ into 
ageism as a primary driver of elder abuse. The project focussed on understanding 
firstly, how ageism is perceived and experienced by older people in one area of 
metropolitan Melbourne, and secondly, how that evidence can be used to frame a co-
designed digital intervention to disrupt ageist assumptions and behaviours as part of a 
community-led primary prevention strategy. The digital intervention comprised a series 
of co-designed digital stories made with smartphones and providing micro-insights into 
older people’s perspective on ageing and ageism (Davis et al. 2019 
 
The OPERA digital intervention recruited 27 participants with an equal split between the 
61-70 and the 71-80 age groups and representation of the community’s different ethnic 
and Indigenous groups. Participants were predominantly female (21 females to 6 males) 



 
and retired, receiving a pension and living in their own home, with almost all 
participating in some kind of recreation, hobby or exercise group. A quarter identified as 
having a disability. During the project, consultation and co-design workshops were 
conducted with participants to create and evaluate key storylines and design of the 
videos. This evaluation was conducted with a flexible feedback model to allow 
researchers to change and develop video messaging and production styles to 
accommodate the participant attitudes and evaluations. To evaluate the project and its 
methodology, surveys, interviews and focus group evaluations of the project 
methodology were conducted to evaluate whether the project outcomes were 
understood and supported.  
 
The OPERA project indicated that traditional governmental primary prevention 
strategies have  focused on changing perpetrator attitudes – and thus have consistently 
focused on presenting frail or vulnerable ‘victims’ of abuse as a consequence of ageist 
and abusive behaviours. Participants in the OPERA project consultation and co-design 
suggested that this approach to elder abuse perpetuated ageist stereotypes of older 
people as vulnerable, unhappy and lacking independence or social connection. This 
was seen as problematic by participants because these stereotypes impacted on older 
people’s perception of their social visibility, relevance and led to feelings of decreased 
purpose and efficacy in society, and thus less social power. 
 
The findings of the OPERA Project indicated that while older people generally reported 
enjoying the ageing process, and leading “active” and “full” lives, they lacked access to 
digital representation of their lives. Evaluation of the project found that co-design 
methodologies for the digital intervention were successful because they were 
necessarily reflexive; the method gave access and agency to older people’s voices in 
construction of elder abuse primary prevention strategies. Digital stories differ from 
traditional broadcast in that they are generally first-person stories, shot and edited 
individually and have a more intimate quality of production (Schleser et al, 2013). 
However, digital storytelling often assumes the access to, and agency over, the means 
to production, editing and distribution of digital stories and representation. For older 
people, this is not always the case. A number of participants suggested that while older 
people and ageing was presented in a negative light, this was based on the ageist 
assumptions perpetuated by the focus on younger people’s lives on digital media. 
Unsurprisingly in this context, ageism and the notion of ageing itself, seemed to trigger 
negative responses for some participants, and a strong desire not to be associated with 
this language. As the direct questioning in the workshops was aimed at the co-design of 
their own digital stories, one of the main issues with confronting ageism as a primary 
driver of abuse was that they would have to align themselves with the negative 
language that they felt described older people and ageing. Indeed, most participants felt 
that the negative ‘baggage’ associated with ageing did not adequately represent their 
own lives. Most participants described themselves as having very active lifestyles, 
though the activities themselves varied according to physical ability, work status and 
personal interest. During the workshops, participants acknowledged that the busy lives 
they were describing were different from the stereotyped view of ageing they were so 
afraid of. 
 



 
These active and engaged lives are largely in line with the specific demographics of the 
older community in the EMR of Victoria, which shows a higher than average social 
engagement amongst older people, as well as better educational, socio-economic and 
health outcomes. While the outcomes of the digital storytelling intervention would no 
doubt have differed in communities with poor socio-economic, health and inclusion 
outcomes, in this specific community almost all the workshop participants suggested 
that prevention strategies should focus on disrupting negative assumptions about 
ageing.  
 
The OPERA digital storytelling intervention subsequently produced nine digital stories 
documenting different phases of transition in older people’s lives, including moving into 
assisted living, keeping healthy and active in older age, dealing with chronic illness or 
physical pain and finding social connections after bereavement. The stories openly 
acknowledge some of the difficult transitions associated with ageing including disability, 
bereavement and loss of a career-focussed identity in retirement, but also positioned 
these as surmountable difficulties in what could be an otherwise active and independent 
lifestyle.  
 
The OPERA Project showed that compared to the more traditional methodologies, the 
co-design and digital storytelling methodologies resulted in a much more nuanced 
conceptualisation of ageism and experiences of ageing. The subsequent co-designed 
digital story-telling allowed researchers to understand how older people understood and 
experienced the interconnections between ageism within larger social structures and 
their own ageing journey. Thus the OPERA indicated that digital storytelling is both an 
effective data-gathering and primary prevention methodology because the process of 
co-designing, creating and viewing digital stories captures the inherent complexity of 
abusive behaviour towards older people, without positioning ageing itself as 
problematic, or older people as helpless or frail victims of abuse. Thus, in the context of 
primary prevention, the OPERA project showed that community interventions need to 
facilitate appropriate access and agency over the means to digital representation of 
older people’s lives. Further, that increased access to digital tools and opportunities to 
tell digital stories helps to disrupt ageist assumptions by framing ageing as a positive 
experience and representing older people as active, positive and socially connected.   
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