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What does it mean to age within “networked societies” (Castells, 2000)? What might be
learned if we take the Internet and Communication Technology (ICT) and media experiences
of older adults into account in our research? These questions are core to this special issue on
Aging, Communication and Media Technologies. Comprised of six papers from authors work-
ing in five cultural contexts in Europe and North America, Aging, Communication and Me-
dia Technologies offers insights into demographic transformations towards ‘ageing societies’
in the industrialized world, changes in the media and technological landscape, and the varie-
gated practices of communication in different cultural contexts. 

Aging, Communication and Media Technologies opens with a case study on the experi-
ences of Romanian and Canadian grandmothers who use Facebook to maintain intergenera-
tional connection. “Grannies on the Net: Grandmothers’ Experiences of Facebook in Family
Communication” by Loredana Ivan and Shannon Hebblethwaite queries how grandmothers
integrate social media into their grandparenting practices and routines. While much differs
between these two national and cultural contexts, the study affirms the generative possibili-
ties of working across national borders when considering aging, identity and communication
technologies and practices1. 

Andrea Rosales and Mireia Fernández-Ardèvol’s paper, “Beyond WhatsApp: Older Peo-
ple and Smartphones”, concentrates on two very different data sets on the use of smart phones
and smart phone apps by older adults living in Spain. Quantitative log data obtained by track-
ing smartphone users from 20-76 years of age is compared to qualitative results captured in
focus groups with users between 55-81 years of age. As a month-long collection of log data
indicates, on a daily basis, Whats App is the most frequently used applications by all age
groups. Older adults have a propensity to use more Personal Information Management apps
such as notes, calendars, reminders, as well as weather applications than do younger cohorts
of users. Older users revert to mobile (or cellular) networks to access data when they are
away from their homes for short periods of time; younger users have the tendency to access
free WiFi networks whenever possible. Like other papers in this special issue, they present
their findings in a detailed and nuanced manner, affirm the value of combining methods and
compare the frequency of use of older users to younger users without judgmentally assess-
ing these differences, so that older users never quite measure up to their younger counterparts. 

Romanian Journal of Communication and Public Relations
vol. 18, no 1(37)/ April 2016, 7-10
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Movement, mobility and the use of ICTs within and between private and public realms is
a theme that is picked up in Barbara Ratzenböck’s innovative study ““Let’s Take a Look To-
gether”: Walking Interviews in Domestic Spaces as a Means to Examine ICT Experiences of
Women 60+”. Ratzenböck takes the home as her research location to delve into the signifi-
cance of ICTs for older women through storytelling and walking. What is said about ICTs in
a seated interview does not always match what is said about ICTs when a guided tour of do-
mestic space is given, as Ratzenböck discovers. This “micro-ethnography” demonstrates how
devices scattered throughout the home may stimulate memories and augment, minimize or
contradict statements made during an interview. Innovative methodologies, such as the do-
mestic walking interview, engage older participants in storytelling about the changes in me-
dia and communication that they have observed over time. This process affirms their
experiences, as subjects aging with media, as valid. 

The articles in Aging, Communication and Media Technologies address the nexus between
ageism and media technologies and the ways that it may inadvertently color our research.
Coined by Robert N. Butler in 1968, ageism puts a name to “the widespread bigotry faced
by older persons” (Katz, 2009, p. 13). Ageism can be embedded in the frameworks or proto-
cols developed within disciplines. For example, the Canadian Wireless and Telecommunica-
tions Industry defines the “older user” as 50+. Data is then collected on a large undifferentiated,
unquestioned statistical cohort (Sawchuk & Crow, 2011). These imprecisions and lack of at-
tention to differences within this statistical cohort can obscure or ignore the rich experiences
of the very old who have a long history with epochs and eras of media and communication
technologies as well as knowledge of social practices of communication that may be ever
more valuable to consider, such as conversation (Turkle, 2012). 

Ageism also can be present in media representations of ageing. In “The Grey Digital Di-
vide in the Workplace: Matters of Age or of Language that Divides?” Martine Lagacé, Hous-
sein Charmarkeh, Radamis Zaky and Najat Firzly argue that ageist attitudes and perceptions
are central to the existence and perpetuation of a “grey digital divide.” As they write, ageist
perspectives often depict the elderly as less attractive, more forgetful, more rigid in thought,
less motivated and less dynamic than their younger counterparts. These are negative stereo-
types. On the other hand, older adults also are depicted as warm, caring and kindly. These are
positive stereotypes. Both stereotypes, they explain, can fuel a self-fulfilling prophecy when
it comes to digital learning. As they postulate, ageism is one of the driving forces driving
forces behind this divide because these notions may be internalized and stand in the way of
providing training. 

The effect of representations on real world issues is echoed in Patrik Marier and Isabelle
Van Pevenage’s “The Invisible Women: Gender and Caregiving in Francophone Newspa-
pers.” As industrialised countries experience population aging, international organizations
and governments are transforming, and often shrinking, the services provided by the welfare
state (OECD, 1999, 2000). The expansion of an aging population and contraction of servic-
es has gendered consequences because most caregivers in these societies are female (Lavoie
et al., 2014). As Marier and Van Pevenage’s study of articles discussing care work in five
countries documents, the role played by women in this scenario rarely is mentioned. Marier
and Van Pevenage’s study of agenda setting in the media asks us to consider how the absence
of women’s role in the caregiving to older adults may impact government policies for pro-
viding support and relief to them and to their families.

8 Revista românã de comunicare ºi relaþii publice
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In the last paper included in this special issue, “Humor, Loneliness and Interpersonal Com-
munication: a Quantitative Study of Romanian Older Adults”, Ioana Schiau presents a fasci-
nating analysis of how older Romanians use humor to address loneliness. Schiau uses
psychological assessment scales to gage feelings of loneliness and social isolation in carefully
segmented generational cohorts. It is a reminder of the import, for communication scholars to
consider how language operates as a mediating force and the need for remembering the role of
interpersonal connection, and face-to-face communication, within digitally networked societies. 

Ageing is vital process to study and the experiences of older adults in our society, who
engage or disengage with ICTs, is a topic of growing concern. As these articles indicate, one
must be wary of making over-generalized statements when so much more research is need-
ed on this topic. Ageing and the use of ICTs is modulated by many contingencies including
cultural context, the gender of subjects, their socio-economic circumstances, personal histo-
ries of engagement with ICTs, general literacy and education and the kinds of infrastructures
that are in place in a region. As a whole, the pieces do not assume age and ageing only pres-
ents problems for us to solve or redress. These papers collectively illuminate the subtle in-
terpersonal and mediated relationships that older adults have with others and with their devices.
They help us to understand the subtle ways that ageist assumptions (Gullette, 2004; Cruik-
shank, 2003) may influence a research agenda and data analysis, produce an unwarranted
fear of the processes of ageing and the elderly, or offer a partial view of the diversified ex-
periences of ageing across nations, genders, classes and languages. 

As this research suggests, the goal of research on age, ageing and technology is to gener-
ate appropriate methods for understanding the experiences of older adults. Interrogating age-
ing and communication through a rigorous multi-methodological analysis of the actual practices
of older individuals within the complexities of the contemporary digital media world is essen-
tial. These essays and this issue make a contribution to this collective intellectual effort. 
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Abstract

Despite ageist stereotypes about older people’s abilities to engage with information and communication
technologies, grandparents are increasingly engaged with digital media. Grandmothers, in particular, are pri-
marily responsible for using of web-based services to communicate with their children and grandchildren
(Quadrello et al., 2005). Photos and news from children and grandchildren, especially grandbabies, act as
important incentives for grandparents to go online. The purpose of the study, therefore, was to investigate
how grandmothers use Facebook to facilitate family communication with children and grandchildren who
move far away from home. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with grandmothers living in Roma-
nia and Canada, having a Facebook account and relevant family members (children or grandchildren) far from
home. Three themes emerged from the data indicating: 1) the tendency to switch between different platforms
to facilitate family communication; 2) the relative passive use of Facebook, focusing on photos and quota-
tions as content that trigger emotions; 3) that Facebook usage is influenced by social norms around decen-
cy and privacy. Findings suggest that family relationships play a central role in grandmothers’ motivations
and behaviours surrounding Facebook use. 

Keywords: grandmothers; social media; Facebook; family communication; grandparenting.

Introduction

In a globalized world, it has become increasingly common for grandchildren to live far
away from their grandparents. Transnational migration adds even more pressure to the rela-
tionship between grandparents and grandchildren, as older people are often left behind (Sigad
& Eisikovits, 2013). Although we might think that the immediate effect of increased nation-
al and transnational migration might be a diminished role for grandparents, several authors
(Harper, 2014; Hasmanová- Marhánková, 2015) suggest that grandparents continue to play
an important role because: (1) increased life expectancy increases the opportunity for long-
term grandparent-grandchild relationships (Harper, 2014); (2) the changes in the structure of
modern families (as for example the increased rate of divorce, single parent families, and
work mobility for both parents) create new space for redefining the role of grandparenting in
maintaining family stability and intergenerational support (Szinovacz, 1998; 2007); (3) dis-
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courses of ageing are changing what it means to age and are redefining “ageing” by putting
more pressure on individuals to stay young and be active. This impacts the way grandparents
themselves construct their involvement with their grandchildren. Consequently the active
ageing rhetoric has shifted the perspective around grandparenting from an obligatory mis-
sion inside the family to a voluntary activity in perpetual negotiation over the level of grand-
parent involvement in the lives of their children and grandchildren (cf. Phillipson, 2013).

The grandparent role, however, continues to be a gendered one. Women spend a greater
proportion of their lives being grandparents compared to men (Hasmanová-Marhánková,
2015) due to longer life expectancies for females. Grandmothers are more likely to be expect-
ed to perform the role of “grannies” (Sorensen & Cooper 2010; Tarrant, 2010). Furthermore,
grandmothers are more involved in family bonding, emphatic and supportive communica-
tion acts with their children and grandchildren, compared with grandfathers who are focused
on micro-coordination and factual communication topics (Burke, Adamic, & Marciniak,
2013). Grandmothers play a more important role in family communication not only because
they are expected to do so, but also because “being a grandmother” offers them a positive iden-
tity in old age (Reitzes & Mutran, 2004; Tarrant, 2010). 

We expect grandmothers to continue to play a role in family bonding and to make efforts
to maintain their role as “grannies”, as a part of their identity, even as children and grandchil-
dren are moving far away from home. The use of new information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs) could serve such purposes. In the current paper, therefore, we focus on remote
grandparenting, by analysing the ways in which grandmothers use Facebook to facilitate fam-
ily communication with children and grandchildren who move far away from home. Using
data collected in a cross-cultural case study in Romania and Canada, we critically reflect on
grandmothers’ use of social media in their family relationships. We explore grandmothers’
motivations for using web-based communication platforms [with the focus on Facebook] in
everyday interactions in order to understand how intergenerational communication practices
are enacted through social media. 

Grandparents’ use of ICTs to communicate with grandchildren

Over the past 25 years, technology has transformed the world in which we live. Political
and journalistic rhetoric suggest that the world has become an information village in which
people are connected to each other in a global network society (Castells, 2010). Older adults,
however, have been rendered virtually invisible in this discourse (Hebblethwaite, 2016). Un-
til very recently, limited research has focused on understanding the technology needs of old-
er adults. When older people are studied, they are often included in an age category of 50+
that effectively homogenizes an extremely diverse group of individuals.

Existing studies of ageing and technology have, however, highlighted the fact that strength-
ening communication among family members and maintaining intergenerational relation-
ships are important reasons for older people to use email, social media, and other web-based
communication platforms (Bosch & Curren, 2015; Napoli 2014; Siibak, &Tamme 2013).
Moreover, building relationships with grandchildren constitutes an important incentive for
grandparents to go online (Chesley, & Johnson 2014; Yuan et al., 2016). Some studies (Harley
et al., 2012; Tee, Brush, & Inkpen 2009) indicate that photos and news from children and
grandchildren, especially grandbabies, motivate grandparents to start using ICTs. As Harley
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and colleagues (2012) suggest, the motivation to learn to use new computer-based technolo-
gies increases in the case of remote grandparents who are forced to build a relationship with
their grandchildren over great geographic distance. Grandparents eventually react to social
media opportunities which respond to their need to play (Raffle et al., 2010) and to get emo-
tionally involved with their families and social networks (Breheny, Stephens, & Spilsbury,
2013; Forghani, & Neustaedter, 2014).

Despite the often reported benefits of technology and digitally-mediated leisure, the rap-
id evolution of media and the increased complexity of technologies create an uneasiness that
cannot be ignored. We must acknowledge that some actors and agents have more power than
others in this digital world (Hebblethwaite, 2016). Grandparents may face inequalities in ac-
cess to ICTs and may be less skilled in using computer based applications, resulting in in-
creased alienation and social exclusion (Friemel, 2016). Although there is a continuous
development of systems designed to support family connections in these remote conditions
(González, Jomhari, & Kurniawan, 2012; Judge et al., 2011; Rodriguez et al., 2015), includ-
ing video communication, photo-sharing, family gaming, and story boarding applications,
they all require rich technological infrastructure and some level of computer familiarity. As
a recent study conducted in the rural areas of northern Canada proves, the way individuals
stay in contact with family members is challenged by the communication infrastructure: peo-
ple’s natural desire to maintain family connectedness is adjusted when infrastructure is poor
or if they had unpleasant experiences with computer based technologies. Furthermore, neg-
ative impressions of ICTs are difficult to change once the infrastructure improves, as family
communication practices are time enduring (Melvin et al., 2015). Moreover, with a relative
low percentage of Romanian people aged 65 and over using the internet (6%), compared to
higher rates in Canada (48%) (Blanche, 2015), our comparative case study is particularly rel-
evant to explore grandmothers’ practices in using social media. 

Using Facebook for family connections

In today’s increasingly networked society, web-based communication platforms are used
more and more in everyday social interactions (Taske & Plude, 2011). Family members ad-
mit spending increasing amounts of time to communicate on such platforms, especially on
video calls via Skype or social networking via Facebook, particularly in the case of geograph-
ically distant families (Siibak, &Tamme 2013). 

In the case of older people, video chat is preferred because it replicates the authenticity
of everyday interactions (Yuan et al., 2016). Grandparents, in particular, have been found to
prefer video chat interaction (usually Skype) since it replicates the type of social interaction
that older people are familiar with (Ames et al., 2011). Among social networking websites,
Facebook is widely used by older adults (Braun, 2013; Hayes, van Stolk-Cooke, & Muench,
2015), but most research on family communication has focused on video chat compared to
social network sites such as Facebook. Although adults admitted they predominantly use the
telephone to communicate with their parents who are living afar, video chat technology has
become a common place for remote grandparenhood (Forghani, & Neustaedter, 2014), al-
lowing people to multitask and participate together in daily family routines (Turkle, 2011). 

The routine of a family video chat is similar to a ritualized face-to-face visit between
grandchildren and grandparents, often arranged by parents to reinforce family identity. In

Grannies on the Net: Grandmothers’ Experiences of Facebook in Family Communication 13
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such “ritualized” online visits, remote grandparents enjoy the interaction and feel that they
are part of their grandchildren’s lives. They can use visual cues in order to find more topics
of discussion, they can talk longer, and find that it is easier to build intergenerational rela-
tionships. Grandparents experience the feeling of “being there”, getting to know their grand-
children better, and witnessing the way they grow up, while picking up the conversation from
where it was left (Ames et al., 2011).

Less is known about the way grandparents are using Facebook or similar social network
websites to build their relationships with their grandchildren. Social networking sites are of-
ten used with the intent of strengthening family ties between grandparents and grandchildren
(Cornejo, Tentori, & Favela, 2013). Ames and colleagues (2011) report on the intensive pre-
occupation that grandparents have for photos of their grandchildren. They suggest that this
need is partially fulfilled with video chats, but made no reference to the way in which social
network sites are used in this respect. Instead of being a substitute for video chat, social net-
work sites, such as Facebook, could be used as a tool for everyday reminiscing (Forghani,
Venolia, & Inkpen, 2014), thus providing more topics of discussion for geographically dis-
tant families. Work by Cosley and colleagues (2012) has reinforced the value of Facebook in
supporting collaborative online activities for remote families. 

Sensitized by the literature on video chats, we have chosen to focus on Facebook in or-
der to extend our understanding of the role of social media in family communication. Al-
though we might expect that grandmothers would prefer video chat (i.e. Skype) over telephone
or social network sites to communicate with their grandchildren, we explore whether Face-
book could also be used as a tool to reminisce, to bring new topics of discussion from every-
day life into the digital world, and to provide the opportunity for grandparents to express
continued relationship availability. We presume that Skype calls with grandchildren rarely
occur daily, so the perpetual contact (Turkle, 2011) may be revealed through the use of com-
plementary communication practices, as for example Facebook posts and status updates. 

Several authors have explore this phenomenon of so called “phototalk” (O’Hara et al.,
2012) as a family communication practice whereby mementos (i.e. Facebook photos and
posts) are used to trigger conversations, stories, and family engagement. Digital photos in
particular are preferred by grandparents and grandchildren (Forghani, Venolia, & Inkpen,
2014) not only due to their visual effect and ease with which they convey messages, but al-
so because they stimulate communication practices that provide opportunities for sharing sto-
ries and talking about everyday routines that are highly valued in the case of remote
grandparenthood. O’Hara and colleagues (2012) point out that that personal digital photos of-
ten become the subject of enjoyable conversations once families reunite in relaxing moments,
for example during family meals. This need by older people to share small things from their
everyday lives with their children and grandchildren constitutes a strong incentive to go on-
line to communicate (Santana et al. 2005). Nevertheless, sharing “everyday routine” is not
only emotionally driven and enjoyable but a very useful tool to prevent alienation between
grandparents and grandchildren. We explore, therefore, how phototalk might occur among
three-generation families involved in retrospective storytelling, using personal photos shared
via Facebook as memory triggers. 

In sum, the purpose of the current study is to investigate the ways in which grandmoth-
ers engage with social media, specifically Facebook, in family communication practices
through the lens of remote grandmothering (see Sawchuk & Crow, 2012).We regard chal-
lenges in the grandparents-grandchildren relationship over the remote situation as influenc-
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ing the way in which grandmothers approach new web-based communication platforms in their
quest for intimacy and connections with their families.

Moreover, our study focuses on grandmothers specifically, as they are more involved in
family bonding and supportive communicative acts. Furthermore, we choose to investigate,
in a cross cultural case study, the way Facebook is used as a communication tool to build the
relationship between grandmothers and their geographically distant grandchildren. Arguably,
the choice of analysing Facebook communication in the current study is supported for at least
two reasons: (1) the fact that previous studies have documented the importance attributed by
older people to web-based technologies which allows sharing everyday routine (i.e. by the
means of photos, videos); (2) the fact that video chat has been shown to play a role in the way
that remote grandparents are building relationships with grandchildren, whereas complemen-
tary tools involved in expressing continuous relationship availability (such as social network
websites) are scarce. 

Method

Given the exploratory nature of this cross-cultural case study, an inductive qualitative ap-
proach was judged to be appropriate to explore the use of social media in family communi-
cation among grandmothers in Romania and Canada. Internet use among adults aged 65 and
over differs dramatically between the two countries (48% in Canada compared to just 6% in
Romania) (Blanche, 2015). 

Participants

In Romania, grandmothers were recruited through a public Facebook group of pension-
ers who were sharing their experience as grandparents. Snowball sampling was also used to
recruit additional participants in Romania. No such publicly accessible Facebook page exist-
ed in Canada. Grandmothers in Canada, therefore, were recruited through snowball sampling
in the community. 

Eligibility was not based on age. Grandmothers were included in the study if they had a
Facebook account, opened for more than six months, and on which they were active (checking,
posting, reading) at least once per week. They were included if they had permanent internet
connections in their homes and proper technological infrastructure. Additionally, they had to have
at least one grandchild who lived at a distance of over 200km from their grandmother. 

The study included 13 grandmothers: 8 from Romania and 5 from Canada. They varied in
age from 60-80 years. The Romanian sample consisted of two grandmothers having grandchil-
dren living in Romania (more than 500 kilometers from their grandmothers’ homes) and six
grandmothers having grandchildren and children living abroad. In the Canadian sample, all of
the grandmothers had grandchildren living in Canada, but all at a distance of over 200 km
from the grandmothers’ homes. One Canadian grandmother also had grandchildren living
abroad. Five of the grandmothers had a secondary school education (3 Romanians and 2 Cana-
dians). The remainder had completed postsecondary education (5 Romanian and 3 Canadian).
Most of the grandmothers were married except two Romanian grandmothers who were wid-
owed and one Canadian grandmother who was divorced. All of the grandparents were retired. 
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All participants owned mobile phones (2 cellular and 11 smart phones). Two Romanian
grandmothers owned only tablets while six used desktop computers. The Canadian grandmoth-
ers were more likely to own and use multiple devices: four used desktop computers, three used
a tablet, and two used laptop computers. 

Data Collection

Grandmothers were interviewed in-person using a semi-structured interview approach.
The interviews in Romania were conducted by the first author and the interviews in Canada
were conducted by the second author. Interviews lasted between 60-90 minutes. The Roman-
ian interviews were translated from Romanian to English for analysis purposes.

