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ABSTRACT 
Recent years have seen the dramatic increase in the digital engagement of older people who 
had previously been portrayed as being on the wrong side of the digital divide. This paper 
examines the various types of explanation of why this is happening, including the general 
changes in the experience of being older, captured in the ‘successful ageing’ narrative, 
generational claims about the values Babyboomers bring to older age and life course 
analysis. But how do any such broader changes translate into new digital practices? Another 
type of explanation may lie in changes in this cohort’s p
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In addition, there is a separate digital divide2 literature looking at who is socially excluded 
from the digital world. Writers in this tradition are interested in a range of factors such as class, 
race and gender but there are also specific studies of older age in relation to different 
technologies (Yu, Ellison,  McCammon and Langa, 2016; Choudrie, Pheeraphuttranghkoon 
and Davari, 2018), exploring the influence of  particular factors, like lack of interest (Helsper, 
2009). This approach is also sometimes framed in terms of barriers. 

One problem in both of these literatures is is that they sometimes combine all people over a 
certain age (e.g. Charness, N. and Boot, W.R. (2009), which does do not do justice specifically 
to any differences between older and younger older people (Friemel, 2016; Hargittai and 
Dobransky, 2017). In addition, what these approaches often share is a focus on issues related 
to being older as an age-stage: at this point in life people have common experience. And, with 
exceptions, some of this work implies that this is a fixed experience: in 10 years’ time the next 
cohort of older people will have similar experiences simply by virtue of being older people. 
While not denying there may be some age-stage effects, this approach is also being challenged 
empirically, as older people’s digital experience is actually in the process of changing. 

3 EVIDENCE OF CHANGING DIGITAL ENGAGEMENT 
In the US, Pew have been conducting surveys of internet use for decades 
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more recent, youthful generations, like millennials, there is one strand of work in this tradition 
that has concentrated on an earlier generation that has now reached older age. These 
researchers attribute the general change in the experience of older age to the fact that the 
Babyboomer cohort4 has arrived at this age-stage in life. Gilleard and Higgs (2008) argue that 
generation was (and still is) a vanguard, setting an orientation for future cohorts – i.e. here is 
a major generational break, as Babyboomers are very different from previous cohorts, but less 
different from subsequent ones  Some, like the above authors, have stressed that after they had 
passed through a rebellious youth, rejecting all things old, this is a generation that has sought 
to maintain its youthfulness – aided by its engagement with post World War Two consumer 
culture. A contemporary example would be bands from the 1960s and 1970s that are still 
performing when their members are now in their 60s and 70s. Another example is ‘body work’ 
or ‘body maintenance’ as an ongoing project, efforts to maintain a youthful appearance in 
older age.  Certainly, one recent study noted the importance for some of going to the gym, and 
keeping a smart appearance, in contrast to their own parents who dressed more in a way that 
made them look old (Woodspring, 2018).  The emphasis in the latter study is that the 
Babyboomers in in their earlier life never felt so constrained by existing norms in terms of how 
to live their lives, and this perspective has carried over into how they 
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older older people: it is not all older people are behaving differently, but specifically younger 
older people are introducing this change because of their generational background.  

As with successful ageing, that still leaves the question of how generally different approaches 
to older age actually translate into different digital behaviour: how might some of the attitudes 
and values associated with this generation have a bearing on digital engagement? For 
example, for some in this cohort does any rejection on becoming old and wanting to stay 
youthful include demonstrating, even if only for one’s self-identity, a desire not to be ‘left 
behind’ by technological change, proving that one can still ‘keep up’?  Is it in part a rejection 
of assumptions and stereotypes about older people’s incapacity to cope with technological 
change?  More specifically, is their engagement with consumer culture leading them to use 
certain technologies when researching consumption decisions? From the Babyboomer 
literature, these might be some of the areas where we need to probe in order to add to our 
understanding of changes in this generation’s digital engagement at this life stage. 