The interviews included a discussion of general technology use to determine what types
of ICTs that the grandmothers used and how they engaged with these ICTs. Specifically, they
discussed the time that they spent using ICTs; the types of activities they participated in, both
with their families and individually; the meaning of these experiences; and how these expe-
riences influenced their communication with their family. Participants were then asked to re-
flect upon the same questions but specifically related to their use of Facebook. They were also
asked to reflect on their use of Facebook compared to other people in their social networks.

These interviews were audio-recorded, with participant consent, and then transcribed ver-
batim. Detailed field notes and a reflective journal were maintained by the researchers through-
out this process, the data from which further informed the emergent understanding of
participants’ experiences. Participation in the study was strictly confidential and any identi-
fying information has been removed to ensure that confidentiality was maintained. 

Data Analysis

Qualitative data analysis of the interpretive interviews employed the constant comparative
method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) as a means to process the data. This facilitated coding and com-
parison of data both within and between participants. Data were stored and organized using the
QSR NVIVO software package to facilitate the development of categories and comparison of
codes applicable to each category. Analysis began with open coding, followed by axial coding,
and then selective coding (Strauss, 1987). This analysis was grounded in the experiences of the
participants and data were systematically compared to the current literature on social media and
intergenerational relations. Although the researchers were sensitized by the literature, the inter-
views were coded inductively based on the broad questions outlined in the interview guide. 
The findings presented here represent the common themes that were constructed from the sto-
ries of the grandmothers and the researchers’ interpretations of these stories. 

Findings

Data analysis revealed three themes relevant to the discussion of the use of social media
in family communication for grandmothers with families living at a distance. These themes
illustrate; 1) the tendency to switch between technologies and use different devices and pro-
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grams to communicate with their families; 2) the relatively passive use of Facebook, focus-
ing on reading and sharing information rather than posting original information; 3) the influ-
ence of social norms around decency and privacy in social media use. 

Shifting technologies

As we expected, video chat (i.e Skype) was preferred over Facebook based on the abili-
ty to build authentic relationships with their grandchildren and the feeling of being present
in their lives at a distance. Facebook was seen as a a way of presenting daily life using pho-
tos. In fact, although Facebook allowed individuals to engage in collborative communication
practices by posting comments, grandparents rarely used Facebook media in this manner. In-
stead, they used Facebook as a platform to view photos and read posts, but then prefered to
use other ICTs such as the telephone or video chat in order to engage in more in-depth con-
versations. They relied more exclusively on Facebook to keep in touch with more distant rel-
atives (2nd or 3rd cousins, nieces and nephews), but engaged in a blending of technologies
with their children and grandchildren. For example, one Romanian grandmother shared her
family’s experience, saying:

I looked on Facebook and I saw pictures with my son’s house and how he decorated it, and I just picked
up the phone and said to him, “I don’t like it that much”. I asked him to add new photos on Facebook so I
can see more clearly.

We found evidence for Facebook being used as a complementary technology relative to
video chats or telephone calls. Grandmothers perceived Facebook as an opportunity to keep
in touch with the everyday lives of their families, but they preferred to be able to speak di-
rectly to their grandchildren, either by video chat or on the telephone. These personal com-
munications provided a better opportunity to foster deeper personal relationships, as noted by
one Romanian grandmother who said, 

I like seeing their [grandchildren’s] photos on Facebook, but I prefer calling them when I have some-
thing to say. And now, with the Skype, anytime I miss them I can call them, and talk with them. We talk like
crazy and it is nice that we can see each other. Sometimes, when I really miss them, I just call.

The Canadian grandmothers spoke about similar experiences, emphasizing the increased
depth of the conversations that happened over the telephone, as compared to Facebook or
email. One grandmother stated, “It [Facebook] kind of allows you to stay in touch but it’s not
maybe the depth of personal connection”. Another grandmother reflected, 

I can sit and talk on the phone to [daughter] for an hour and, of course, you get more out of that that you
get from a text or email. So I still prefer actual contact. I still like to phone.

There was one particular instance when Facebook played a more important role in fami-
ly communication. One grandmother from a small town in Romania was experiencing diffi-
culties in talking with her grandchildren and her son-in-law, as a part of an intercultural family.
The grandchildren spoke only a bit of Romanian and her son in law spoke only Greek, so she
had difficulties communicating with them over the phone or via video chat. She expressed
her preference for sharing content (photos, quotations, videos) on Facebook, as her grandchil-
dren and son-in-law would react to that content (giving a “Like”). In return she also learned
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how to give positive feedback to the content posted by her family members. This particular
participant brought into discussion a topic that needs further development: the remote grand-
parenting role and the use of ICTs in multicultural families. This raises new challenges to the
grandparenting role and opens new possibilities for the social networks (as Facebook) in re-
shaping family communication practices.

Passive use of Facebook

Both Romanian and Canadian grandmothers used Facebook in a relatively passive way,
despite frequent (usually daily) use. They spoke predominantly about using Facebook to view
photos and read news stories and inspirational or humorous quotations. They would ‘share’
or sometimes ‘like’ stories and quotations, but none of the participants ever posted original
content in this respect. One Canadian grandmother reflected, “I didn’t put anything on. I was
busy reading what other people were posting”. A Romanian grandmother spoke about want-
ing to learn how to post photos, but that she had not yet been able to accomplish this task,
stating, “I like to see photos. I would like to learn how to add photos on Facebook with my
grandsons. It will make me happy”. 

This passive use of Facebook was not viewed as a significant problem by the grandmoth-
ers. While some of the Romanian grandmothers reported technological challenges with Face-
book, the Canadian grandmothers all created their own Facebook account and “just figured
it out on my own” without the assistance of their families. They were quite content to use Face-
book to simply view items, rather than converse about them. Staying in touch with the day-
to-day developments with their grandchildren was perceived to be the biggest advantage to
using Facebook. As one Canadian grandmother said: 

I get to see that sweet little face. She [daughter] will put pictures of the children. That’s the best thing
ever, when I open Facebook and I see a little video when they’re [grandchildren] all involved in something
so serious. They’re just so sweet and I don’t get to see them enough. So the advantages far outweigh the dis-
advantages for Facebook.

All of the grandmothers thirsted for more photos, particularly of their grandchildren and
their children. 

Enacting norms of decency and privacy on Facebook

Grandmothers were concerned about privacy issues, although not primarily in the sense
that they were concerned about Facebook owning their information. Their concerns related
more specifically to what information they perceived to be “decent” or “appropriate” to share
in a public forum. One Romanian grandmother reflected,

I simply don’t like people, women who undress themselves on internet. I don’t want to share my prob-
lems with strangers. I have seen a lot of people on Facebook talking with others they don’t know or just
showing everything. I do not see myself doing this.

Another Canadian grandmother explained her reasoning as follows,

I’m not such an introverted, extremely private person, but why would I do that [post pictures of myself]?
It’s like going around and putting pictures of myself on my car and at my workplace saying ‘This is what I
look like’. It’s ridiculous.
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Concerns of how others would judge what the grandmothers shared on Facebook was
troubling for the grandmothers. In some instances the fear of a negative judgement was more
diffuse, whereas in others, such reflections directly included the relationship with the grand-
children. For example, one Romanian grandmother shared her concern over managing her iden-
tity via her photograph on her profile page. 

First, I did not know how to create a page. My son, who helped me, took a photo of mine using the cam-
era from the tablet. Then people called me and told me the photo is really ugly and I should change it. I al-
so did not like it but I did not know how to change it. Now is better, I put a photo of my grandchildren.

Others were more concerned about teaching their grandchildren about these norms of de-
cency and privacy. One Romanian grandmother said,

I would like to be a model for my grandchildren, to teach them well and share my wisdom. I would not
like to interact with whomever on Facebook, people that I do not know well and to share things with them.

Lastly, there were concerns about how the instantaneous nature of social media can neg-
atively influence how people converse. One Canadian grandmother reflected on this chal-
lenge, stating:

Well, what people are raising now is the privacy issues. You know, people are not very circumspect when
it comes to Facebook. It’s so instantaneous. People can get really hysterical and angry so quickly on Facebook.

Discussion

By engaging in a cross-cultural, comparative case study of grandmothers’ use of Facebook
in family communication, we have begun to develop a more detailed understanding of the role
of social media in the lives of older people. Grandmothers continued to be highly involved
in the lives of their children and grandchildren, despite substantial geographic separation.
Our findings also indicate that we need to attend more carefully to issues surrounding not on-
ly adoption, but also the use of ICTs among older people. As a relational identity, being a grand-
mother impacted the experience of ICTs, particularly social media. Staying connected to the
everyday lives of grandchildren was the main motivator for grandmothers’ use of Facebook.
Emotions played an important role in grandmothers’ choices and experiences surrounding
ICT use. This supports previous work that has emphasized the opportunity for social media
to meet these emotional needs (Breheny, Stephens, & Spilsbury, 2013; Forghani, &
Neustaedter, 2014).

Our case study provides a more nuanced understanding of how ICTs, both devices and plat-
forms, are experienced by older people. Grandmothers engaged with multiple media (e.g., so-
cial media and video chat), often alternating between the two. The telephone was still the
predominant and preferred communication medium. As Sawchuk and Crow (2010) suggest,
scholars need to attend to the range of communication media with which older people engage.
Singling out one device or platform to study minimizes the complexity of the experiences that
older people have with ICTs. Grandmothers shifted back and forth between devices and plat-
forms to facilitate family communication and enhance their experiences of remote grand-
mothering. Similarly, they also used a mixture of ‘new’ and ‘old’ media, preferring telephone
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conversations to facilitate deeper family connections. While we concur with research that
suggests that social networking sites were important to older people, contributing to enhanced
communication with family and friends (Bosch, & Currin 2015), our findings suggest that this
is a multilayered experience that involves multiple ICTs and illustrate that grandmothers have
different motivations for using different ICTs.

This multilayered experience shared by the grandmothers in our study exemplified what
O’Hara et al. (2012) referred to as ‘phototalk’. Grandmothers accessed Facebook on a regu-
lar basis with the primary motivation being to view photos of their grandchildren. These pho-
tos allowed the grandmothers to participate, albeit remotely, in the daily lives of their
grandchildren. Our findings support previous research that has shown that instead of being a
substitute for video chat, social network websites could be used as a tool for everyday rem-
iniscing (Forghani, Venolia, & Inkpen, 2014), thus providing more topics of discussion for
geographically distant families. Our work also supports Cosley and colleagues’ (2012) asser-
tion that Facebook can support collaborative online activities for remote families. Facebook
was used as a complementary communication medium in order to enhance communication
via other media.

In addition to individual behaviours exhibited by older people using social media, our
findings indicate that it is vital that we attend to the systems in which older people are em-
bedded and focus on how these systems intersect with the technology experiences across the
lifespan. ICTs are experienced within the broader social, political, and cultural systems. The
growth of the so-called ‘Information Society’ is undermined by the fact that the benefits of
digital media are not flowing evenly within countries or across the world. Unequal access to
technologies results in digital exclusion at both international and local levels (Cammaerts, Van
Audenjove, Nulens, & Pauwals 2003). Ricci (2000) indicates that several groups within West-
ern society are most vulnerable to this digital exclusion, including low-income communities,
individuals with little formal education, individuals who are un-employed or under-employed,
foreign or diasporic communities, women, and older adults. Our comparative case study ex-
plored a population that is routinely neglected or, at best, homogenized in the study of ICTs.
Findings highlight common experiences among Romanian and Canadian grandmothers and
point to a complex experience of social media for older people. Our study focused specifi-
cally on grandmothers who were using Facebook. 

It should be noted, however, that ownership and access do not necessarily translate to use
in all cases. Nearly 50% of older adults in Canada, yet only 6% of older adults in Romania
have reported using the internet at least once over the past 12 months, despite widespread in-
ternet access in both countries (Blanche, 2015). Warschauer (2004) cautions, however, that
when we focus only on providing hardware and software, we pay insufficient attention to the
human and social systems that must also be in place for technology to make a difference. He
suggests that a complex array of factors must be taken into account if meaningful access to
new technologies is to be provided, including: physical, digital and social resources and re-
lationships; content and language; literacy and education; community and institutional struc-
tures. When marginalised groups do log on, there is often scarce content that applies to their
lives and their communities. Importantly, Van Dijk (2005) points out that access also includes
motivational access whereby people see a relevance or potential benefit in using ICTs, as well
as having the skills to effectively use the technology, along with the ability to use the tech-
nology. Our findings suggest that family communication, particularly in relation to grand-
children, is a key factor that contributes to the relevance of social media for grandmothers.
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Future research should also endeavour to explore the motivations and experiences of older
people who choose not to use Facebook and develop a better understanding for the reasons
behind this choice. We mustn’t assume that lack of access or poor technological skills are the
only reasons that older people don’t engage with social media.

The findings from the current study also expand Szinovacz’s (1998, 2007) work around
redefining the grandparent role. Social network sites such as Facebook create a third place
for intergenerational relations, endowed with specific emotions, intentions and meanings.
Kyle and Chick (2007) indicate that place is a state of mind and our cultural and individual
identities affect how we ascribe meaning to our experiences. Meanings that individuals and
collectives ascribe to a place are considered reflections of both their cultural & individual
identities (Kyle & Chick, 2007). Delamere (2011) suggests that digitally mediated third places
such as Second Life, facilitate the development of social capital. Further, meaningful place
experiences often occur in the presence of significant others, including grandparents and
grandchildren. As such, family and close friends have been found to have particular influence
on the social world perspectives of individuals (Kyle & Chick, 2007). Our findings expand
this thinking and indicate that remote grandparenting benefits from the use of Facebook as a
third place, allowing grandmothers to participate in the everyday lives of their grandchildren.
Taking space and place into account when studying grandmothers’ experience of social me-
dia can help us to derive a more nuanced understanding of the intergenerational experience
of ICTs.

Participating in Facebook as a third place with their grandchildren also provided an im-
portant opportunity for grandmothers to act as role models. This was particularly salient in
their actions relating to decency and privacy on Facebook. Grandmothers modelled what they
felt to be ‘appropriate’ social behaviour by taking care not to ‘overshare’ personal informa-
tion about themselves, in what they perceived to be a fairly public forum. This supports the
idea that grandmothers use Facebook not only as a “phatic technology” (Wang, Tucker, &
Haines, 2012) but also as a “socialization tool”. Their choices not to actively post content about
themselves on Facebook could be interpreted as ‘passive’ use, particularly in studies that uti-
lize research methods that only focus on behaviours of the participants. Our case study inter-
view methodology provided us with deeper insight into meaning and experience of social
media for older people. Rather than being ‘passive’ users, grandmothers in our study used their
participation on Facebook to model behaviours that reflected a commitment to norms of de-
cency and privacy.

Conclusion

Although some older people may not have been early adopters of new media, generalis-
ing this as the experience of all older adults is misleading. Not all older people reject tech-
nology. Indeed, a recent Pew study has found that “older” people are the fastest growing
population to use social media (Madden, 2010). Older people are agentic in their choices
around ICTs. Subjective meanings attached to ICTs warrant deeper investigation. Older peo-
ple have been exposed to a multitude of new technologies imbued with promises that these
technologies would change the way they live (Carey, 1988). Attention to the social and his-
torical context can deepen our understanding of their experience of today’s ‘new’ media. Fur-
ther studies are needed to explore other uses, and non-uses of social media. Our work highlights
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the multilayered experience of social media among grandmothers who use Facebook to stay
connected to the everyday lives of their grandchildren and use the medium to facilitate so-
cialization and communication among family members.

Our exploratory case study comparing Romanian and Canadian grandmothers raises im-
portant methodological questions. Current research needs to move beyond the extremely ba-
sic statistics that we currently have, such as the number of households with internet connection.
We need to ask more informative and critical questions such as: What factors influence ac-
ceptance or non-acceptance of specific ICT innovations? What impacts older people’s choic-
es to not engage on social media? Are there differences based on gender? How do race and
class influence their choices? How is (dis)ability implicated with respect to new technologies?
What do older people need in order to engage with social media in a meaningful way? So-
cial inequalities are a reality in the world of digital leisure. How can this case help us to ex-
plore this issue? Studies that have been more respectful of older people’s use of these
technologies have argued that we must take these socio-cultural considerations into account
(Horst & Miller, 2006; Sawchuk & Crow, 2010). Grandmothers are routinely rendered invis-
ible in ICT research. By bringing the voices of these women to the forefront, we provide a
foundation for a more nuanced understanding of the way in which grandmothers engage with
social media to facilitate family communication.
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Abstract 

This paper analyzes how older people, living in Spain, use smartphones and smartphone applications.
Using a mixed methods approach, we compare quantitative results obtained by tracking mobile app usage
amongst different generational samples with qualitative, focus-group discussions with active smartphone
users. A sample of Spanish smartphone users were tracked during one month in the winter of 2014 (238 in-
dividuals, aged 20 to 76 years-old). This was followed by three focus group sessions conducted in the spring
of 2015, with 24 individuals aged 55 to 81. As we learned, WhatsApp is currently the most popular applica-
tion used by people of all ages, including older adults. Smartphones increasingly are playing a central role
in the life of older participants, although the frequency of app access is negatively correlated with age. On
the other hand, as our data indicates, older adults also use a number of different types of apps that are dis-
tinct from that of younger users. Older participants access personal information manager apps (calendar, ad-
dress book and notes) more often than other age groups. And comparatively, older participants use the
smartphone less often in stable locations (home, office, relatives’ home) with Wifi than somewhere else and
with mobile data. As we argue, differences in age seem to reflect the evolution in personal interests and com-
munication patterns that change as we grow older. Our study captures new trends in smartphone usage
amongst this cohort. It also indicates how a combination of methods may help to assess the validity of the
log and qualitative data. We highlight the relevance of conducting careful generational studies in smartphone
use and some of the potentials and limitations of making predictive studies of ICT use as we change through-
out the life course. Finally, we assert the value of the inclusion of older representatives within research, which
ultimately may influence public decisions and the design of new technologies. 

Keywords: smartphones; ageing; apps; use patterns; elders; focus groups; log data.

Introduction

Older adults are often portrayed as less avid users of information and communication tech-
nologies (ICT), as uninterested in ICTs, or of not being capable to use them properly. These
discourses find some support if one examines the existing available data (Eurostat, 2015).
Yet, this statistical picture is changing and one must also question how this data was collect-
ed and what it may include or include. For example, older adults show the highest growth rate
for mobile ICT adoption in developed contexts (Deloitte, 2014). An increasing amount of ev-
idence examines older individuals as active users of social network sites (SNS) such as Face-
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book (Choudrie & Vyas, 2014; Duggan, Ellison, Lampe, Lenhart, & Madden, 2015; Nef,
Ganea, Müri, & Mosimann, 2013), their use of virtual spaces for maintaining both weak and
strong ties (Hage & Noseleit, 2015; Khvorostianov, Elias, & Nimrod, 2012) or for develop-
ing personal interests (Nimrod, 2014). Closer to home, the pervasive use of instant messag-
ing (IM), notably WhatsApp in Spain (CIS, 2016), challenges an array of age stereotypes as
demonstrated by a casual observation in the city of Barcelona where people of any age – old-
er people included – are seen busily using their smartphones while on public transport. Such
stereotypes of the participation of older people in the world of ICTs are often built on em-
bedded prejudices that run contrary to available empirical evidence. More recent studies ad-
dress this stereotypical portrait of ICT use in the case of older people (Loos, 2011) and can
assist us to understand how research may be contributing to the perpetuation of an age-based
digital divide (Lagacé, Charmarkeh, Tanguay, & Annick, 2015). 

Digital media use, as a part of the overall landscape of mediated communication, is wide-
ly studied with respect to children and youth, but is underdeveloped with respect to older
people (Colombo & Fortunati, 2011; Mihailidis, 2014; Silverstone & Haddon, 1996). Teenagers
and young people often constitute reference points for ICT studies because it is assumed that
they help identify the main trends of adoption and use (Castells, Fernández Ardèvol, Linchuan
Qiu, & Sey, 2006; Ito et al., 2010). Contributions that take the older population into account
are scarce in comparison, although there is a growing interest in how older adults engage
with Internet and ICTs in general (Colombo & Fortunati, 2011; Loos, Haddon, & Mante-Mei-
jer, 2012; Prendergast & Garattini, 2015) and in mobile communication in particular (Co-
munello, Mulargia, Belotti, & Fernández-Ardèvol, 2015; Fernández-Ardèvol, 2016; Nguyen,
Irizarry, Garrett, & Downing, 2015; Pang, Vu, Zhang, & Foo, 2015; Petrovèiè, Fortunati, Ve-
hovar, Kavèiè, & Dolnièar, 2015). There appear to be (non-explicit) normativities that per-
sistently frame the ideal patterns of use and adoption as those belonging to youth, although
this is changing.

Ageing and age are socially constructed phenomena and are ongoing processes. Ageing
in particular, and phases in the life course in general, shape and are shaped by broader rela-
tions of power as Calasannti & King have argued in a recent paper (2015). Being old often
has negative connotations (Garattini & Prendergast, 2015) because of prevailing age-related
norms that often portraying older people as limited individuals who are objects of others’ ac-
tions (Jolanki, 2009). Such norms limit the perceived agency of older people in different
ways. Yet as Ling has argued in 2008, intimate personal network can act either as a support-
ive mechanism or a limiting one (Ling, 2008). This set of conditions and context affects ICT
adoption in particular and perceptions of digital technologies in general (Buccoliero & Bel-
lio, 2014). As other research indicates, personal values and interests change over the lifetime
(B. L. Neugarten, 1996) and personal communication patterns and the use of media evolve
as we grow old, as Ling, Bertel, & Sundsoy (2012) have demonstrated in analyzing differ-
ences in SMS use between different age groups. Stereotypes surrounding ICT use may con-
tribute significantly to digital inequalities, as they deploy implicit modes of operation that may
shape social behaviors (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995), including ICT skills (Lagacé et al., 2015)

Studies that track online individual behavior have multiplied recently, and older people
have started to be included in such analyses (Azuddin, Malik, Abdullah, & Mahmud, 2014;
Pang et al., 2015). Tracking online activities offers new ways of achieving an accurate un-
derstanding of users’ behaviors (Gonçalves & Ramasco, 2009) that partially correlates with
reported use (Boase & Ling, 2013). However, these analyses tend to be ahistorical ((Up-
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richard, 2012), static or focused on very short-term observations (Thomas et al., 2013). De-
spite the obvious necessity to question the assumptions involved in the huge capacities that
big data bring to research(boyd & Crawford, 2012), few approaches try to understand the
meaning behind the existing databases, databases that reflect online activity in terms of indi-
viduals’ everyday life perspectives (DeLyser & Sui, 2013). In this regard, a key contribution
to our understanding of data is to compare and confront the results obtained with log-tracked
data with the opinions and perceptions of different groups, such as older people. 

The goal of this paper is to understand the ways that older people appropriate smartphones
from a perspective that challenges ageist stereotypes. To do so, we create a dialogue between
the results of a generational log data study and the reported experiences of older smartphone
users. We first tracked the activity of 238 smartphone users aged between 18 and 76 years old
for one month. We then gathered reported experiences, related to the results of the first part of
the study, in three focus groups with 25 individuals aged between 55 and 81 years old. Our
analysis is oriented in two inter-related directions: the specific uses (what?) by older adults of
smartphones and the routines established by our older participants (where?). We explore the
specificities of smartphone use among older people, to better articulate the relevancy that the
smartphone, and smartphone applications (or apps) have for older individuals. The (new) per-
spective that log data brings to the study of digital devices allows for an increase in our over-
all knowledge on the current use of smartphones while our focus group research adds nuance
to these issues. With this in mind we look more closely at current research on smartphones. 

Studying smartphone use

Smartphones have specific affordances and capabilities, different from computers or tablets.
The comparison of use patterns among136 smartphone users and 160 laptop users in the US,
including the analysis of log data gathered in 2009, shows that use sessions tend to be short-
er and more distributed through the day in smartphones than in laptops (Oulasvirta, Ratten-
bury, Ma, & Raita, 2012). One study, undertaken in Flanders, Belgium, analyzed news
consumption on mobile devices –smartphones and tablet computers combined interviews, di-
aries, and automated data logs of 30 participants tracked during one week (Van Damme, Cour-
tois, Verbrugge, & Marez, 2015). Researchers found that news media are consumed on different
screens, such as computers, laptops, television, or mobile devices. The authors also identi-
fied a noticeable shift towards news consumption on mobile devices, which is considered an
individual activity. Interestingly, the consumption of news on mobile devices is mostly non-
mobile, as the consultation of news when at home exceeded that during the rest of the day.
Indeed, the mobile phone tends to be used most (from stable locations, such as the home,
work, or school (Castells et al., 2006) than on the go. This is, perhaps, a reflection of the so-
cial dynamics that articulate everyday life (Giddens, 1987 ch. 6). For instance, the Spanish
population, aged 10 years old and over, spend most of the day at home (16:34 hours on av-
erage), while the second most common place for people to be is their place of work or school
(2:45 hours). In addition, people spend one hour a day on the street or in open spaces, and
1:08 hours on transportation. 

Mobile phones constitute important everyday life tools that allow for permanent connec-
tion (Katz & Aakhus, 2002). Permanent connection means being able to reach others at any
moment, however this does not mean that individuals spend the whole day on their smart-
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phones. The consultation period on the device tend to be short. What one finds are brief us-
age sessions repeated over time, which represent an important part of smartphone use and con-
stitute one of its particular characteristics. Ørmen & Thorhauge (2015) term these
‘microroutines’, which are embedded into everyday life patterns. In the US, the 6-month
tracking of 25 users demonstrated that smartphones are in the idle state most of the time
(Shye, Scholbrock, Memik, & Dinda, 2010). 

The design and goals of log data studies are diverse. In Finland, 20 smartphone users were
tracked during four weeks and interviewed to determine their social networking patterns
through a specific social network aggregator service, LinkedUI (Cui & Honkala, 2011). The
authors also observed that people form habits of checking their mobile devices at frequent
intervals. In South Korea, a national panel of 1646 users provided by a marketing research
company, were tracked during one month in 2011 to measure usage concentration of smart-
phone apps (Jung, Kim, & Chan-Olmsted, 2014). While panelists’ time was concentrated on
a few apps, the array of game apps used was diverse. That is, most people used the same few
apps but in the case of games the market was much more segmented. In addition, there seems
to be the conjoint use of apps, as a study in the USA showed. Based on data traffic and the
time access of apps collected from a set of 600.000 unique subscribers, gathered evidence sug-
gests that, for instance, weather and news apps are used together (Xu et al., 2011). Finally,
according to Barkhuus & Polichar (Barkhuus & Polichar, 2011), individuals use their smart-
phones in highly individual manners to suit their needs and lifestyle. For example many peo-
ple use mobile devices during parallel activities of personal interest, such as streaming music
while cycling or playing games while watching TV (Lord et al., 2015). 

Smartphone logs to predict smartphone use

An array of studies have attempted to make predictions on different aspects of smartphone
use (Ørmen & Thorhauge, 2015). In 2004, the MIT Human Dynamics Laboratory conduct-
ed a pioneer study that gave rise to the reality mining dataset (Eagle & Pentland, 2006) by
tracking 100 smartphones to ”extract patterns that predict future human behavior”.1 Within
the project, a classification of daily routines based on mobile phone data, which then encour-
aged researchers to make predictive statements on the routines in an individual’s everyday
life (Eagle & Pentland, 2009). Similarly, Nokia Research Center conducted the Lausanne da-
ta collection campaign in 2009-2010 (Kiukkonen, Blom, Dousse, Gatica-Perez, & Laurila,
2010). They analyzed smartphone log data together with self-reported information. This mixed
method was used to determine personality traits of mobile phone users that could feed ma-
chine learning methods (Chittaranjan, Jan, & Gatica-Perez, 2011).

A lack of generational perspective 

Most papers analyzing smartphone use do not collect or report the age of participants, do
not include older people, or do not report the nuances of smartphone use depending on age
differences. Among this rising number of studies that track smartphone use, almost none fo-
cus on older people or make generational comparisons. One possible exception is a study on
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the excessive dependence on smartphones comparing ‘digital natives’ and ‘non natives’, where
(non) nativity was based on the participant’s age (Ahn & Jung, 2014). The majority of research
analyzes youth and adults together (Cui & Honkala, 2011; Eagle & Pentland, 2009; Oulasvir-
ta et al., 2012; Van Damme et al., 2015). There are also studies that look at a specific age group,
such as youth (Lee et al., 2014; Mihailidis, 2014; Pan, Chen, & Rau, 2013; Raento, Oulasvir-
ta, & Eagle, 2009) or adults (Barkhuus & Polichar, 2011; Kiukkonen et al., 2010). Jung et al.
(Jung et al., 2014) analyze a sample of individuals grouped by age from 10 years old to 50
years old and over, ignoring nuances for each generation. In Chittaranjan, Jan, & Gatica-
Perez (Chittaranjan et al., 2011), the sample ranges from 19 to 63 years old with no specific
analysis of the age dimension. Finally, some studies do not even mention the age of partici-
pants in the case study (Böhmer, Hecht, Schöning, Krüger, & Bauer, 2011), either because
authors do not consider it relevant for the topic of the study, or because it was not possible
to access that information (Lord et al., 2015; Shye et al., 2010; Xu et al., 2011). Given this
context, one of our goals is to contribute to a reflection on the current shortage of data on old-
er individuals in the study of smartphone by providing specific empirical evidence and by dis-
cussing its interpretation. The research question we have is: What are the specificities, if any,
in the use of smartphones by older adults? 

Method 

To answer this question, we have used a mixed methods approach. First, we tracked
users’ smartphone activity in a sample of 283 adults during a period of one month. Second,
we conducted three focus groups with older adults to have insight into the way they used
their smartphones. 

Research based on the log data generated by smartphones have proliferated since the mid
2000s. Smartphones open the door, as do other on line digital media, to automated log data
which allow non-intrusive records of mundane everyday life activities and make possible
“augmented longitudinal, process, and context-sensitive investigations” (Raento et al., 2009).
Log data are used to obtain “real use” data not only in the field of the social sciences, but al-
so in computing sciences in general (Shye et al., 2010) and in human computer interaction in
particular (Cui & Honkala, 2011). However, “the log data per se cannot provide the most im-
portant insights, namely the context and purpose of use” (Ørmen & Thorhauge, 2015) and it
is necessary to keep in mind that not all data gathered on the device corresponds to the ac-
tivity of the user (Raento et al., 2009). Thus, a mixed methods approach (Creswell, 2003) is
used to complement the quantitative data from smartphone logs, with qualitative data from
focus groups. In what follows we detail these two very different yet related studies, one us-
ing mobile app tracking and one based on focus groups. Some details of the tracking are nec-
essary for an appropriate interpretation of results. 

Mobile app tracking 

As we are researchers who live and work in the context of Spain, we have used a market
research panel that focuses on the Spanish population to track the online activities of a set of
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panelists on their smartphones (from now on in this paper we will refer to them as panelists).
The panelists are active internet users, already registered in the panel when we started the study.
They installed an app on their device(s) to become part of the tracked panel and received
non-economic rewards for participating in the activities of the panel-mainly surveys and track-
ing. The dataset corresponds to one month of activity between 17 November and 16 Decem-
ber 2014. The software registers every time each user accesses an app, the date and time of
the access, the active length of the session, and the type of connection (Wi-Fi or mobile da-
ta). For example if a panelist opens a fitness app (i.e. Endomondo) to track their running, the
software counts one access when they activate it, and then logs the length of the session un-
til the panelist moves onto another app or their phone returns to the idle mode. 

The sample within our study corresponds to 171.360 hours of smartphone activities. It
belongs to a wider log data collection which, in the same period, the tracked the activity of
455 panelists either on their computers or on their mobile devices. The selected sample re-
sembles the characteristics of the Spanish population who are active Internet users (INE,
2014). The oldest panelist was only 76, which is a reflection of (online) market research in-
terests, which do not consider older people as a prominent target (Sawchuk & Crow, 2011).
After filtering, the final sample of smartphone users was 238 panelists, which gave us access
to 242 devices, as four panelists participated with two smartphones. With 122 women (51,2%)
and 116 men (48,7%), age ranges from 20 to 76 years old: 36 panelists (15,1% of the sam-
ple) can be classified as young individuals – 20-24 years old; 94 (39,5%) as young adults –
25-39 years old; 91 (38,2%) as adults – 40-59 years old; and 17 (7,1%) as older individuals
– 60-76 years old. 

Focus groups

25 participants—15 men and 10 women, aged 55 to 81, participated in the focus groups
(from now on in this paper we will refer to them as participants). When using quotations from
participants we will indicate their sex and age to guard their privacy. Participants were involved
in one two-hour session, divided in three groups of 8, 8 and 9 participants. All had different
levels of experience with smartphones, from four months to three years of use. All of them
are involved in a self-learning group on smartphones, showing their interest in the use of their
smartphones. Participants meet weekly at Àgora, a highly participatory, lifelong-learning
community, to share their knowledge about smartphones, to express their doubts and con-
cerns, and to learn new things from their others. Àgora is committed to strengthening the so-
cial inclusion of older people and immigrants in Barcelona (Catalonia, Spain) by providing
them with free courses on a wide range of areas, such as Internet and languages (Sanchez Aro-
ca, 1999).

Three researchers, two of them the authors of the paper, conducted the focus groups. To
answer the research question, the outline of the conversations included four issues: a) partic-
ipants’ history with smartphones, b) What do they use them for? c) Where do they use them?
and d) When do they use them? Focus groups were voice recorded for further transcription.
The authors listened to the audios, read the transcriptions, and discussed the more prominent
topics in order to make a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
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Description of the data set

As we discovered, our participating panelists accessed 2247 different apps on their smart-
phones during the tracked month. We used OpenRefine to identify different versions of the same
app and group them under the same label, e.g. “Facebook” and “Facebook for HTC” were la-
beled as Facebook.2 In this paper we focus on the number of accesses, the time and day of ac-
cess, and the type of connection (Wi-Fi or mobile data) used when the app was accessed. 

For analytical purposes we have categorized the mobile apps in the sample. To optimize
the research effort, we have reduced the number of apps to be categorized by applying three
non-exclusive criteria to select the most used apps, namely the number of users, the number
of access and the mean time of use during the tracked month. In each case we have included
the top 300 apps. In terms of users, the app in the 300th position had 4 users while the top app
had 233 (WhatsApp); in terms of accesses, the 300th app had 88 accesses while the top app
had 188.911 accesses (WhatsApp); and in terms of average length of session, the app in the
300th position accounted a mean time of 2:57 minutes of access and the app in the 1st posi-
tion accounted 60 minutes (Clean). The resulting set of apps represented 30% of the accessed
apps (675 out of 2.247) and accounted for 97% of accesses among the sample, and for 98%
of the time spent by the 238 panelists in their tracked devices.

Table 1 collates our classification of mutually exclusive categories. The 675 apps were cat-
egorized using an iterative and open form of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Three
researchers participated in the three-iteration process that used the name of the app and its
description. For those apps related to more than one category we chose the most relevant cat-
egory to allow for a univocal taxonomy. While previous studies have used adaptations of the
app store taxonomy (Böhmer et al., 2011; Carrascal & Church, 2015; Xu et al., 2011) we cre-
ated an app taxonomy taking into account both the multimodal mass media and the interac-
tive, horizontal networks of communication built around the Internet and wireless
communication provided in the context of “mass self-communication” (Castells, 2009, p. 4). 

For the analysis we focused on a selection of categories deemed relevant to the topic of
our study, a generational comparison of online activities. We did not include System and Mar-
ket research tools in our further analysis, as they mostly constitute activities the mobile de-
vice does by itself, or are not the users’ intended activity. For instance, launchers (part of the
system category) are accessed every time the user accesses the device, but usually the pur-
pose is to open another app. In addition, we excluded eBooks and Health & Fitness categories
due to their limited number of users. 

Results

Given this data, we can now discuss how smartphone use is different – or not – for older
participants and why particular smartphone apps are relevant to the participants in the three
focus groups. We contrast most significant results of the generational tracking study, mainly
in terms of app access with the experiences reported in the focus groups, in terms of specif-
ic uses (what?) and routines (where?) participants use their smartphones in order to better
understand this data.
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Table 1. Categories of mobile apps and their description, by alphabetical order. Num ber

of users and number of apps in each category
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Category Users Apps

Bank 72 9

Financial corporations’ apps.

Browsers & Searchers 208 10

Internet browsers and search engines.

Device Management 220 52

Tools for management, improvement, and optimization of the smartphone (antivirus, app managers, battery savers
and cleaning systems, amongst others).

eBooks 34 8

Apps to read and/or download eBooks.

Email 187 10

Apps to manage email, such as Gmail, email (for Android), or Yahoo.

File Management 206 20

Tools for managing files inside the smartphone or with other devices, such as Gallery or Dropbox.

Games 145 171

Games and gambling apps.

Health & Fitness 31 9

Tools to manage data related with health & fitness, such as sport trackers and calorie counters.

IM, Voice & Video Calls 237 20

Apps for instant messaging, phone calls, video calls, SMS or MMS.

Market Research Tools 9 140

Apps to participate in surveys and market studies.

Mass Media On Demand 167 34

Mainstream audiovisual contents on demand, with the exception of appsincluded in the Radio & TV category.

Media Creator Tools 175 27

Tools for media creation including the camera, voice recorders and apps to edit pictures.

Personal Information Managers 205 28

Tools to manage personal information, namely calendars, contacts, notes, etc.

Personal Interest Content 125 43

Apps with personal interest contents including catalogues, loyalty programs and scoreboards.

Personal Tools 220 88

Utility tools of general interest including bar codes scanner, tools to download media, flashlights, GPS, educational
apps, maps and dictionaries.

Press & Weather 116 23

Mainstream press and weather apps.

Productivity Tools

Tools for professional performance, including Office Mobile or Polaris Office. 

Radio & TV 68 12

Mainstream radio and TV channel apps.

Shopping 78 24

Apps mainly devoted to sales.

Social Network Sites (SNS) 225 25

It includes general and specialized social networks sites as well as social curator systems.

System 37 219

Launchers.
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Older panelists accessed less often their smartphones than the rest. However, 
it is a central part of their lives.

Our panelists access their smartphones 100 times a day on average (outliers excluded).
While the number of accesses per day are negatively correlated with age; that is, the older
you are the less times you access your phone (r = -.148, p < .05, n=234, see Figure 1). How-
ever, the focus group participants demonstrat how embedded smartphones are in the every-
day lives of all of the panelists, and the central role they play, as comments from two of our
oldest participants illustrate: “Except for [cooking] fried eggs, I use it [the smartphone] for
everything” (Woman, 70). “I almost don’t use the computer now; I do everything in my smart-
phone” (Man, 78). Indeed this type of response is made by panelists who were initially re-
luctant to have a smartphone, or relayed a strong discourse against mobile phones overuse,
e.g. “The smartphone was a gift from my husband (Aged 60) who was tired of me not having
WhatsApp” (Woman, 60). She complains about his excessive smartphone use “Does it only
happen to me, that you are talking with somebody and then he gets distracted by his What-
sApp and you end up talking with nobody?” (same Woman, 60). So, while she is both a re-
luctant adopter, and is critical of the smartphone, she has become an active user who accepts
its centrality within her everyday routines and rituals: “You see, I have no problem if you
show me the picture of your grand children during a dinner with more friends” (same Woman,
60). The smartphone is also expressed as a central part of the everyday life of participants who
report turning off their device when they are at home (Man, 69). Even these participants pre-
fer to have it at hand and admit that they check it from time to time (Man, 75), or keep the
smartphone close to them so they could use it whenever it was needed (Woman, 81).

Figure 1. Mean accesses a day by age break. N=234 (4 outliers excluded). 
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Communicating and socializing via WhatsApp: what the panelists do on smartphones

According to the generational tracking, the three most accessed app categories are IM &
Calls (35,2 accesses per day on average for the whole panel sample, and 23,7 for the older
age group), SNS (10,9 and 9,0) and Browsers (9,8 and 5,8) - see Figure 2. WhatsApp is the
most accessed app (as discussed above), with an average of 26,4 accesses per day (16,9 among
the older panelists). This could be due, in part, because in Spain where this study took place,
it is common to have to pay extra for each text message, while having a small mobile data
package is cheaper. In this sense, WhatsApp is seen as a cheap communication service.

Figure 3 shows which app categories are comparatively more popular among the four age
cohorts. It gathers the age distribution of active users in each app category, measured in terms
of average accesses per user. We are able to identify statistically significant differences for
some categories of apps. On one side, there are three categories that show negative correla-
tion with age, meaning that accesses decrease with age: IM & calls, SNS and Mass media on
demand (r =- .243, p < .001; r = -.138, p < .05; and r =- .155, p < .05 respectively). On the oth-
er side, two apps categories show an increase of use with age: Press & Weather and Personal
Information Manager ( r = .189, p < .01; r = .112, p < .1 respectively). In addition, we observe
another app category that is comparatively more popular among panelists between 60-76 years
of age compared to young adults and adults (ANOVA test, p < .05 in both cases).

Figure 2. Mean accesses day by category. All panelists and Older panelists compared.
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Figure 3. Age distribution of active tracked panelists by app category, in terms of mean ac-
cesses by individuals. (Active panelists are those with one or more access to a given category.) 

* Statistically significant differences among age groups.

Communicating and socializing within the budget: what is relevant, 
according to focus group participants

WhatsApp is a very relevant app, as it is always associated to a flat rate bill, it has no lim-
itations and is cheaper than phone calls or text messages (SMS): “I use WhatsApp extensive-
ly, as I have a limited number of phone calls a month” (Man, 55). Indeed, participants report
that they tend to restrict heavy media consumption when using their mobile data plan in or-
der to control their budget. Otherwise they do not care about the use of other services with
mobile data if they are not that heavy in terms of data consumption. “I don’t watch YouTube
videos, because it consumes my data plan, unless I have Access to a Wi-Fi connection. If I
have Wi-Fi I watch YouTube videos” (Man, 68). Thus, the combined use of traditional voice
calls, with text messages and video calls, is influenced by flat rates and the relevance of each
communication interest. In fact, phone calls are mostly used to access close personal net-
works, which includes relatives and friends. “I have a family group in WhatsApp, but I pre-
fer to call my daughter when I want to talk with her” (Woman, 70).