The merit of generational analysis is that it provides a specific explanation for current change 
in the behaviour of (some) older people. But at the same time this approach has a strong 
emphasis on what is shared, what is common to a cohort, rather than pointing to intra-
generational variation5. There is another tradition of research that shares with generational 
analysis a sensitivity to the influence of past experiences on current circumstances, but at the 
same time addresses such differences:  life course analysis. 

6 LIFE COURSE ANALYSIS 

Although its origins can be found in the late 1960s and early 1970s (Elder, 1994), life course 
analysis has been adopted more widely over the last 20 years (Ferraro and Schafer, 2017). 
While this research is not uniquely focused on understanding the experiences of older people, 
the approach is established in the field of gerontology, especially in the domains of health and 
wealth in later life. Like generational analysis, it considers the influence of the broader social 
conditions in which people lived their earlier lives, but not just their formative years. Examples 
include general economic circumstances6



Changing Digital Life in the New Old Age 

Media@LSE Working Paper #70 

 

7. 

 

an earlier stage in life can be reflected or even exacerbated in later life (Corna, 2013). To an 
extent life 
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generations8 are the cohorts of people who experience these different batches of technology in 
their early lives. More specifically, this literature has focused on the interface of different types 
of technology, producing the following typology (Lim, 2010): the mechanical era covering 
products before 1930, the electro-mechanical era, products between 1930-60, and the digital 
software era, products after 1960. The argument is that older people (in the past) had not 
experienced digital interfaces when they were younger and so found them to be difficult to 
use in later life. 

But we may need to take a broader view of what counts as pst technological experiences. In a 
UK study, participants dated the major move to office computerisation to the late 80s and early 
90s (Buse, 2010). Although some of these interviewees had at the time been anxious about the 
change, at that stage in life many had coped, usage became ‘embodied’ and automatic through 
practice. In other words, although the technology did not appear in their ‘formative’ years as 
younger adults, and they sometimes reported that it had been a struggle to learn how to use 
the new technology, many had managed to do so by the time of reaching retirement. 
Moreover, it was not just the arrival of a new devices like computer t
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This study also indicates how it is important to look beyond what people did with technology, 
their usage, to also ask more broadly about their encounter with technology. For example, we 
have Buse’s question about how her participants cope
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interested previous generations of young older people, but simply did not exist 20 years ago. 
Not all change is voluntary: people of all ages are sometimes pressed to use digital resources 
in order to achieve goals. For example, increasingly in recent years there is sometimes no 
alternative but to go online (Age UK, 2018), or else that is by far the easier option, as in 
applying for a senior citizen travel pass, paying road tolls, as in the use of the Dartford Tunnel 
or the London Congestion charge), or if paper bills (e.g. from utilities) are scrapped and only 
electronic versions are available. Finally, there is the social pressure to use technology, as when 
family and friends use videochat such as Skype or increasing communicate by SNS such as 
Facebook. In other words, to what extent does the current generation of younger older people 
use technology more compared to previous cohorts for the same reasons as the rest of the 
population uses more digital options. 
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influential as a social construction in its own right, points to changes in the lifestyle of older 
people more generally. Various elements were explored to see how and why such changes 
may lead specifically to new technological choices, but one problem with this while framework 
is that it does not explain why being older is changing. Generational analysis does this, 
pointing to the ageing of a particular cohort, the Babyboomers, and the different values and 
attitudes they bring to older age. Once again, there are still questions about how this translates 
into different use of ICTs compared to previous generations. If they generational analysis 
stresses what might be common in this cohort, life course analysis can help to explain the 
different technological choices we find within a generation, as well as pointing to other 
historical influences beyond the formative years. In contrast to the emphasis on ageing in 
general, one can ask about how encounters with ICTs in the past may have a bearing on why 
this cohort’s approach to the digital world is changing now. While that approach originally 
focused on familiarity with different interfaces, wider questions can be asked about the nature 
of those past technological experiences. Finally, a different approach to looking to current 
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