In addition to being restricted to contacting those who are in a close personal network, voice
calls are used for urgent or relevant issues that require an immediate answer. “A WhatsApp is
not an important call” (Man, 55), while “[a] phone call urges more” (Woman, 76). Finally,
Skype and other video call systems are mostly used to talk with close relatives living abroad:

I use Skype to talk with my daughter who lives in Morocco, while my grandchild [who lives in the same city]
calls me through Hangout, I did not know Hangout, or how it works, but they manage to call me (Woman, 77).

WhatsApp is used to keep in touch either with close or extended personal networks, help-
ing to maintain and reinforce both strong and weak ties. WhatsApp groups play a role in these
dynamics. In this sense, groups with family, friends or peers are common, and they can be
either local or transnational. Groups allow participants to be in touch with relatives who are
far from distance; “We have a family group, and this way my son in Australia is up to date
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on the family issues, and I do not have to update him” (Woman, 70). Finally, it is also wide-
ly used for social entertainment:

I think it is a tool to bring joy to people [A woman interrupts to say “Yes, I know it”] to break monoto-
ny. Whenever I receive a nice WhatsApp, I forward it immediately, I want others to enjoy it. I do not want
to be the only one who can enjoy it (Woman, 81).

I have a lot of fun with WhatsApp (Woman, 76). 

Personal and social concerns over time

Despite its pervasiveness, IM is not exempt from personal concerns or social controver-
sy. Participants report controlling their own access to WhatsApp. Participants speak of situ-
ations in which others either had limited face-to-face interaction because of the immediacy
of WhatsApp or that WhatsApp had become a distraction from more relevant things: “You
cannot be all the day in WhatsApp” (Woman, 76). “I’m in two groups and I receive too many
messages, my wife asks me every time if it’s from our daughters, I have to check it to confirm
that it’s not them” (Man, 72).

As our data indicates, WhatsApp is both one of the main motivations for our participants
to get a smartphone and, at the same time, is the most polemic app. Yet, even highly reluc-
tant smartphone users admit that they end up using it: 

I was initially reluctant to have a smartphone (…) I only use the smartphone when needed, and to check
all the rubbish people send through WhatsApp. (Man, 69 – ironic comment)

You know, I am anti WhatsApp but I see no problem to see somebody else’s grandchildren pictures in
the smartphone. (Woman, 60)

While participants described their experiences and enthusiasm for WhatsApp, they did
not have the same experience or opinions about Facebook. Most of participants report using
this Social Networking Software on their smartphones but only a few of them had experiences
to share during focus groups. One woman reports that Facebook allows her to “get back in
touch with old friends from Colombia” (Woman, 69). Another male participant is dissatisfied
with the use of his image on Facebook “I have seen pictures of myself in Facebook, and I
don’t agree with it” (Man, 78). Other participants did not report using other SNS in their
smartphones, even though some of them use Moovit – a public transportation SNS. They do
not use the social features of this app or Endomondo. 

This disparity between the number of accesses of these apps and the short-lived enthusi-
asm that the participants in our focus group had for these particular apps could be because
the tracking of panelists and the focus group selection involved a different cohort of individ-
uals. However, in the focus groups, participants expressed an ambivalence that is worth not-
ing. While they have and may use the Facebook app on their smartphones, they are not
necessarily enthusiastic about its presence on their phones or in their lives.. It is possible that
for these participants, Facebook’s novelty has passed, it is already integrated in the everyday
routine, and other tools are more central. In a discussion of the novelty-factor of WhatsApp,
one participant reports “In the beginning you laugh a lot, then you get used to that and you
can’t be hooked all day” (Man, 55). 

A similar ambivalence for the use of particular apps on the smartphone surfaces in dis-
cussions of email, an app that all of the participants have on their smartphones. On the one
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hand, participants appreciate the possibility of receiving and reading emails at any time; on
the other hand, most of them wait to answer emails at home as the computer’s keyboard and
the screen are more comfortable. While some report their efforts in dealing with uninterest-
ing emails, such as junk mail, others report using email to send “interesting” contents to their
friends, such as PowerPoint presentations with pictures or jokes (Man, 76a). Another partic-
ipant uses his Gmail account on the smartphone as Gmail is used by his inner circle. This tac-
tic allows him to automatically avoid receiving irrelevant or uninteresting emails on the device
(Man, 76b). Finally, another participant reports using her smartphone to filter uninteresting
emails before moving to the computer to go further with the interesting ones (Man, 64). 

Calendar, Weather and Games. Other smartphone uses

The tracking study indicates that Personal Information Management apps are used more
frequently as we age. Similarly, focus group participants report the extensive use of notes
and calendars as memory aids. Some participants use reminders on the smartphone. The man-
agement of doctor’s appointments by those following a strictly controlled medical program
surface in the focus groups as do other uses of notes and calendars as a part of daily or week-
ly routines: “I use the calendar to remember medications, and doctor appointments with
notes” (Man, 55). “I do the shopping list [in the smartphone” (Woman, 77). The specific
app used to remember things is a personal choice for the execution of everyday activities.
Amongst participants who rely on mobile apps, some prefer the calendar to remember an ap-
pointment while others prefer notes: “I don’t use the calendar, I use notes to remember ap-
pointments and other things” (Man, 69). Finally, others reported that they prefer to use a
paper-based calendar, or – for medical appointments – to rely on the doctor to call you the
day before (Woman, 76). Some describe the use of such apps as a challenge they want to ad-
dress, even if they do not need reminders or they are not going to use them for relevant things.
In other words, we find that Personal Information Management tools are important to some
older participants as they assist them in remembering dates, tasks and other items “to-do” ,
while for others, these tools symbolize the fun of learning something new, even when “tra-
ditional” systems are positively evaluated. As one participant put it: “I don’t use the calen-
dar, I trust this [putting his forefinger in his head]” (Man, 73).

While Device Management apps are not particularly relevant for older panelists, partici-
pants in our focus groups report the frequent use of these apps. These apps are particularly
important for those possessing phones with limited storage space or battery issues. The use
of these apps is mainly pushed to the user by notification systems. The cleaning systems, par-
ticularly Clean Master, were appropriated by participants who identify it by way of the broom
metaphor, the icon that identifies the app: “I use the broom every day” (Woman, 81). “I use
it when there is a notification about it” (Man, 55). The use of this app is influenced by the
learning community to which these participants belong, as they had discussed this topic to-
gether shortly before the focus groups. Although participants rarely report using browsers di-
rectly, some of them use the phone to search and their use of apps related to their personal
interests, such as recipes, poetry, history: any topic inciting curiosity.

I use it for inquires while reading, I like Spanish history so I see videos in the smartphone. Then, I like
poetry and in the smartphone you can see the meter in a verse. (Man, 78) 

I use it to follow the football match abroad (…), and I use the app Seient Lliure [to manage his football
season ticket]. (Man, 76b) 
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I check the movie listings. (Woman, 70)

In line with the tracking study, where News & Weather apps are more popular as age in-
creases, weather apps are popular among participants. One participant, who is very reluctant
to have a smartphone, uses a weather widget in his device (Man, 69). Yet, few participants
read the news on their smartphones: “In the morning I read the newspaper, Sports, and El
Periódico” (Man, 76b). “I use it to read the headlines in ‘El País’ and other newspapers”
(Woman, 70).

Finally, games on the smartphone are not that popular among the participants, although
those who do play games are quite active. Instead of playing games on the smartphone, most
participants play games on the computer, or the tablet because of the bigger screen. Partici-
pants describe how playing games on different devices are a part of their routine: “I play
Rummikub on the tablet; whenever I can’t play I log in the app [at least] to obtain the daily
credits” (Woman, 77). Beyond the mere fun of the activity, games on the phone are useful in
alleviating boring situations and periods of waiting: “You can spend half an hour in the doc-
tor’s waiting room, and it is a pastime” (Woman, 55). Games are described as a way to build
links with grandchildren: “My grandchild asked me to download a game, War of clash, and
then I was hooked because it is addictive, we also exchange things in the game, with my
grandchild” (Man, 68).

Different routines amongst older participants

In the focus groups we asked participants to reflect on how they use their smartphones and
how they manage their device’s connection. The initial discussion tended to focus on the use
of the smartphone outside the home, in the streets, when some information was needed, such
as getting in touch with somebody or for practical purposes such as looking for an address:
“I use it outside, when looking for a place, and this way I don’t get lost” (Woman, 76). 

While this would explain the extended use of Personal Information Management apps,
Media Creator tools, and Health and Fitness apps through mobile data access, this discussion
ignores many of the above-described uses of smartphones, which include entertainment, emo-
tional support, social interaction with an extended social network, expressive uses, or its use
for non-urgent matters connected to daily life. In the focus groups, it was commonplace to
talk about using the phone outside of the home. We needed to prompt further conversation
around other locations of use and whether the use of these locations was habitual or not. For
example, some participants did not take their mobile phones out when going to a social event,
or when going to the cinema, the theatre or other events. In contrast, others turn their phones
on silent when they arrived home. Still others explain using the phone when needed, which
means having it close to them all the time so that they are able to receive notifications. Oth-
ers discuss having the device accessible to check notifications, regardless of whether they are
at home or outside, with Wi-Fi or with mobile data:

I use it more at home, because of WhatsApp, and because of having the family abroad. (Man, 64) 

I use it when I need it. (Man, 78a) 

I have it always with me. (Man, 76a) 

At home I always leave the phone on a table; from time to time I check it, because I can’t hear it. (Man, 75)
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This became an important insight into a key difference between difference age groups:
where data is accessed and how it is accessed. Smartphones work with two different types of
internet connection: Wi-Fi and mobile data. Significantly, amongst all panelists with Wi-Fi
and Mobile data connection, Wi-Fi is more commonly used to access apps than mobile data
connection (56,3% of accesses, ahead of 43,6%).3 However, older panelists (60 to 76 years
old) rely more on mobile data. This cohort use more mobile data than other age group (50,1%
vs. 43,6%) and use mobile data as much as Wi-Fi (50,1% vs. 49,9%). The question is why.

All participants in our focus groups have a mobile data plan, and all but one participant
has Wi-Fi at home. Those who have it at home always use their Wi-Fi connection when at
home, and most of them use Wi-Fi in places they visit frequently, such as their children’s
house, where they know how to connect and they are sure that it is reliable: “I use Wi-Fi in
my everyday places, where I already have the password and it connects automatically, oth-
erwise I use the mobile data” (Man, 76a). “For the half hour you are going to be in a bar
there is no need (to connect to the bar’s Wi-Fi)” (Man, 69). Joining any and all networks, just
to connect for a short or temporary period of time, is not perceived as a desirable option. Pub-
lic Wi-Fi accesses, however, is relevant when on a trip abroad or for accessing public Wi-Fi
while travelling. However, in Barcelona the use of public WiFi connections are not a com-
mon practice for the following reasons: 

I use Wi-Fi at home, in my son’s house, in hotels and abroad in some airports where you can find free
Wi-Fi. (Man, 76b).

I don’t even try to connect to public Wi-Fi accesses, except when I’m on vacations. (Man, 73).

Here [municipality’s open public] Wi-Fi is that slow, I prefer not to use it. (Man, 76b).

In summary, participants use Wi-Fi at home, while visiting familiar locations, or during
longer vacation-style trips. Otherwise, this group of over-seventies report that they prefer to
use their mobile data connection in other places, while commuting, in non-habitual places,
or in habitual places where they do not find it worthwhile to make the effort of accessing the
Wi-Fi because it is for too short a period of time or is likely to be too slow. 

Discussion

To return to our main research question: What are the specificities, if any, in the use of
smartphones by older adults? We have discussed how, in this case study, a combination of
qualitative and quantitative data may contribute to a nuanced generational analysis of how
changes in interests throughout the life course influence and impact the communication prac-
tices and use of mobile media technologies, such as smart phones, amongst older users. We
now return to these findings.

Validity of quantitative and qualitative results

Similar to previous results (Böhmer et al., 2011) our data indicates that IM & calls are the
most accessed apps with a lower use among the older panelists (60-76). Even though it is al-
so the most accessed app for all age groups, an easy conclusion would be that for older pan-
elists, IM & Calls is comparatively less important than for younger generations. If we accept
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this reasoning, we tacitly are assuming a common normativity: the higher the use of a given
technology or service, the better. Yet, discussion groups allow us to understand how impor-
tant WhatsApp is for participants, who describe both (micro) coordination and expressive us-
es. They also explain non-dependent uses of the phone and describe a set of issues around
the inappropriateness of using WhatsApp e.g. at some hours of the day or to send some type
of contents. 

We find an important disparity between the number of accesses to some apps, most no-
tably social networking apps, in the tracking and the descriptions by participants in the focus
groups of their sense of the importance of these apps. Consistent with older peoples’ interest
in social networks (Righi, Sayago, & Blat, 2012), it is not surprising that these were the sec-
ond most often accessed app category, in general for all panelists, and more specifically for
older panelists. However, despite their frequency of occurrence in the log data, participants
do not report using them with enthusiasm, have few experiences to share and convey little
explicit interest in learning more about them. Despite the frequency of appearance of social
networking apps, when we probed further, these apps are less important that we initially
thought. Beyond the concerns of older people about social network sites (ibid), it seems that
the social network sites they use are not a novelty anymore. Even though all participants use
them, they do not constitute a topic of conversation. When an ICT becomes a part of every-
day life, there might not be that many new anecdotes to put on the table. Conversely, What-
sApp could be seen as a trending topic with more issues to discuss and resolve, such as
use-norms. Therefore, it seems that conversations might focus primarily on specific ICTs but
not on all of the ICT individuals use in their daily lives. 

Beyond age stereotypes, personal interest change throughout the life course

The generational analysis of the data indicates how smartphone use changes throughout
the entire life course and how this might influence the results of studies that do not consider
the age of participants. Similar to previous studies (Nylander, Lundquist, & Brännström,
2009), our data suggest that users make more application accesses at stable locations with Wi-
Fi (56,6% of accesses) than in other places with mobile data (43,6% of accesses), similar to
previous findings by Castells et al., 2006. However, given the slight differences between WiFi
and mobile data accesses, and the time spent by people at a stable location or somewhere else
(Giddens, 1987) it is striking that proportionally, our panelists use the smartphone more out-
side of their stable locations than we anticipated, and that older panelists use mobile data on
the smartphone when they are outside of the home, more than they used a WiFi connection. 

In addition to the greater use of mobile data among older panelists than the rest of the
panelists, participants often reported their preference for using alternative devices, such as a
tablet, computer, TV or fixed phone when possible. The screen size of tablets, the comfort of
personal computers, and the ubiquity of smartphones are some of the arguments supporting
a position that encourages a wider ecology of media (Hearn & Foth, 2007) at home. As well,
specific content might be available only on one of the devices. In other words, making less
application accesses on the smartphone does not mean that older adults use ICTs less often,
but that they prioritize ergonomics when choosing the ICTs to be used at home.
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Conclusion

The aim of this paper has been to analyze the use of smartphones by older adults by put-
ting quantitative and qualitative data on smartphone usage into conversation: log data that in-
dicates general patterns of usage and focus group data that helps to understand usage patterns
from the perspective of the users’ reported experience. While this approach is not new, the
novelty of our study lies in our addition of an age-related dimension to the research. We high-
light the relevance of generational studies, showing some of the nuances of smartphone use
by different age groups. Without a generational analysis, smartphone use-studies and predic-
tive systems miss the particular interests of older people potentially excluding them from fu-
ture technology developments. 

The paper has examined two dimensions of smartphone use, namely specific uses (what)
and routines (where). First, in terms of specific uses we observe that Instant Messaging (IM),
particularly WhatsApp, is one of the most prominent services being used by our older pan-
elists. These older panelists access personal information manager apps (calendar, address
book and notes) more often than other age groups. Second, regarding routines, focus group
participants explain how location shapes their connection decisions – Wi-Fi or mobile data –
and the ways that they try to make the most of their data plan. Older participants’ discourses
highlight the practical uses they make of the mobile phone in public places and the confine-
ment of social network sites, gaming and media consumption to private spheres and, there-
fore, to the use of a Wi-Fi connection.

From a generational perspective, we find differences in smartphone use-patterns in terms
of specific uses and places of use. Such differences seem to reflect the evolution of personal
interests and communication patterns as we grow older (B. L. Neugarten, 1996). Empirical
evidence emerges from the basic analysis of tracked data while the discussion groups bring
insights on these results. In this, the combination of methods helps to assess the validity of
the log data. The dialogue between quantitative results and qualitative discourses we have pro-
posed in this paper clearly enriches the interpretation of tracked data and also the interpreta-
tion of qualitative data. In addition, we adopt a special focus on older people and a generational
approach, that includes generational recruitment and analysis. Empirical evidence on the prac-
tices of older people in this area are in need to contest the stereotypes and ageist attitudes that
are commonplace.

This study is admittedly a historical one (Uprichard, 2012) and it has limitations. Indeed,
both the tracking data and the focus groups include older active users of smartphones, which
does not represent the majority of the older Spanish population. There is a clear auto-selec-
tion bias as a consequence of volunteering to participate in the two studies. However, partic-
ipants in the focus groups means that the sample includes old and new smartphone users,
those who chose to have a smartphone or who were given one as a gift, and users who range
from engaged users to reluctant users with different levels of appropriation and uses of their
smartphones in their everyday life. In addition there are not any panelists aged over 76 or fo-
cus group participants aged over 81, who have contributed to this study. Similarly, the track-
ing sample of older people is too small to perform some statistical tests. As well, these results
might be influenced by the fact that tracked individuals belong to a market research panel,
and that focus group participants take part in an educational group on smartphones. Diverg-
ing from other studies, our case study involves different participants in the tracking and in
the focus groups. While this can be seen as a limitation, we consider the discussion with old-
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er people and the results of the generational tracking relevant as they provide rich and in-depth
insights for future research.
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Notes

1 http://realitycommons.media.mit.edu/realitymining.html (accessed 06/06/2015).
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/OpenRefine (last accessed 15/06/2015).
3 Average accesses per day ascends to 64,1 (SD=2,9) for Wi-Fi, versus 49,6 (SD=3,3) for mobile data

(t(202) = 3,364, p < ,005).
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Abstract

Although mobile methods are becoming more common within the social sciences (e.g. Ricketts Hein et
al., 2008 and Wiederhold, 2015, p. 607), they mostly take place outdoors. This paper examines the potential
of walking interviews conducted in small domestic spaces to explore the ICT experiences of women aged 60+
and to discuss the challenges and advantages of this method. This case study of indoor walking interview ma-
terial is a part of a larger research project on the ICT experiences of women 60+ in the Austrian province of
Styria. The advantages and challenges of conducting walking interviews in the homes of interviewees are
identified and explored. As this case study demonstrates, walking interviews in homes give the researcher a
glimpse into the private areas of everyday life, let the interviewees lead the researcher through the space, al-
low the participants to conduct the conversation, and thus invite a reflection on the power dynamics inherent
in the interview situation. This method also compares the statements provided by participants in semi-struc-
tured interviews with the information gathered through an encounter with media and ICTs in the home. These
comparisons yield a variety of insights on prior statements through the addition of emphases, “contradic-
tions,” or minimizing the importance of previous interview statements. Moreover, interactions with the ob-
jects in the home that are encountered during the walking interview also provide important “prompts” to
stimulate a detailed and multifaceted discussion of everyday life experiences with ICTs and other media.

Keywords: mobile methods; indoor walking interview; domestic space; older female ICT users; aging.

Introduction

During the past several years, mobility research and issues of mobility have become cen-
tral topics within the social sciences (e.g. Ricketts Hein et al., 2008 and Wiederhold, 2015,
p. 607). More and more research projects “are seeking to bring mobility into the research
process, particularly in the investigation of ‘everyday’ life practices and lifeworlds”, as Rick-
etts Hein et al. (2008, p. 1266) explain. However, walking interviews (e.g. Jones, Bunce,
Evans, Gibbs & Ricketts Hein, 2008) are still a comparatively recent qualitative method with-
in the social sciences. In walking interviews the interviewer and interviewee are in movement
while they converse. During these mobile conversations, the surroundings often act as stim-
uli for discussion (Anderson, 2004, p. 257). Disciplines such as cultural geography and ethnog-
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raphy regularly employ qualitative research methods and have developed the concept of mo-
bility in the context of qualitative research. In ethnography, for example, Kusenbach (2011)
has developed the “go-along” method. According to Kusenbach (2011, p. 184), go-alongs
constitute “a hybrid between participant observation and interviewing.” Although mobile
methods were already being used repeatedly to investigate “‘everyday’ life practices and life-
worlds” (Ricketts Hein et al., 2008, p. 1266), the interviews mostly took place in outdoor
contexts. Examples include, among many others, studies conducted by Doughty (2013), Jones
et al. (2008) or Anderson (2004). The use of walking interviews within people’s homes, how-
ever, seems to be less common. This, Robertsi notes (personal communication, July 23, 2014),
has resulted in a gap in research literature on the topic.

This paper examines the potential and the challenges of walking interviews conducted in
small domestic spaces to explore the information and communication technology (ICT) ex-
periences of women aged 60 plus. It is important to note that the walking interviews are one
part of a three-part methodology used in this larger research project, which also includes
life-graphing and semi-structured interviews. The results of these other methodologies are not
the focus of this paper, but they are used to provide a context for the discussion of the indoor
walking interviews.

Examining the ICT Experiences of Women 60+

As everyday life in private spaces and public arenas is permeated by an increase in the
number of information and communication technologies (ICTs), as well as media devices,
questions of unequal access and competencies related to ICTs become crucial. Access and
competencies often define opportunities for participation in social, cultural, economic, and po-
litical spheres. Reflecting on these opportunities or blockages to participation in the world of
ICTs and on “skilled access” (Garson, 2006) when using ICTs, the current empirical studyii in-
vestigates the use of ICTs by older women in Austria, a group significantly affected by the so-
called digital divide (e.g. Doh, Wahl & Schmitt, 2005, p. 36) in terms of Internet usage (Statistik
Austria, 2015). Specifically, this case study explores how women from various socio-econom-
ic backgrounds, between the age of 60 and 70, and residing in the Austrian province of Styria,iii

have been using and have ascribing meaning to ICTs throughout their lives. In doing so, the
study explores continuities and changes in strategies of ICT usage over the life course. 

Theoretical Framework

Karl Mannheim’s (1952) notion of “generation location,” Burkhard Schäffer’s (2009) con-
cept of “generation-specific media practice cultures,”iv and Roberta Maierhofer’s (1999, 2004,
2007) term “Anocriticism” provide theoretical tools to investigate how interview participants
have been using and ascribing meaning to ICTs throughout their lives. According to Mannheim,
youth experiences are particularly influential on the formation of general attitudes and per-
ceptual patterns. Youth experiences lead to what Mannheim terms a “similarly ‘stratified’
consciousness” (1952, p. 297) of a generation. Mannheim’s idea of “generation location” is
used in the analysis of this empirical material to examine, specifically, the generational as-
pects of ICT usage by women 60+. In a similar way, Schäffer’s (2009) idea of “generation-
specific media practice cultures” is used to investigate generation-specific practices in the
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context of ICTs, such as the carefully planned execution of actions in opposition to “trial and
error approaches.”v In addition to Mannheim’s perspective, which emphasizes the influence
of a person’s experience in their youth on their observations and interpretations later in life,
Maierhofer’s (1999, 2004, 2007) concept of “Anocriticism” is used to investigate the influ-
ence of individual (media) biographies and practices. Anocriticism is “an interpretational ap-
proach that validates individual experience of age and aging in resistance of normative
assumptions” (Center for Inter-American Studies, 2015) and emphasizes the diversity of life
course experiences as well as the difference between chronological age and cultural assump-
tions associated with age (Maierhofer, 2007, pp. 111-112).vi While Mannheim’s notion of
“generation location” emphasizes the importance of collective experiences within time, Maier-
hofer’s analytic lens of “Anocriticims” draws attention to the individual interpretation of life
course experiences.

Study Design and Methodology

In comparison to the research that has been done on the media biographies of young peo-
ple, less research has been done on older adults (Vollbrecht, 2009, p. 23). For this reason, this
case study adopts an exploratory qualitative research design to investigate the ICT experiences
of women 60+. A starting point for the overall study emerged from the idea that ICT devices
might change more rapidly over decades while basic modes of interaction are perhaps more
stable; thus, a broad definition of ICTs, inclusive of other media, has been adopted to allow
for a comparison of media experiences and strategies of use across different devices. Refer-
ring to a definition suggested by the United Nations Development Programme (2001), this
study conceptualizes ICTs as comprising both new ICTs (e.g. the Internet) and older ICTs,
such as radio, sound-systems, and television.

In order to investigate the strategies of use and the processes deployed by older women to
ascribe meaning to ICTs, this larger research project employs three qualitative research meth-
ods: life-graph discussionsvii, sedentary semi-structured interviews, and indoor walking inter-
views. While life-graph discussions serve as a means to emphasize a life course perspective
in the conversations, the semi-structured interviews focus on a variety of topics that are rel-
evant to the usage of ICTs. Semi-structured interviews, for example, bring forth media-bio-
graphic memories, strategies of usage, and attitudes towards various kinds of ICTs (computers,
the Internet, cell phones, TV, and radio).viii The indoor walking interviews in the homes of
the interviewees are then employed to explore more implicit aspects of media practices and
experiences. This larger research project uses the Grounded Theory approach (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990) to examine these different phases of data collection and analysis, regularly al-
ternating the collection and the analysis of the data. An open coding approach, as described
in Grounded Theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), was applied to most of the analysis of the em-
pirical material collected.

Initial Findings from the Broader Research Project

To date, five lengthy, semi-structured interviews, five walking interviews, and life-graph
discussionsix have been conducted and analyzed. The first interviewee was contacted by a
fellow researcher at the Center for Inter-American Studies which lead to the snowball recruit-
ment of further participants. 
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The preliminary findings obtained through the analysis of the material thus far shows that
both generation-specific media practices as well as individual media biographies affect the
way in which the participants use and ascribe meaning to ICTs. In terms of generational el-
ements, generation-specific media experiences and strategies of ICT usage as well as inter-
generational experiences are relevant. In the context of generation-specific media experiences,
early-life experiences with ICTs are especially important to highlight. Examples include child-
hood rules for interacting with ICTs (e.g. the rule to “not break media devices”), experiences
of collective media interactions (e.g. collective TV-watching with neighbors), as well as war
and post-war experiences related to ICTs (e.g. the radio as source of bad news). The impor-
tance of the way in which early-life experiences frame ICTs during other life phases affirms
to some extent the relevance of Mannheim’s (1952) idea of “generation location.” Regard-
ing generation-specific strategies of ICT usage, the notion of “guided and planned execution
of actions” is important and supports the results Schäffer obtained from his 2009 study. Par-
ticipants also repeatedly mention strategies of preserving, saving, and passing on of materi-
als that were produced with the help of ICTs; for example, photographs. However, the most
dominant theme is intergenerationality. A wide variety of intergenerational experiences were
shared in the conversations but these stories often focus on the help participants receive from
their sons and/or the means through which their sons help them to acquire their ICT devices.
The stories about the participants’ intergenerational interactions with ICTs are salient in terms
of gender and in reference to other studies on seniors’ usage of ICTs as they support the find-
ings of previous studies conducted in other countries, such as those of Crow and Sawchuk
(2015, p. 196), on the use of mobile devices by Canadian seniors. This will be discussed in
more detail later in the paper.

With regard to more individual elements of ICT usage and media biographies, participants
shared a variety of stories that reflect the individuality of their life experiences. However,
one dominant theme across all conversations is the relevance of previous work experiences
and the way in which these experiences influence the way in which participants currently use
and think about ICTs (“new” ICTs in particular). Another topic worthy of note is the inter-
viewees’ reflections on the way in which their own ICT usage changed due to changes in lo-
cation, e.g. in the context of trips for medical rehabilitation. For the most part, however, stories
on individual experiences of ICT usage reflect the diversity of life course experiences and in-
dividual relevancies, such as political or leisure interests.

Painting a Fuller Picture: ICT Usage by Women 60+ and the 
Indoor Walking Interview 

Following this brief outline of the initial findings from the larger research project, partic-
ularly from the semi-structured interviews, the subsequent sections discuss how walking in-
terviews in small domestic environments can help researchers to understand a lifetime of
experiences with ICTs. As the initial results of this study demonstrate, walking interviews con-
ducted in domestic spaces may lead to more complex and more personal accounts of every-
day life experiences, thus providing “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) of these experiences. 
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Interviewing as “Travelling” and Presentation as “Storytelling”

To frame the discussion of the indoor walking interviews, it is important to address the
underlying epistemological assumptions of (walking) interviews. While some interview stud-
ies and walking interview studies allude to what Kvale (2007) labels the “minor metaphor”
in terms of epistemological assumptions, this case study explicitly draws on Kvale’s notion
of interviewing as “traveling.” Thinking of the interview process as “mining” means concep-
tualizing knowledge as something “waiting in the subject’s interior to be uncovered, uncon-
taminated by the miner” (Kvale, 2007, p. 19). Such notions of qualitative research as “mining”
do not necessarily refer to mere positivist understandings of qualitative research, but can, for
example, express a psychoanalytical understanding of the research process as a “quest for the
hidden meanings in the unconscious” (Kvale, 2007, p. 19). Thinking of qualitative research
and indoor walking interviews not as “mining,” but instead as “travelling” (Kvale, 2007, p.19)
emphasizes the pluralities of meaning and generates a fuller picture of everyday life experi-
ences. As Kvale (2007, p. 19) puts it, “[t]he interview traveller, in line with the original Lat-
in meaning of conversation as ‘wandering together with’, walks along with the local
inhabitants, asks questions and encourages them to tell their own stories of their lived worlds.”
Rather than looking for “authentic meanings,” the interview traveler is interested in “poten-
tialities of meanings,” interpretations and narratives (Kvale, 2007, p. 19). Building on such
an understanding of knowledge production, one can also think of the qualitative researcher
as “researcher-story-teller” (Brown, 2010), as someone telling empirically-grounded “sto-
ries” about social realities.x In what follows, the findings obtained through indoor walking
interviews are presented by telling stories: the stories of women living in the province of Styr-
ia in Austria, all of whom are aged 60 or older. The participants’ stories about their experi-
ences with ICTs provide insight into how the walking interviews in the home offer the
researcher and the participant the opportunity to co-create rich and multidimensional narra-
tives on ICTs. 

The Indoor Walking Interview

Indoor walking interviews are very loosely structured interviews that are conducted dur-
ing walks with the participants in their homes. In my project, these indoor walking interviews
occurred after the life-graph discussions and the semi-structured interviews. After conduct-
ing a sedentary semi-structured interview on the same day, the researcher and the participant
begin the walk through the house to discuss the interviewee’s media devices. It is important
to note that, at this point in time, the researcher suggests “Let’s take a look together at all me-
dia devices at the house, if this would be okay”xi to check in and to ensure that the partici-
pant is comfortable with the walking interview. Under the lead of the interviewee, who sets
the pace and route for the joint tour through the apartment or house, the interviewee and in-
terviewer walk through the different rooms and eventually stop when the interviewee points
out an ICT device. At this point, the interviewees immediately may begin to elaborate a sto-
ry about the device. If not, then the interviewer may acknowledge the presence of the device
by saying something like “So this is your TV-set/ your radio/ your computer” etc. and then
ask the interviewee to comment on the device. As a stimulus for the commentary, the inter-
viewer poses very general and open-ended questions, such as “What does this TV-set/ radio/
computer look like to you?” or “Where is this positioned?”. After a short conversation about
the device, the interviewer will usually ask the interviewee to turn it on and to elaborate on
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what they usually do with it. The interviewer then asks the interviewee for permission to take
photos of the ICT devices presented. The photos primarily serve as a memory-aid for the in-
terviewer later on, but sometimes the photo-taking prompts the interviewees to explain the
device in more detail or to show additional functions or features.

Challenges in the Context of Walking Interviews in Domestic Spaces

While some advantages of walking interviews in small domestic spaces are rather intu-
itive, as will be discussed below, the challenges of indoor walking interviews are more dif-
ficult to pin down. In general, the practicalities regarding mobile methods are an issue.
Researchers perform a multiplicity of tasks simultaneously, such as carrying a recording de-
vice in motion, watching their step and direction, formulating questions and listening atten-
tively to the stories of the interviewees. As Hall et al. (2006, p. 3) state: “movement puts the
interview at risk […]; it exposes the interview to interruption, it ratchets up the ratio of noise
to signal.” In addition, walking interviews – similar to other empirical methods – are more
suited for the investigation of some topics than others. Mobile methods in general are well-
suited for exploring a range of specific topics such as special practices, engagement with the
environment or biographies, as Kusenbach (2011, pp. 187-197) convincingly outlines in the
context of the “go-along.” However, mobile methods are less suitable for the exploration of
topics such as group values, which can be better explored in group discussions (Bohnsack,
Przyborski & Schäffer, 2007, p. 7). 

Another challenge, which is particularly relevant for walking interviews conducted in
small domestic environments, is the subtle negotiation of privacy and trust as researcher and
interviewee move through the bedrooms and bathrooms of the interviewee, which are very
personal and intimate private spaces in a home. The particular significance of privacy and
trust is highlighted by the fact that four out of five participants chose to show their bedrooms
last or second to last during the interview. Only one interviewee did not include the bedroom
in the tour. Bathrooms were only included in the tour by one participant, but this might also
be because ICT devices are less common in Austria in bathrooms than in bedrooms, where,
for example, a TV or radio alarm is often situated. Sometimes the participants negotiated trust
and privacy in subtle ways; other times, these negotiations were more explicit. For example,
Interviewee five (I-5) expressed worries that the bed in the bedroom might not be made. On
other occasions, the participants addressed tidiness and housekeeping during the tour. One par-
ticipant (Interviewee four) explained that she puts a kitchen towel on the printer in the study
so that it does not collect dust and was then quick to add “This doesn’t mean I don’t want to
clean.” This example illustrates the importance for the interviewer to convey that they will
not impose any judgments on the organization of everyday private life but want to learn more
about practices and objects of the interviewee’s everyday life through the joint tour of the house. 

As Elwood and Martin (2000, p. 650) point out, interviews represent socio-spatial rela-
tionships on a small scale, they produce their own “microgeographies” and “reflect the rela-
tionships of the researcher with the interview participant, the participant with the site and the
site with the broader sociocultural context that affects both researcher and participant.” The
socio-spatial situated-ness and interconnectedness of the interview site, as well as the prox-
imity of the participant and the researcher were crucial to this study. For example, the partic-
ipants make recurrent references to housekeeping during the home tours. These comments
are not surprising, given that women in Austria continue to do the majority of unpaid work,
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such as housekeeping (Gender Equality in the Labour Market, 2010, p. 18). All of the par-
ticipants and the researcher are women; thus, the references made by the interviewees con-
tribute to sense-making in a cultural environment where the home has been constructed as a
place where the expectation, culturally, is that women will care for it.

Advantages of Walking Interviews in Domestic Spaces

Although negotiations of privacy can be a challenge, the closeness to private, everyday
life and its objects constitutes one of the very advantages of (walking) interviews conducted
in domestic spaces. First, being at the homes of the interviewees allows for family-related and
household-related themes to be elaborated on extensively. As Sin (2003, p. 306) has noted,
“[i]nterviews are, at least in part structured by the spatial context in which they are conduct-
ed.” This was made apparent when participants would share family-related stories on ICT us-
age (e.g. on intergenerational ICT experiences). In this study, the interview site thus helped
to foreground the social and familial embedded-ness of the ICT usage of the participants.

Secondly, conducting interviews in the home context allows for the participation of in-
terviewees who are less mobile or flexible in terms of location, be it in terms of a health con-
dition, geographical location, or care and family responsibilities. This has also been illustrated
by Sin (2003, p. 308) in the context of health status. In this study, multiple Interviewees (three,
four, and five) had been responsible for family responsibilities during the day (e.g. watching
grandchildren, cooking for (extended) family, household work), so the home as an interview
location seemed to allow participants to take more time for the interviews. With the interview
taking place in their home, they could take breaks from it in order to put a dish in the oven
or to talk to one of their grandchildren. Interviewee three voiced this advantage explicitly by
calling her friend on the phone to recommend participating in the study. As she exclaimed:
“This is great. You can even get your cooking done during the interview.” 

The closeness to the private and family-related aspects of everyday life and the potential
inclusiveness are not only advantages of walking interviews, but of any interview conduct-
ed at home. So what does joint walking in the home add to the research process? First, the
movement through different rooms in the house provides the researcher with the opportuni-
ty to observe the interactions of participants with everyday life objects at their homes. In the
context of this study, the indoor walking interviews were a suitable means of exploring how
informants act “together with” ICTs, if we – following Latour (1993, p. 55) – conceptualize
ICTs as “quasi-objects.” This interview style also helps draw attention to the fact that media
technologies themselves incorporate habitual aspects, for example with regard to design and
usability (Schäffer, 2009, p. 43), and influence how individuals interact with them. In this way,
interaction with objects during the tours allowed for the expression of non-verbal forms of
knowledge, for example of routines and implicit knowledges, which are more difficult to ver-
balize during a sedentary face-to-face interview situation. The house tours thus allowed for
different ways of expressing experiences; in particular, showing instead of telling. 

Secondly, the physical shifting of perspectives during the home tour allowed participants
to “complicate” their stories. If walking interviews are conducted subsequent to other con-
versations (in this case, the life-graph discussion and the semi-structured interview), they may
provide study participants with the opportunity to emphasize, “contradict,”xii weaken or add
to statements made earlier. While this certainly is not a unique feature of indoor or outdoor walk-
ing interviews, it emphasizes advantages of a multi-method approaches in general. A multi-
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method approach often gives more space to participants to share their stories. However, the
physical shifting of perspectives by walking through several rooms during the walking inter-
view in the homes of participants seems to support a simultaneous shifting of perspectives and
reflections on ICT-related issues. Anderson (2004, pp. 257-258) and Ricketts Hein et al. (2006,
p. 1277) make a similar point in their discussion of the walking interview. Specifically, Rick-
etts Hein et al. (2006, p. 1277) argue that “[w]alking, like telling stories, is the movement be-
tween places […].” Thus, walking interviews can, in a very literal sense, shift perspectives of
participants and allow them to share stories that are more contradictory or complex. Ultimate-
ly, such perspectives contribute to richer accounts of experiences. 

Hall, Lashua, and Coffey (2006, p. 3) suggest that walking interviews “even out some of
the power differentials which even the most informal of interviews can struggle to throw off.”
Similar observations were also made by Anderson (2004, p. 258) and can certainly be ac-
knowledged as being important to his study. Participants often seemed to be more open and
willing to elaborate their thoughts during the walking interviews. This is noteworthy since
the preceding life-graph discussions and semi-structured interviews also took place in their
homes. This is likely because interviewer and interviewees have had some time (approxi-
mately two hours) to get to know each other. It may also be because the interviewees lead
the walking interviews through their homes bringing about a more balanced power situation.
As Hall et al. (2006, p. 3) write: “Leading the way, interviewees can shift the discussion from
description to personal commentary and back, as it suits them; if the talk takes a wrong turn,
diversions are at hand.” The walking interviews in this study resemble a normal tour of a
house that might be offered to a visiting relative or neighbor. The walking tours thus allude
to a common form of social interaction that is less hierarchical than traditional, face-to-face
sit-down interviews. For the most part, interviewees seem to enjoy the walking interview and
to be pleasantly surprised that the interviewer genuinely is interested in their way of living
at home. 

The walking interviews at home allow for a less-hierarchical interaction during the inter-
view process and provide the researcher with glimpses of what Goffman (1956) calls the
“backstage.” This is that place and that moment where interactions are more informal and it
is easier to make “contradictions,” reinterpret or add to one’s stories. As explained earlier, walk-
ing interviews in homes are not entirely void of power dynamics. The interviewer is still a
visitor who should not, for example, see an unmade bed if the interviewee decides. Howev-
er, the physical movement through the home means that the interviewees do not need to get
stuck in moments of discomfort; walking can allow them to move on and to shift their per-
spectives on the content, as the subsequent discussion of walking interview material demon-
strates. If asked what the particular advantage of walking interviews in domestic homes is,
one could answer that it is the combination of: being granted access to parts of the “back-
stage” (Goffman, p. 156); allowing interviewees to exist in a position in which they get to
decide when to shift perspectives, either by controlling the movement through the home or
by or shifting the emerging content by changing the context and prompting the interview to
move on. In this way, participants paint a “fuller picture” of their everyday life experiences
with ICTs.
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Highlighting Statements, Negotiating Experiences, and Shifting
Perspectives: Preliminary Findings from the Indoor Walking Interviews

Drawing from examples from the walking interview material, the subsequent discussion fo-
cuses on how indoor walking interviews allow interviewees to highlight and negotiate their ICT
experiences and to shift their perspectives. It shows how interviewees use the walking interviews
to emphasize themes or stories that are important to them; to add new aspects not mentioned
before; to “contradict” or weaken statements made earlier (during the preceding life graph dis-
cussions and semi-structured interviews); or to introduce entirely new ideas. It also demon-
strates how indoor walking interviews allow the interviewees to interact with ICT devices. 

Highlighting Statements: Emphases of Experiences

During the walking interviews, all five participants emphasized the relevance of themes
or statements mentioned during the preceding life-graph discussions and semi-structured in-
terviews. One example illustrates the gender-related connections and expectations that the
participants have in their understanding of ICTs and expertise. In the semi-structured inter-
views, four out of five interviewees shared stories explaining how their sons regularly help
with the use and/ or acquisition of ICT devices. As mentioned earlier, this is an interesting
finding with respect to gender and ICTs. Most of the participants have daughters or daugh-
ters-in-law (sometimes even living in the same house) who could potentially help them trou-
ble-shoot their ICTs. However, with the exception of one interviewee, the participants do not
mention their daughters as ICT helpers. Interestingly, in the indoor walking interview, the
importance of the son as a helper is underscored by three out of four interviewees (I-2, I-4,
I-5) who also address this topic in the semi-structured interview. To use an example from the
interview material: Interviewee four (I-4), a woman in her mid-sixties from a small village
in southern Styria who had worked as an accounting clerk before retirement, emphasizes the
importance of her son as an ICT helper in the semi-structured interview: “Thank goodness
that I have a son; when I didn’t know about something or when we [her and her husband] did-
n’t know about something, then we get him [laughs], he then has to fix it [the computer]
again, when something is broken or whatever.” In the walking interview in the home, while
standing in front of the computer in the study, I-4 elaborates by giving a concrete example of
how her son provides help with her ICTs. Pointing at the computer’s personalized desktop
background, a picture of a landscape in the spring, she exclaims: “[He] set this up, so every-
body has their own [background image], because otherwise you keep searching. Everybody
has got something else.” This example underscores the general importance of her son as an
ICT helper but, at the same time, sheds light on what she means when stating that “he has to
fix […] whatever” (own emphasis). In this case, the son is not only being consulted when hard-
ware is broken or advice on a program is needed but also assists with organizing more com-
mon settings, such as the desktop. 

Negotiating Experiences: New Interpretations, “Contradictions” and 
Minimizing Importance

While I-4 provides a concrete example for the help of her son with ICTs in the example
cited above, Interviewee five (I-5), a 62-year old woman from a small city in Upper Styria
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who apprenticed as a seamstress but has been a family manager for most of her life, empha-
sized the important role her son plays in her relationship to ICTs. During the semi-structured
interview, she elaborates the ways that her son helps with various ICT interactions (e.g. search-
ing for things online because he is “faster and more competent”), and she explains that he has
handed down his old computer to her and her husband. Later, in the walking interview through
the house, she emphasizes the influence of her son in ICT matters. Standing in front of her
TV-set in the large living room, she states: “And I actually didn’t want it [the TV-set] to be
as big and I wasn’t there [at the electronics store]. [My son] of course was there and they [her
husband and her son] took the bigger one, of course.” Notably, I-5 finds it natural (she says
“of course”) that her son, together with her husband, are deciding what TV-set should be
bought for her and her husband’s household. Interviewee five also talks about her son’s in-
volvement with ICTs in a less than positive light when she frames the TV as something she
actually “didn’t want.” This detail is notable. The majority of stories about “the helping son”
are framed very positively across all interviews.xiii Thus, the walking interview conducted in
the homes of interviewees may support the discovery of “potentialities of meanings” (Kvale
2007, p. 19) – in this case in the context of stories on gendered intergenerational relationships
and expectations with respect to ICTs. It also exemplifies how the literal shifting of perspec-
tives during the walking interview in the homes of the interviewees may contribute to a si-
multaneous shift in terms of content, a point Ricketts Hein et al. (2006, p. 1277) have made
discussing walking interviews. 

Other parts of the walking interview material illustrate how previously-made statements
may be weakened in terms of significance or “contradicted.” Compared to statements that
are either emphases of previously-made statements or the introduction of new aspects of ICT
experiences, these two categories of statements are not as empirically present. It may be eas-
ier to recognize themes that have been deemed less important or „contradictions” in state-
ments. An example of a previous statement that had been minimized or tempered is a story
shared by a 60-year-old former secretary and family manager living in a suburb of Graz (I-
3). In the semi-structured interview, I-3 described her usual handling of new ICTs: “And this
is always at the back of my mind, that you should not break anything. It is idiotic, I know
very well that I won’t break anything, but it doesn’t work anyways. I prefer asking first and
then I do it.” During the joint inspection of her mobile phone during the walking interview,
however, she states that she changed the size of characters on her phone display by just try-
ing and finding out “by accident”: “There, I tried and then I saw that you can [put] bigger
characters. […] I did this myself.” While at some points during the semi-structured interview,
she briefly mentions that she “occasionally” tries out things herself, this is the only concrete
example she provides which weakens her previous statement of “not just trying out things.” 

Regarding “contradictions” of previously made statements, an illustrative example from
the current analysis is an account of I-5, a woman who identifies as a non-user of computers
and the Internet. In the semi-structured interview, she frames computers and the Internet, on
the one hand, as a waste of time and, on the other, as a necessity for work. For instance, she
states: “Of course, if you need it [the computer] for work, as it is everywhere today, it is great
and everything is faster […], but for us this is not essential anymore […]. [W]e don’t need
the computer, not necessarily, right, something like the Internet.” In the walking interview
through the home, however, she mentions that her husband often goes to “play on the com-
puter” in the evening while she reads or goes to sleep, only to shortly afterwards correct her-
self and say that she did not mean that he literally plays computer games, but that he looks
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up some things that are related to his former job as an alpine tour guide. This is a significant
addition or perhaps more accurately a “contradiction” of her previous description of the com-
puter and the Internet as things primarily related to work. It also explains why she thinks that
computers and the Internet are a waste of time: she sees them as something similar to kids’
toys, as something you should not bother with as an (older) adult. 

A “contradictory” aspect of another interviewee’s (I-1’s) relations to ICTs was shared dur-
ing the walking interview. Interview one is a 66 year-old woman from the suburbs of Graz,
who had worked part-time as a secretary in the public sector and continues to be the family
manager. During the walking interview, she first speaks about the TV-set in the living room
and then suddenly turns to an amplifier and stereo next to it to point out the record player on
top of the stereo. She then compares records to CDs, eloquently elaborating on the high
acoustic quality of the music on the records. She then shares an example of “that (!) differ-
ence” between music on CDs and records. During the minutes that follow, I-1 continues to
play a variety of pieces of music recorded on records to emphasize the wonderful quality of
music that records provide. Her comments on the quality of the music are informative as she
introduces a device that is of obvious importance to her: her stereo. She also expresses the
bodily dimension of her interaction with this particular media device. As she puts it, listen-
ing to records gives her “the goosebumps.” The most valuable part of this interaction is a
comment she makes on her general technological skills. Getting ready to play the next piece
of music on the record player, I-1 states: “Alright, this I can even handle! Well, I even know
how to lift that thing [the needle of the record player]. Well, this dates back to my youth.”
This statement is vitally important to interpret. During the semi-structured interviews that
had been conducted earlier, I-1 repeatedly presented herself as “a strong user” of new ICTs.
However, during the walking interview, she demonstrates and expresses considerable inse-
curities while handling a range of ICTs, except for her sound system. 

Another particularly illustrative example in the context of “contradictions” is the compe-
tency that Interview three exhibits while handling the computer during the walking interview.
In the semi-structured interview, this participant talked extensively about the computer pro-
grams she used at work prior to retirement and yet continually played down her computer com-
petencies by offering stories about the ways that her son helps with new ICTs. Her actual
expertise in interacting with computers, however, is demonstrated in the walking interview.
Interacting with the computer, she skillfully uses various key combinations (shortcuts) to suc-
cessfully enter commands. This observation highlights the potential downplaying of ICT skills
by the women interviewed and draws attention to social norms and cultural narratives asso-
ciated with aging and gender. It also highlights the importance of “Anocriticism” (Maier-
hofer, 1999, 2004, 2007) as an interpretational approach for the analysis of the material. It
draws attention to normative assumptions with regard to age and aging in cultural represen-
tations, such as this interview material. This example also underscores an advantage of con-
ducting walking interviews in homes as a method to examine everyday life experiences and
ICTs. Walking interviews allow interviewees to express their experiences verbally, but also
to show instead of just tell.

Shifting Perspectives: Introduction of New Aspects of Use

Aside from emphasizing previously made statements or negotiating them, the walking in-
terviews often were used by participants to introduce entirely new aspects of ICT usage and
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experiences, which they had not mentioned earlier. In this context, one could argue that the
participants’ interactions with devices serves as a stimulus for further discussion. Examples
from the transcriptions are numerous. For example, an interesting story by I-4 surfaces in the
walking interview, when our encounter with the landline telephone prompts her to reveal that
she and her husband rarely use it. She further explains that the only time they use it is when
somebody calls them. As she elaborates looking at the landline phone, her older sister, in
contrast, mostly uses the landline. She then reflects on this in detail: 

My sister for example, she is still used to calling on the landline, yes, because the num-
ber is shorter or I don’t know. […] [I]t is funny, […] she [her sister] always calls me on the
landline, apparently this is so deeply internalized by her [literally: “deep inside of her”], the
landline phone number. She always knows that one by heart and a cell phone number is just
inconvenient for an older person. […] [I] don’t know for how long we have been having this
landline already, 30 years or something? And this sticks, while these days, a cell phone num-
ber doesn’t mean anything to anybody. Actually, every few years you can get a different num-
ber; this is why I guess that she likes to call on the landline.

This statement is very informative as she herself introduces the idea that ICTs and people
can be deeply connected and interact in a very literal way. More precisely, she thinks that
things, such as a phone number, can become part of a person: the landline phone number is
“deep inside” of her sister. This statement is reminiscent of Latour’s argument that technol-
ogy is a “quasi-object,” “a moving actant that transforms those who do the moving, because
they transform the moving object” (Latour, 1996, p. 379). This example further demonstrates
how the presence of media and technology devices encountered during the walking inter-
views at home may lead to processes of extensive reflection and to new perspectives on ex-
periences and objects.

Conclusion

As the above analysis indicates, walking interviews that are conducted in small domestic
spaces allow for a joint exploration of “potentialities of meanings” (Kvale, 2007, p. 19) of a
subject by interviewer and interviewee. They can lead to relevant empirical material and re-
veal everyday life experiences and nuance the researcher’s understanding of their partici-
pants’ engagements with ICTs. The main advantages of this method are that it addresses some
of the power imbalances in interview situations by letting participants shift directions and
perspectives at any point and that it allows the researcher to get glimpses of some of the
“backstage” areas of everyday life (Goffman, 1956). It thus invites researchers to reconsider
new emphases, “contradictions,” to lessen the import of previous statements, to generate in-
sights on the devices discussed on location and may stimulate ideas for further reflection.
During walking interviews in domestic spaces, objects are invited into the research process
where they may prompt a more detailed and multifaceted discussion of everyday life expe-
riences and the complex and nuanced entanglements with media and ICTs. As Wiederhold
(2015, pp. 612-613) succinctly puts it, albeit in another context: “Mobile methods deviate
from more traditional approaches to interviewing by inviting disruption, serendipity, and un-
planned interactions […].” In the context of walking interviews at home, the on-site interac-
tion with everyday life objects, such as ICTs, can help to nuance the stories of participants
through “contradiction” and rich detail. This is crucial for the telling of empirically-ground-
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ed complex “stories” about the lived ICT experiences of these interviewees. It supports the
exploration of cultural narratives that inform everyday life practices related to media and their
representation in controlled research environments, as the example of I-3 and her (non-ver-
balized) mastering of shortcuts illustrates. The walking interviews that are conducted in the
homes of the participants also contribute to a fuller understanding of the importance of gen-
dered intergenerational relationships in the ICT context and the complexity of these relation-
ships, as the story of the unwanted big TV shared by one interviewee (I-5) reveals. In
conclusion, walking interviews conducted in the homes of the participants are a potentially
productive approach to understanding the role of ICTs in everyday life. In this case, this
method draws attention to the multidimensionality of the ICT experiences of women 60+
and, most importantly, points to the on-going need for researchers in age/aging studies to cre-
ate empirically-grounded stories that may counter the one-dimensional cultural images of
older women and ICT use.

Notes

i Thomas Roberts is a research fellow at the Centre for Research in Social Simulation (CRESS) at the
University of Surrey.

ii This study belongs to the research project “Cultural Narratives of Age and Aging,” a project located at
the Center for Inter-American Studies of the University of Graz, Austria and directed by Roberta Maierhofer
(supported by funds from Oesterreichische Nationalbank, Anniversary Fund, project number: 15849).

iii The reason behind limiting the age range was the need to create a comparable group of participants.
In Austria, the Internet became more widely accessible shortly after the turn of the millennium (GfK Aus-
tria, 2012, p. 2). Thus, women now aged 60 to 70 are likely to have been engaging with new ICTs such as
the Internet on a discursive or a practical level already during their careers, if they were employed before re-
tiring. The limitation of geographical radius is based on the fact that Styria is one of the three Austrian
provinces which are close to the overall Austrian percentage of Internet users (Statistik Austria, 2012). Thus,
the province of Styria can be considered a good vantage point for the investigation of the interaction with
“new” ICTs in Austria since the study – although including a broad variety of ICTs for reasons of compara-
bility – focuses on the usage of “new” ICTs in particular.

iv Translated into English from Schäffer’s (2009) original German expression “generationsspezifische
Medienpraxiskulturen” by the author of this paper.

v In an empirical study from 2009, Schäffer investigated media practices and attitudes towards different
types of media among various age groups. In this study, Schäffer showed that older participants (the oldest
participant group was aged 60 to 70), were more likely to prefer carefully planned and executed actions to
“trial and error” approaches when engaging with new media devices.

vi The adoption of a biographical and life course perspective is crucial, as previous studies on the usage
of ICTs by seniors have shown; one of them is a case study conducted by Fernández-Ardèvol and Arroyo
Prieto in 2012. In their case study on the adoption and use of mobile telephony by seniors in Barcelona and
its metropolitan area, Fernández-Ardèvol and Arroyo Prieto (2012, p. 20) have shown that the expert (high-
ly informed) use of mobile telephones is related to an already existing and lifelong strong interest in tech-
nology. Regarding the importance of previous life course experiences related to information and
communication technologies, the analysis of the overall empirical material of this study gathered so far has
led to similar results.

vii Life graphs are graphic representations referring to life course experiences over time in a particular
context, and in this study they are drawn by research participants themselves prior to the interview appoint-
ment. On the x-axis, participants can indicate relevant periods of time and on the y-axis they can write down
important experiences and events in this time span. In this study, the life graphs drawn by the participants
prior to the interview appointment are subsequently used as a starting point for the sedentary semi-struc-
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tured interview on ICT experiences over the life course. For an example of a life graph see: Lancaster Uni-
versity. (2014). Transitions in practice: climate change and everyday life: The shower-bath path. Retrieved
July 30, 2014, from http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/staff/shove/exhibits/showerv2.pdf.

viii Some of the specific questions asked in the semi-structured interviews have been adopted – sometimes
in close translations and sometimes in slightly modified formulations – from an interview outline developed
by Mireia Fernández-Ardèvol for a case study on the adoption and use of mobile telephones conducted in
Los Angeles (shared via personal communication, September 29, 2014).

ix All but one participant had prepared a life graph prior to the interview appointment.
x Such empirically-grounded stories can be understood as “broad-form stories” which are used to “illu-

minate something” (Moon, 2010, p. 28).
xi The participants are of course also asked prior to the appointment, whether they would agree to a joint

tour of the home after the semi-structured interview.
xii The term contradictions is used with quotation marks in this analysis because contradictory statements

made by interviewees are not interpreted as indissoluble contradictions or incompatible, false statements, but
rather as different and equally legitimate angles from which empirically grounded “stories” can be told – to
return to Kvale’s image of interviewing as traveling (Kvale, 2007, p. 19) and Brown’s idea of qualitative re-
search as storytelling (Brown, 2010).

xiii Only interviewee two very briefly mentioned at some point that she feels “dependent” on her son in
ICT matters.
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Abstract

The need for digital literacy is apparent in today’s workplace, driven by strong pressures for constant tech-
nological innovation. Previous studies have shown that although older workers make up (and will make up)
a great proportion of the workforce, there persists an age-based digital divide in the workplace; and the out-
come of such divide is quite negative: at the individual level, older workers feel they’re being marginalized
and as such, become dissatisfied and disengage from their workplace; at the organizational level, a pool of
skills and expertise is lost as a result of the older worker’s disengagement, putting at risk effective knowl-
edge transfer and mentoring process. Hence, the importance of a deeper understanding of the contextual fac-
tors that may feed the ‘grey digital divide’ in the workplace. The goal of this paper is to address such factors
moving beyond the ageist claim that a worker’s chronological age is the driving force behind the ‘grey dig-
ital divide’.

Keywords: ageism; older workers; workplace; Information and Communication Technology.

Introduction

The “grey digital divide” conceptualized as the lower usage of Information and Commu-
nication Technologies (ICT) by older adults (Millward, 2007) in comparison to younger adults,
is often explained by age related presumptions. Precisely, one’s chronological age is some-
times perceived as a central factor explaining the discrepancy between younger and older
adults in terms of interest and usage of ICT (Cameron, Marquis, & Webster, 2001). On the
contrary, chronological age, as argued by Olphert and Damodaran (2013), is not among the
factors explaining the divide as many seniors use and enjoy using ICT. Rather, the age-based
digital divide can only be understood through a thorough examination of social factors that
surround older adults’ life. In other words, as stated by Granjon (2009), those who are digi-
tally disadvantaged are often those who are socially disadvantaged. As such, this paper ar-
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gues that the so called “grey digital divide” can only be addressed by countering the social
disadvantage at its source, namely stereotypes and discrimination based on age. 

In the context of the workplace, driven by strong pressures for constant ICT innovation,
the need for digital literacy is apparent. Taking into account that older workers make up (and
will make up) a great proportion of the workforce, the outcomes of an age-based digital di-
vide can be catastrophic (Duchesne, 2004; Rizzuto, 2011): at the individual level, older work-
ers may feel they’re being put aside, marginalized and as such, become dissatisfied; at the
organizational level, a pool of skills and expertise may be lost as a result of the older work-
er’s disengagement, putting at risk effective knowledge transfer and mentoring process. Hence,
the importance of a deeper understanding of the contextual factors that may feed the grey
digital divide in the workplace. 

The goal of this paper is to address such factors moving beyond the claim that a work-
er’s chronological age is the driving force behind the grey digital divide. In fact, we argue
that ageism, although prevalent in today’s workplace, is still under looked in research as the
major driver feeding into the grey digital divide. This paper is divided in three sections.
First, an overview of the sources and consequences of ageism in the workplace will be pre-
sented. The second section will focus on identifying organizational practices toward older
workers that actually embody ageist beliefs and discrimination and as such widen the digi-
tal divide between young and older workers. Finally, building on empirical findings from
studies discussed in sections 1 and 2, a theoretical model designed to counteract the age-based
digital divide in the workplace will be presented in section 3. At the core source of this mod-
el, lies the issue of ageism. In other words, the argument sustained in this paper is that the
workplace digital divide is first and foremost one stemming from stereotypes and discrim-
ination based on age. 

Ageism in the workplace: understanding the consequences

Age and most importantly “perceived” age, is a social criteria which plays a significant
role in determining one’s beliefs, attitudes and behaviors. A number of studies have shown
that in Western societies, the aging process per se and older adults are often the target of age-
based prejudice (Hagestad & Uhlenberg, 2005; Nelson, 2005; Palmore, 2001), which in turn,
often lead to discriminatory behaviors toward older patients (Kagan & Mellendez-Torres,
2015) or older workers (Brownell & Kelly, 2013; Lagacé & Tougas, 2006; North & Fiske,
2012). Butler (1975) first coined the term “ageism” to describe stereotyping and discriminat-
ing specifically against the old. For example, elderly are often perceived as being less attrac-
tive, more forgetful, more rigid in thought, less motivated and less dynamic than their younger
counterparts (Barrett & Cantwell 2007; Palmore, 2001). Needless to say that the relationship
between age and each of these characteristics is more complex: it is either mediated by dif-
ferent factors or simply a non-existent relationship. Beauty and attractiveness are indeed in
the eyes of the beholder and as such, are a matter of perception above all. On the other hand,
positive stereotypes are also ascribed to older adults, such as being kind and trustful and old-
er workers, as being more loyal than their younger peers. Fiske, Cuddy, Glick and Xu (2002)
have captured the ambivalent nature of ageist stereotypes through the Stereotype Content
Model (SCM). In essence, this model suggests that interpersonal and intergroup dynamics are
strongly determined by the assessment of two core social dimensions: warmth and compe-
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tency. In the case of elders, they are perceived as members of groups that are warm (kind,
sincere, trust worthy) but not very competent (i.e. incapable of achieving their goals). More
importantly, these perceptions may result in ageist behaviors such as neglecting, ignoring and
patronizing communication (Fiske et al., 2002). For example, Nelson (2005) underlines that
in the context of care giving, health professionals may interact with elder patients using “ba-
by talk”/over accommodating language. Moreover, Bowling (2007) states that older individ-
uals receive less aggressive treatment for chronic illness as these are perceived as naturally
fitting the path of old age. 

SCM illustrates the ambivalent nature of age-based stereotypes, through the combination
of positive views on one dimension (high warmth) and negative views on the other (low com-
petency). Does this mixed combination mitigate the impact of age-based stereotypes on se-
nior’s wellbeing? In the case of ICT precisely, results of a study conducted by Lagacé,
Charmarkeh, Laplante and Tanguay (2015) suggest a negative impact. Precisely, the study
shows that the more (Canadian retired) seniors internalized ageist messages (such as being
nice but not very competent) the less was their interest in learning and using ICT. Such re-
sults reveal the insidious impact of age-based stereotypes through a process of “self-fulfill-
ing prophecy”; more importantly, they call upon a reflection as to the psychosocial factors
(beyond structural factors) that may partly contribute to the so called grey digital divide. 

The current study builds on these results to further explore the link between interest as well
as usage of ICT and ageism, focusing on the workplace. As stated previously, two major
trends are shaping contemporary organizations: one is the increased reliance on ICT (to process
and exchange information as well as to remain competitive in a highly globalized world), the
second is the aging of the workforce. For example, in Canada, the National Household Sur-
vey (NHS) shows that workers aged 55 years and over accounted for 18.7% of total employ-
ment compared to 15.5% in 2006 as a result of the aging of the baby boom generation (Statistics
Canada, 2011). In the face of such trends, policies and practices must be put in place to hire,
retain and keep older workers up to speed in terms of digital literacy. The digital divide which
is at stake in the workplace goes beyond issues of access and connectivity; it is about provid-
ing older workers the appropriate skills and abilities to use ICT as well as maintain high lev-
els of motivation to fully engage with these (Zhang, 2005). In doing so, the issue of ageism
must be initially addressed as a process which a) legitimizes a laissez-faire management ap-
proach towards ICT training and older workers; b) lowers older workers’ motivation to en-
gage with ICT. We now turn to studies that suggest a link between the digital divide and
ageism in the workplace (either direct or indirect). 

Although pervasive in the workplace, ageism is seldom recognized as a prejudice; de fac-
to, neither are its negative outcomes This may be partly explained by the fact that many em-
ployers themselves (including older managers) subscribe to beliefs such as older workers are
less flexible, less creative, les productive and harder to train than younger workers (Chiu,
Chan, Snape, & Redman, 2001; Barth, 2000). Hence, as noted by Walker (2002), ageist stereo-
types reduce the possibility for older workers of being reemployed or finding a new job. The
negative impact of ageism on older workers’ wellbeing has also been documented. For ex-
ample, Lagacé, Tougas, Laplante & Neveu (2008, 2010) have conducted a series of studies
to assess the repercussions of ageism on Canadian health care workers aged 45 years and
above. Amongst the findings is that the more older workers perceived they were the target of
ageist stereotypes (such as being denied training or excluded from decisional process, being
depicted as resistant to change because of their age), the more psychologically disengaged
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they became from their workplace which in turn lowered their self-esteem. Psychological
disengagement has been defined as a coping strategy used by individuals who are the target
of negative stereotypes and prejudice (Major, Spencer, Schmader, Wolfe, & Crocker, 1998).
The coping occurs through a process of psychological detachment where one’s domain (and/or
the people in that domain) becomes less and less important. For example, older workers dis-
engage from their workplace by devaluing the importance of work domain in their life and/or
by dismissing performance feedback when they perceive they are the victims of ageist be-
liefs and attitudes. Although initially conceptualized as a defense mechanism, results of em-
pirical studies suggest that psychological disengagement can actually damage one’s self-esteem
(Lagacé et al., 2008, 2010; Tougas, Beaton, Rinfret, & de la Sablonnière, 2005). Moreover,
from a social perspective, it is plausible that disengagement inadvertently reinforces the (pseu-
do) legitimacy of negative stereotypes which are at the source of the process. 

Figure I. Psychological disengagement as a response to ageism in the workplace.

As can be seen from the previous studies, the cost of ageism in the workplace is high and
multi-level. At the individual level, it puts at risk older worker’s engagement and wellbeing;
at the organizational level, it deprives an organization from the experience and expertise of
older workers who have psychologically disengaged from their workplace and in turn, may
contemplate the idea of retirement (Tougas et al., 1998). Keeping in mind the context of la-
bor participation declines and labor shortages as well as the increased reliance on ICT, few
organizations can afford the cost of ageism, in its pervasiveness and persistence. 

In the aim of a better understanding of age-based stereotypes in the workplace, Posthuma
and Campion (2009) have conducted a thorough review of such stereotypes and analyzed 117
scholarly articles and books. Stereotypes were combined into clusters such as “poor perform-
ance” (older workers have lower ability, are less motivated, and are less productive than
younger workers); “resistance to change” (older workers are harder to train, less adaptable,
less flexible, and more resistant to change), “lower ability to learn” and “more dependable”
(older workers are more stable, dependable, trustworthy and loyal). Looking back at the bi-
dimensional Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002), we can see that these clusters of
stereotypes clearly position older workers as « less competent » but « more sincere/loyal »
persons than younger workers. Posthuma and Campion have also documented the impact of
ageist stereotypes in terms of age-based discriminatory practices in terms employment-relat-
ed decisions such as lower performance evaluation, fewer promotions and training opportu-
nities, lower retention and more frequent lay-offs for older workers. 
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Building on the results of the above studies (Lagacé et al., 2008, 2010; Posthuma et al.,
2009), we hypothesize that the grey digital divide in the workplace is partly the outcome of
ageist stereotypes who’s impact is mediated by factors such as older worker’s disengagement
and discriminatory practices. Precisely, from the perspective of older workers, when these
workers subscribe to ageist stereotypes such as being less productive and more resistant to
change than younger colleagues because of age, Lagacé and al.,(2008, 2010) have shown that
psychological disengagement follows. Let us recall that this concept refers to a defense mech-
anisms in response to a threat to self-esteem; in other words, in responding to ageist attitudes,
the older worker psychologically disengages from his/her work domain. From there, we can
postulate that psychological disengagement is the step towards digital disengagement: in sub-
stantially reducing the importance and the value of the work domain in his/her life, the old-
er worker may also lose motivation to engage with ICT which, assuredly widens the digital
divide. From a managerial perspective, Posthuma et al., (2009)’s meta-analysis suggests that
when managers agree with ageist stereotypes they tend to favor organizational practices that
mirror these stereotypes and as such, offer less promotion/training opportunities and provide
more negative performance feedback to older workers in comparison to younger workers.
Plausibly, having less opportunities for promotion and training can, in the long run, render
the older worker’s knowledge obsolete, which again, widens the digital divide. 

Figure II. Ageist stereotypes paving the way to the grey digital divide.

Figure II illustrates the different paths leading to the grey digital divide, which all stem
from a subscription to ageist stereotypes, either on the part of older workers or of managers.
It is important to note that taken separately, the components and links in the postulated mod-
el are derived from previous empirical studies; however, the entirety of this model has yet to
be tested in future studies.
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Countering the grey digital divide in the workplace: 
communication as a central force 

Communication, conceptualized as a process that involves the exchange of information
and most importantly the interpretation of such information (Barnlund, 2008), is highly in-
fluenced by perceptions. Indeed, when two people exchange information, the meaning giv-
en to such information is filtered by each person’s own perceptions. From a social perspective,
perceptions refer to the mental schemas that people form about the world, about society, about
people; such schemas can, by nature, be biased as they stem from social categorizations. For
example, if a person perceives that age (precisely old age) is negatively correlated with a
worker’s ability to learn new things, communication patterns will then be filtered by such
perception and adjusted accordingly. Precisely, Communication Accommodation Theory
(Giles & Coupland, 1991) postulates that during social encounters people modify their com-
munication patterns (speech, voice, gestures, etc.) according to how they perceive one anoth-
er, precisely the degree of positivity or negativity attributed to group membership. When
negative stereotypes are ascribed to the interlocutor’s group membership, communication
will be adjusted in such a way as to reinforce and confirm stereotypes. 

When it comes to age-based stereotypes, communication in the workplace is a driving
force that can either counteract or reinforce negatives outcomes of such stereotypes. What is
communicated, who communicates, when and how it is communicated have been shown to
impact older worker’s sense of well being as well as workplace collaboration between dif-
ferent generations (Brownell & Kelly, 201; Leisink & Knies, 2011). For example, as stated
previously, when workplace communication practices toward older employees rely on pa-
tronizing and controlling components (mirroring the stereotype of low competency among oth-
ers), these become dissatisfied, disengage from the workplace and contemplate the idea of
retirement (Lagacé et al., 2008, 2010). More often than seldom, ageist communication pat-
terns and practices can be subtle: at the micro level, the older worker a) is not kept in the loop
as far as important decisions or decisional process in the organization; b) is being talked down
by colleagues and/or managers through condescending and patronizing verbal and non-ver-
bal language (often taking the form of downgrading humour about one’s age); c) is denied
opportunities for training/learning as well as promotions. At the macro level, organizational
norms, which embrace the way the organization brands itself, its mission and vision, may not
value the older worker’s contribution, experience and expertise but rather, focus exclusively
on the added-value of young employees. An example of this is when employers indicate that
they “want/need/are looking to rejuvenate their workforce”: such language disseminated ei-
ther externally or internally, implicitly suggests that older workers are a less valuable resource
to invest in than are younger workers. Here again the grey digital divide can be partly explained
by the underestimation of older worker’s capabilities.

Although workplace communication can be a powerful transmitter of ageist stereotypes
it can also be an important leveraging tool in counteracting ageism and de facto, in narrow-
ing the digital divide between young and old. Some studies, such as the ones conducted by
Iweins, Desmette, Yzerbyt and Stinglhamber (2013), indeed suggest that workplace commu-
nication practices that foster intergenerational contacts and multi-age perspective can reduce
ageism and improve attitudes at work. Precisely, their work shows that a) quality age-based
intergroup contacts lead to positive perceptions of older workers on the part of younger work-
ers, such that the former are depicted as trustworthy but also as competent, effective and
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adaptable; b) workplace norms and culture that emphasize the added-value of multiple age
groups also contribute to positive perceptions of older workers, enhancing in turn, collabo-
ration and facilitation behaviors (Iweins et al., 2013). Top managers as well as middle man-
agers are key players in fostering these two processes. As argued by Collerette, Schneider and
Legris (2003), how managers communicate and what they communicate in regards to aging
in the workplace and older workers can either facilitate or impede a change of culture, hence
of intergenerational contacts. 

Drawing from results of previous studies, we can plausibly postulate that workplace com-
munication, in its micro and macro level aspects, is a key component when it comes to ad-
dressing ageism and ultimately, in countering the grey digital divide. As stated previously,
communication relies on perceptions, which in turn are shaped by psychological, sociologi-
cal, economical and political factors. As microcosms of society, organizations often mirror
the negative, or at the very least, the ambivalent societal discourse around aging and relay it
through communication practices that tend to downplay the contribution of the older work-
er. Countering such social trend means that organizations must create a work climate that not
only values older workers but fully integrates them into core components, such as vision and
mission. Communication is the first step in doing so. 

Integrated model: communication, ageism and 
the grey digital divide in the workplace

Combating the age-based digital divide in the workplace as well as one of its modus
operandi, ageism, starts with an understanding of the way older workers are perceived as well
as of the negative outcomes of such perceptions. As individuals who largely embody and
shape the culture of an organization, managers (especially human resources managers) are key
factors in this process (Brownell & Kelly, 201; Leisink & Knies, 2011). As such, they must
first become aware of what ageism is1 and acknowledge the threat it poses to an organiza-
tion’s sustainability; this initial step is a “condition sine qua non” for a change of perception
in regards to older workers and the experience of aging in the workplace. Managers should
then address workplace communication practices; indeed, as stated before, communication
is a powerful vehicle of perceptions and as such, who communicates, what is communicated
and the modes through which it is communicated can either exacerbate ageist stereotypes to-
ward older workers or counter these, which in turn, can widen or narrow the digital divide.
For example, what kind of discourses (informal and formal) do managers carry in regards to
older workers and age-group dynamics? Are these discourses (inadvertently or intentionally)
ageist driven? To what extent do work policies reflect an inclusive/exclusive workplace cli-
mate when it comes to age and fostering positive views of older workers? 

Building on the results of previous studies on ageist stereotypes (Fiske et al., 2002, Fiske,
Thomas & Vescio, 2007; Posthuma et al., 2009), their negative outcomes on older workers
(Lagacé and al., 2008, 2010), and the key role that workplace communication plays in coun-
tering such outcomes (through a top to bottom process), we postulate the following: the more
managers endorse (through their own discourse and actions) a workplace culture a) that thrives
on the added-value of intergenerational contacts; b) that favors a multi-age perspective and
c) that excludes age-based patronizing messages, the more positive will be the views about
older workers. In turn, such positive views may increase, at the individual level, older work-

Revista_comunicare_37:Revista_comunicare_37.qxd  27.05.2016  12:58  Page 71



er’s psychological engagement to the workplace which in turn can reinforce digital engage-
ment (for example, through a will to learn ICTs); at the organizational level, when managers
subscribe to positive views about aging in the workplace and older workers they may facili-
tate opportunities for learning/training as well as career development for these workers. Ul-
timately, non-ageist workplace communication, one that stresses the added-value of older
workers instead of emphasizing the “problem” of managing an aging workforce can lead to
a reduction of the aged-based digital divide (see Figure III). 

Figure III. Countering the grey digital divide through non-ageist workplace communication.

Let us recall that the starting point of this proposed model is communication, precisely
non-ageist communication practices, including intergenerational contacts, multi-age perspec-
tive and non-patronizing/ageist messages. In concrete terms, this means that managers must
encourage the creation of workgroups that are diverse in terms of age. Pettigrew and Tropp
(2006) have shown that intergroup contact is a powerful mean to reduce bias, especially when
it is strongly supported by authority (in this case, by managers). Simultaneously, as stated by
Iweins et al. (2013), managers must foster a multi-age perspective by stressing the value of
age diversity in the workplace, through their formal and informal discourses. In line with the
positive effect of intergroup contact hypothesis, Ely and Thomas (2001) argue that the endorse-
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ment of a diversity perspective is a powerful tool in reducing intergroup biases but also in
terms of increasing innovation and performance. It is important to underline that positive out-
comes of intergenerational contacts and multi-age perspective can only be attained if overall
organizational discourses discard allusions to negative age-based stereotypes. Managers and
human resources experts should especially set the tone through discourses that value younger
as well as older workers. On a more informal level, needless to say that downgrading age-
based humour, which nurtures and legitimizes ageism (Ciampa & Chernesky, 2013; Cuddy
& Fiske, 2002; Middlemiss, 2007) should be forbidden. As stated previously, although the dif-
ferent components and links proposed in this model rely on previous empirical studies, the
entirety of the model has yet to be tested. 

Conclusion 

The goal of this paper was to reflect on the factors that may contribute to the grey digital
divide in the workplace. Although structural factors, such as access to ICT, have been thor-
oughly addressed in previous studies, psychosocial components that may actually feed the di-
vide have yet to be fully explored and this paper contributes to this exploration. Building on
previous studies that have shown the pervasiveness of ageism in Western societies and its
negative outcomes in the workplace particularly, we hypothesized that age presumptions/ per-
ceptions are one of the driving factors behind the digital divide. Without confronting such per-
ceptions, little can be done to address (at least partly) this divide. As communication is a
powerful vehicle of perceptions, we proposed a theoretical model whereby the fostering of
communication practices that are age aware and that value a multi-age climate is the starting
point in addressing the grey digital divide. We postulated that non ageist communication prac-
tices will lead to more positive views of older workers, fostering psychological and digital
disengagement as well as facilitate access to learning/training and career development oppor-
tunities, key elements in keeping older workers up to date in a changing workplace. More so,
managers play a central role in this sequence of links as attitude change on their part can fos-
ter a culture change among all workers, young and old. Such culture change should be one
of inclusiveness based on age which, we argue, is a core component in narrowing the grey
digital divide. 

Note

1 Managers are often not aware of ageist practices and when they are, many subscribe to such practices
(Dennis & Thomas, 2007).
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Abstract

This contribution analyses the importance given to gender in articles related to caregiving for older adults
in five francophone newspapers (Le Soir, Le Devoir, Figaro, Libération and La Presse) across three countries
(Belgium, France and Canada). Out of the 254 articles in our sample, less than a fifth (49) made any mention
of gender. A closer analysis of the gender related contributions reveal that only 18 articles devote more than
a line to the interaction between gender and caregiving activities and its multiple socio-economic conse-
quences. This is highly surprising since women provide the bulk of caregiving efforts and are the ones facing
difficulties due to the lack of governmental actions to assist with these functions. These consequences are well
documented in the scientific literature and feature caregiving burnout, loss of employment and economic in-
security. This contribution features an analysis and some extracts from the 18 articles in question.

Keywords: caregiving; caregivers; older adults; social services; Belgium; France; Canada; newspapers.

Introduction

Industrialised countries are all experiencing some forms of population aging, most frequent-
ly conceptualized as having an increasing proportion of individuals aged 65 and above rela-
tive to younger cohorts. The primary causes of this demographic are well known: the “baby
boom” of the post-world war II years was quickly followed by a “baby bust” with a sharp de-
cline in birth rates. This was accompanied by steady increases in life expectancy (OECD,
2000). Other elements have also played an important role. For example, in many Eastern Eu-
ropean countries, outmigration patterns following the transition from communism have ac-
celerated this demographic shift towards an aging population (Coleman & Rowthorn, 2011;
Nancu, Guran-Nica, & Persu, 2010).

This demographic shift, accompanied by slower economic growth, has led many interna-
tional organizations and governments to seek measures to adapt or transform their welfare state
to face changing socio-economic realities (OECD, 1999, 2000). It has also prompted multi-
ple debates on the relationship between population aging and the size of the welfare state
(Disney, 2007; Gee & Gutman, 2000; Razin, Sadka, & Swagel, 2002; Tepe & Vanhuysse,
2009). These demographic and socio-economic transformations, often resulting in the re-
trenchment of popular social policies, have had a particularly negative impact on women
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prompting further studies on the role of gender in contemporary welfare states (see for ex-
ample, Bashevkin, 2002). Across most countries, multiple studies have emphasized the lack
of support and social services to cater to a growing cohort of older adults (Lavoie, 2014).
Family members, and most notably women who continue to perform most caregiving func-
tions, have been filing the increasing gap between needs and the lack of support offered by
the public sector.

Our contribution analyses the extent to which the gender dynamic surrounding caregiv-
ing issues in an aging population have been addressed in news media. As part of a larger proj-
ect on the representation of caregivers in the news media, we collected newspaper articles from
five francophone newspapers (Le Soir, La Presse, Le Devoir, Le Figaro, and Libération) over
a period of 20 years (1994-2014) in three different countries (Belgium, Canada and France)
and targeted those devoted to the subject of gender. Much to our surprise, the issue of gen-
der and caregiving shines by its absence and caregiving is mostly presented as a “genderless”
activity. Women are simply invisible in these debates. Out of the 254 articles on caregiving
during this period, only 18 articles made reference to role of gender in giving caregiving sup-
port. 16 of those were in Canada, two in Belgium and none in France. During the entire time
periods, there were ten years without articles on the subject. 

This contribution is divided onto four sections. The first summarizes the place of gender
within the comparative welfare state literature with a special emphasis on the role of caregiv-
ing in aging societies. The second provides discuss the importance of media attention and pub-
lic policy. The third features a discussion on the method employed for this research featuring
extracts from the articles discussing caregiving. The conclusion provides potential reasons be-
hind the dearth of articles on gender and caregiving and offers avenues for further research. 

Gender and the Welfare State

Until recently, gender represented a largely ignored dimension of analysis in comparative
welfare studies. Debates on the creation and expansion of the welfare state typically focused
on social spending and program development attributed largely to broad phenomenon such
as the industrial revolutions and the importance of social partners. The highly popular Three
Worlds of Welfare Capitalism (Esping-Andersen, 1990) inserts itself in this tradition by, for
example, introducing a new creative way to conceptualize and measure welfare state gen-
erosity. However, it also became highly notorious for the ways in which it failed to account
for gender differences (Lewis, 1992; Orloff, 1993; Sainsbury, 1994).

Lewis (1992) and Orloff (1993) provide salient critiques on the ways in which unpaid work-
ers, mostly women, were forgotten from the Three Worlds due to their marginal position with-
in the labour market. This acted as a catalyst triggering an impressive wave of contributions
on the role of gender in welfare state analysis (Fraser, 1994; Koven & Michel, 1990; O’Con-
nor, 1993; Sainsbury, 1999) to the point where an in-depth review of the welfare state litera-
ture demonstrated that studies on gender represent one of the three worlds of welfare state
analyses (Pierson, 2000). Caregiving quickly became an important point of departure to un-
derstand welfare state configurations and the gendered impact of their policies. The focus of
the comparative literature, however, remains strongly anchored in care strategies for children
and those analysing older adults have received less scrutiny (Bettio & Plantenga, 2004, p. 95).
A comprehensive treatment of this literature lies beyond the scope of this article, but few no-

78 Revista românã de comunicare ºi relaþii publice

Revista_comunicare_37:Revista_comunicare_37.qxd  27.05.2016  12:58  Page 78



The Invisible Women: Gender and Caregiving in Francophone Newspapers 79

table studies relevant to our three country (Belgium, Canada and France) comparisons are
worth highlighting since they point towards very different treatment of caregiving. 

Belgium and France share many characteristics in common with other continental Euro-
pean countries as part of the called conservative regime with the presence of “familialist”
policies meaning that women are assumed to perform an informal caregiving role and social
rights are primarily derived from the husband via payroll taxes (Esping-Andersen, 1999; Guo
& Gilbert, 2007). This extends beyond the traditional household with, for example, Belgian
grandmothers being amongst the most active caregivers in Europe (Bettio & Plantenga, 2004).
While typologies of welfare states have been hotly disputed, a recent article on familisation
featuring a new cluster analysis and an extensive review of the existing literature demonstrate
that Belgium and France remain in the same categories across nine classifications (Bambra,
2007; see also Bettio & Plantenga, 2004). 

Belgium and France stand in opposition to social democratic and “de-familiasing” wel-
fare states, such as Sweden, which benefited from the formalization of care in the forms of
highly accessible public services. A recent analysis attempting to move beyond the paid/un-
paid work narrative focused on whether or not care arrangements exhibit a family, geared to-
wards the structure of the family and the gender division of labour, or welfare value bias,
devoted to the provision of social services (Pfau-Effinger, 2005). France, despite benefiting
from strong childcare access, is stuck in a conflict between these two care arrangement ideals
with the enhancement of the social standing of motherhood and the promotion of births com-
peting with the ideals of a dual breadwinner model (Pfau-Effinger, 2005).

Recent contributions have been more focused on the decline of the male breadwinner
model and its impact on care and work (Lewis, 2001). Ongoing changes to traditional fami-
ly structures and the necessity to have dual earner households to sustain a family wage with-
in continental European welfare states result in the apparition of ‘new’ social risks affecting
primarily women who must conjugate increasing participation in the labour market with a lack
of adequate formal care arrangements (Palier, 2010; Taylor-Gooby, 2004). 

In contrast, Canada belongs to the liberal family composed primarily of former British
colonies such as the United States and Australia (O’Connor, Orloff, & Shaver, 1999). With
social benefits being relatively marginal and geared towards alleviating poverty, the liberal
regime is clearly “de-familialised” and the primary challenge is to afford the cost of formal
care in the private sector (Esping-Andersen, 1999). The lack of affordable alternatives often
creates a dynamic where men are fully engaged on the labour market while women pursues
a part-time work and caregiver track (Pfau-Effinger, 2005) although socio-economic status
matters greatly with high income earners being able to embrace a dual-income earner career
(Esping-Andersen, 1999). The Canadian literature on caregiving has provided strong support
to this thesis while emphasizing the shortcomings of the Canadian welfare state to provide
sufficient formal care support (Chappell & Hollander, 2013).

A key weakness of typologies is that they tend to exaggerate the scope and extent of dif-
ferences between countries featuring in each cluster. For the three countries under study (Bel-
gium, Canada and France), it is worthwhile mentioning that the underlying principles upon
which older adults benefit from social services to alleviate losses in autonomy are quite sim-
ilar. In all three countries, some forms of financial assistance aim to compensate for the costs
of seeking services outside the public realm. These are the allocation pour l’aide aux per-
sonnes âgées (Belgium), the allocation personnalisée d’autonomie and the means-tested al-
location de solidarité aux personnes âgées (France), and the cheque emploi-service
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(Québec/Canada). In all three cases older adults can also benefit from healthcare services, pri-
marily nursing ones, and some basic services such as cleaning and cooking. Both private and
public providers provide these services in all three cases, which operate at the margins of
their respective healthcare systems. Thus, as stated earlier, the coverage is sporadic and re-
liance on informal caregivers remains strong, which is becoming increasingly problematic due
to the shared commitment to maintain older adults in their own domicile as long as possible.
Recent European and Canadian studies have emphasised that this is also a desired objective
for older adults, as long as this can be achieved without having to depend on their children
(Masuy, 2010; Guberman et al., 2012).

It is important to note that all Canadian articles originate from Quebec newspapers, which
is where most of the francophone population resides. Provinces, such as Quebec, have the pri-
mary policy responsibilities for the majority of issues surrounding caregiving for older adults.
Intuitively, it may seem more appropriate to mention that Quebec, rather than Canada is the
third case analysed in this article. However, as is the case with all Canadian provinces, care
services have been developed within the framework of the Canadian Health Act, which spec-
ifies the conditions that must be fulfilled by provinces to receive federal funding. Inspired by
the United Kingdom’s National Health Service, the Canadian health care system prioritises
curative care resulting in a strong emphasis on hospital care, often at the expense of preven-
tive health measures and social services. As a result, care policies operate at the margins of
the health care system - with many services to older adults not covered by the Canadian Health
Act - and, consequently, there are no substantial differences with regards to the issues facing
caregivers since informal care remains crucial due to poor formal arrangements across Cana-
da (Chappell & Hollander, 2013).

Similar conclusions apply to Belgium. Our articles originate from Le Soir and may thus
ignore some concerns that are particular to the Flemish region. There is no explicit national
policy or strategy for informal caregivers, and as stated above, public support takes mostly
the form of modest financial assistance (Masuy, 2010, p. 63). Belgium is rapidly federaliz-
ing since 1993 and noticeable regional differences exist with regards to the support granted
to older adults and caregivers. For example, the Flemish region has established a mandatory
insurance against dependence and broad measures to facilitate staying at home while Wallo-
nia has opted to build institutional support, such as respite centres, often initiated at the local
level (Masuy, 2010, pp. 64-65).

Gender and Caregiving in Aging Societies

The absence of women in policy discourses is hardly new and it even confines to com-
parative analysis. Providing support to older adults to maintain or enhance their quality of life
is increasingly considered a vital part of social programs offered by industrialized societies,
especially within the context of aging populations. Beyond the desire of most older adults to
remain at their domicile as long as possible, policies facilitating aging in place and avoid
placement in a long term care facility are surfacing as governmental priorities across west-
ern countries (Déchaux, 1996; Lavoie et al., 2005). While these policies gather substantial sup-
port due to the expected reduction in costs provided by such a shift, these policy choices are
also justified to counteract the negative impact of long term hospitalization: isolation, resig-
nation, dependency and stagnation (Guberman, Maheu, & Maillé, 1991). However, while this

80 Revista românã de comunicare ºi relaþii publice

Revista_comunicare_37:Revista_comunicare_37.qxd  27.05.2016  12:58  Page 80



The Invisible Women: Gender and Caregiving in Francophone Newspapers 81

shift favouring aging at home policies should result in an increase in human and financial re-
sources devoted to social services, there is a widening gap between needs and resources al-
located. For example, in Québec, public services to support older adults in their domicile
cover only 8% of their needs (Lavoie, 2014) leaving seniors to seek assistance from family
members, friends, community groups and the private sector.

As a result, within this difficult context, the enactment of an “aging at home” or an “ag-
ing in place” strategy involves a strong participation from family members. Studies on the
subject underline that family support in fact equates caregiving support from women, most
frequently as a partner, friend, daughter or daughter-in-law (Martin, 2003; Kempeneers &
Van Pevenage, 2011; Chappell, 2011). The literature on caregiving is unequivocal that fam-
ily caregiving is first and foremost an activity performed by women. Men perform mostly in-
strumental assistance such as home repair or usually step in when no female help is available
(Chappell, 2011, p. 11). Although the underlying reasons behind these outcomes go beyond
the confines of this study, this well-documented reality follows from the fact that women are
the ones who are mostly involved in performing caregiving functions within households; they
are thus the ones who are relied upon when additional familial responsibilities arise. 

Informal caregiving has also important socio-economic and health consequences for the
women who assume this role. There are important professional consequences such as refus-
ing to accept a promotion, working fewer hours in the labour market and being absent from
work more frequently (Fast et al., 2011). This in turn has a highly noticeable impact on re-
tirement incomes, making women far more likely to depend on means-tested benefits and
pension benefits derived from a husband (Marier & Skinner, 2008). Multiple studies have al-
so emphasized negative impacts on the well being of caregivers such as declining physical
health (Vitaliano, Zhand & Scanlan, 2003) and a higher propensity to suffer from psycholog-
ical conditions such as stress, depressions (Turcotte, 2013). In sum, while rewarding, infor-
mal caregiving can also plant the seeds of a vicious circle with caregivers likely to depend
strongly on informal care later on due to a precarious financial situation and poor health. 

In line with the previous section on caregiving and the welfare state, we would expect
two different dynamics with regards to the three cases under study despite the fact that all three
countries face similar challenges resulting in informal caregivers playing an important role
in the lives of older adults in need. First, in the case of Belgium and France, the erosion of
the breadwinner model has been somewhat compensated by expanding formal care strate-
gies, but these have mostly been geared towards childcare (Bettio & Plantenga, 2004, p. 102).
Thus, recent developments do not seem to alter the place and traditional role granted to fam-
ily members, primarily women, when it comes to caregiving for older adults. Second, in the
case of Canada and contrary to the other two cases in this study, formal caregiving roles are
not assigned to family members. This explains why various forms of informal caregiving
arrangements are particularly popular in Canada. This even features an immigration program
to recruit care workers predominantly from emerging countries such as the Philippines (Fer-
rer, forthcoming). 

Gender, Caregiving and Media Framing

As discussed in the preceding sections, there is now a rich and thriving literature analysing
the relationship the interplay between gender, the welfare state and aging societies. Many of
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these research findings have led to explicit acknowledgement of policy issues surrounding
the question of gender and caregiving. However, to what extent has this translated onto the
public sphere and being reported by the media?

The role of the media occupies a privileged place in public policy and for many good rea-
sons. First, issue attention matters a great deal in public policy since there is a strong correla-
tion between the priorities reported in the media and the legislative agenda of policymakers
(Jones & Baumgartner, 2004). Succinctly put, unless there is acknowledgement of societal
problems, policy initiatives are unlikely to be initiated and policy entrepreneurs cannot put
forth their proposals (Kingdon, 2003). Second, the media does not only report problems, but
also shapes or frames the ways problems are being defined by attributing blame when policy
problems are being constructed (Bacchi, 1999). Research demonstrates that the media plays
an important role in depicting social groups in highly negative or positive lights, which facil-
itates the production of policies that target specific populations (Schneider & Ingram, 1993). 

Third, the use of public information campaigns represent a potent policy instrument for
governmental authorities seeking to achieve certain policy outcomes, but also to communi-
cate political preferences to a broad audience with the hopes of engaging or stimulating de-
bates on a question of importance for the government (Weiss & Tschirhart, 1994). The media
plays a crucial role when such instrument is deployed since it is the primary conveyor of in-
formation and one conveyor likely to foster or hinder public engagement. Finally, there are
growing concerns about the concentration of ownership of the media and its incidence on the
diversity of views and opinions diffused (Gamson, Croteau, Hoynes, & Sasson, 1992;
Gentzkow & Shapiro, 2010). 

With debates surrounding an aging population expected to trigger a wide range of outcomes
ranging from minor adjustments (Gee & Gutman, 2000) to generational storms (Kotlikoff &
Burns, 2005), media analysis on the various policy issues surrounding aging have become more
common. According to Quadagno (1989), the media played a key role in promulgating the
presence of intergenerational conflicts, which frequently depicts older citizens as “greedy
geezers”. Multiple studies also denote, for example, the pervasive presence of diverse forms
of ageism across a wide range of medium such as television (Lee, Carpenter, & Meyers,
2007), magazines (Harwood & Roy, 1999), and newspapers (Lagacé, Laplante, & Davignon,
2011; Rozanova, 2010). 

What to expect with regards to caregiving and older adults? To our knowledge, there is
no study analysing the ways caregivers assisting older adults are portrayed in the media and,
consequently, no comparative studies of newspapers across countries. Nonetheless, two ba-
sic expectations can be derived from earlier writings on aging in the media. First, research
from many countries state that population aging is increasingly being discussed as a politi-
cal economic problem featuring rising costs for social program and depicting seniors as be-
coming a burden (Lundgren & Ljuslinder, 2011; Rozanova, Northcott, & McDaniel, 2006).
Thus, we would expect a large number of articles emphasizing how seniors are producing a
burden on caregivers having difficulties navigating maintaining their status on the labour
market. Based on the literature on the welfare state described above, differences in treatment
should be noticeable between France and Belgium on the one hand, and Canada on the oth-
er. For the continental European countries, discussions should centre on the difficulties of
reconciling traditional gender role with a transforming economy where public services re-
main marginal while Canadian articles should focus on the lack of public services and their
costs. Second, with caregiving performed primarily by women and with media representa-
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tion of women typically emphasizing domestic work (Collins, 2011), we expect a large num-
ber of articles discussing gender in articles focused on caregiving for older adults. However,
these discussions should differ in the European and Canadian context. In the former, we ex-
pect articles to question or debate the traditional role given to family members, and most no-
tably women, when it comes to caregiving. In Canada, the focus is likely to be on how the
lack of governmental services triggers rising demands onto informal caregivers with those more
likely to be performed by women.

The Invisible Women: Caregiving as a Genderless Activity

In order to test these arguments, we sought articles featuring caregivers for older adults
published between 1994 and 2014 in five highly popular dailies in Belgium (Le Soir), France
(Le Figaro, Libération) and Canada (La Presse, Le Devoir). Relying on the Eureka database,
we searched for all newspaper contributions, including letters to the editors, devoted to the
issue of caregiving for older adults. This includes a word search on the various ways to de-
scribe older adults (such as personnes âgées and retraités) and caregivers (such as aidants,
proche aidant, and aidants naturels). This was followed by a close reading of all articles to
ensure that, at the very least, a portion of each individual articles related to the subject of our
inquiry. Among the 254 articles addressing caregiving for older adults, which in itself is quite
surprising given the rising importance of population aging as a policy issue and the empha-
sis placed on aging at home, we first sought contributions featuring gender issues (forty-nine
articles). Finally, after a first analysis, we kept those that devoted more than one line to this
issue leaving us with small sample of eighteen articles.

A first screening of the articles reveals that nine articles were published in each decade
under review, but we also noticed that there is no article on the intersection between gender
and caregiving for older adults published in ten of the twenty-one years analysed (1994-2014).
In addition, there is no article discussing the increasing role assumed by migrant workers or
issues related to visible minorities performing caregiving roles. Finally, almost all articles are
from Canada (sixteen out of eighteen) with only two from Belgium and none from France.
In all the titles, only one makes explicit reference to gender. These results add support to com-
parative welfare studies cited earlier that place and assume large familial responsibilities when
it comes to caregiving in Continental Europe. One of the two Belgian articles, published in
2011, is particularly revealing since it aims to provide a legal status to caregivers to protect
their social rights, but fails to discuss how this might entrench women further onto an impos-
sible reconciliation between caregiving and other realities, including participation onto the
labour market. The lack of media consideration on the growing difficulties to conciliate work
and caregiving for older adults, to name one of the most pressing issues, is shockingly sur-
prising. As expected, however, Canadian articles focused strongly on the lack of public serv-
ices and on the difficulties to find alternative solutions. 

A further analysis of the context within which these articles feature in the newspaper pro-
vides also interesting insights. First, the International Women’s Day (March 8th) prompted some
discussion on the caregiving role assumed by many women. As such, it is not surprising that
this event would trigger a broader discussion on gender and public policy. For example, a short
article summarizes a speech given by the Premier during an electoral campaign event: 
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“Coinciding with the International Women’s Day yesterday, André Boisclair opted to reveal electoral
promises to seduce women’s voters. If he is elected, the leader of the Parti Québecois will invest $211 mil-
lions during his mandate, most notably, to tackle women’s abuse and to supplement the assistance given to
caregivers (75% of them are women)” (author translation) (La Presse, March 9 2007). 

Second, five articles consist of op-ed or letters to the editors. They are mostly contribu-
tions made by professionals working with older adults, women’s non-profit organizations or
families deploring the lack of support to cater to their needs. An Open letter to Pauline Marois
(Quebec’s Premier) from Jean-Pierre Lavoie, a researcher at a public health agency, is repre-
sentative of this sample:

“The priorities of the minister are actually conspicuously missing when it comes to offering support to
the aidantes (caregiving women) since 75% of caregivers are in fact women. Will they continue to be uti-
lized as a free human resource to reach the budgetary targets of the government?” (Le Devoir, 6 July 2000)
(author translation).

Finally, the last thirteen articles originate from what we would call “traditional journalism”
where a reporter decides to pursue a news story featuring a change in legislation or an event
related to caregiving. Yet, gender issues are treated very superficially, often simply by stating
that most caregivers are women. For example, Marc Tison, a journalist, completed a special
report on informal caregivers emphasizing that “77% of caregivers are women. This figure
reaches 82% for those aged 45 and below” (La Presse, 8 August 2004) (author translation).

Canada generates the overwhelming majority of articles. The shift to ambulatory care (vi-
rage ambulatoire), enacted by the provincial government in Québec, features prominently
since it is the core subject in eight of the eighteen articles. This ambulatory shift represents
a new policy orientation introduced in 1995, which aims to shorten hospital stays and devel-
op medical and nursing services at home (Lavoie et Guberman, 2005). So far, the necessary
resources to deploy this strategy are sorely lacking resulting in a loss of services to seniors
and even a transfer of nursing responsibilities to caregivers. With women representing the vast
majority of caregivers, they are the ones being hurt the most by the lack of financial and hu-
man resources to implement of this new policy. The articles from the sample tend to be high-
ly critical of the government and on how it ignores caregivers.

This coverage on the consequences of the ambulatory shift began in earnest in 1996: 

“Due to a lack of funds, the state relies increasingly on family members to care for a rising number of
individuals with chronic conditions. Quite often, this added responsibility falls on a single person: a woman
most of the time. Those working in the field call her an “aidante naturelle” (“natural” caregiving women)
(La Presse, 19 May 1996) (author translation).

The use of the term “aidante naturelle” is particularly revealing since it assumes that
women are the default caregivers. Another article on the ambulatory shift stresses the nega-
tive impact of the reform on women with the title “the ambulatory shift represents a step
backward for women” (La Presse, 26 August 1996) (author translation). Other articles writ-
ten to commemorate the International Women’s day stresses the “mirage” of the ambulatory
shift in 1999 and the drift it creates for women in 2000. In 1998, in the same vein, a journal-
ist in La Presse reports that “the ambulatory shift, by allowing patients to leave hospitals ear-
lier, adds a burden to carers – most frequently women, it should be noted – despite the assistance
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provided by CLSCs (local health authorities) and non-profit community groups” (author trans-
lation, emphasis added). 

Conclusion

This comparative analysis of newspaper coverage of caregiving for older adults, with a
lens on gender dynamics, reveals that women face a double invisibility. The first invisibility
stems from the simple fact that they are clearly absent from francophone newspapers. When
newspapers report their difficult conditions, it is precisely because they are the forgotten ones
facing the consequences of policy choices – or lack thereof – made by governmental author-
ities. Hence, their invisibility extends also to the political arena.

More specifically, this article features three other notable findings. First, regardless of the
country under study, there is an important gap between findings from research and what is
being portrayed in newspaper. Research demonstrates that informal caregivers are predomi-
nantly women and they experience important challenges fulfilling this role alongside other
family responsibilities and professional obligations. These can result in substantive and neg-
ative health and socio-economic consequences for caregivers with researchers raising alarm
bells for changes in policies to address these ongoing challenges. Yet, this sense of urgency
is sorely lacking in the news media; there is, in fact, hardly any coverage of this issue with
only 18 articles out of 254 articles on caregiving for older adults – and even less once we re-
move letters to the editors - devoting more than one line to issues related to gender. 

Second, within this near absentia in coverage, one would suspect difficulties to present any
conclusion on the basis of the comparative analysis. Surprisingly, this is not the case since
both countries with a familialist tradition (Belgium and France), where women are expected
to fulfil informal caregiving role despite increasing pressures to participate more fully onto
the labour market, stand out by having only two articles – from Belgium - on issues surround-
ing gender and caregiving issues for older adults over a period of 21 years! As in Sherlock
Holmes’ famous investigation in Silver Blaze, this is a case where there is a lot to learn from
the dog that does not bark at night. For example, no article challenges the underlying assump-
tion that informal care for older adults is systematically assigned to women. 

Finally, it is the enactment of a strategy – the so-called ambulatory shift - without the nec-
essary resources to fulfil it that is at the origin of most newspaper coverage surrounding the
issue of informal caregiving and gender in Canada. This is aligned with theoretical expecta-
tions derived from the comparative welfare state literature that criticism would be occurring
mostly at the lack of private solutions to compensate for the lack of public services. Howev-
er, it remains an open question whether a similar amount of coverage would have been found
without the elaboration of a new strategy and the promise of a shift in emphasis on the part
of governmental authorities.

With a growing number of industrialised societies facing the prospect of an aging popu-
lation, often within the context of budgetary constraints preventing an expansion of social serv-
ices, informal caregiving is likely to play an even more important role regardless of the welfare
regime in place. These challenges are even more acute in a country like Romania, which al-
so faces the consequences of an important emigration that is accelerating the process of pop-
ulation aging, and important financial challenges surrounding its pension and health insurance
(Bodogai & Cutler, 2014). Hopefully, these issues will gain further prominence in the media,
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which represent a typical first step to gather the needed attention to bring forth policy change.
The public acknowledgment of the gender dimension of informal caregiving and its socio-
economic consequences represents a pre-requisite to improve the well being of older adults
while producing conditions allowing better conditions for caregivers.
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Abstract

This quantitative study examines the correlations between humor, loneliness, gender and aging by pre-
senting the results from a sample of eighty-three older Romanian adults, aged sixty and above. The first sec-
tion of the paper is a comprehensive review of the social-psychological literature on aging, gender and humor..
The second section assesses the findings generated from a study that uses the Multidimensional Sense of Hu-
mor Scale (Thorson & Powell, 1993) and the Social and Emotional Loneliness Scale for Adults – short ver-
sion, (diTomaso, Brannen & Best, 2004). Building on Robert Weiss’s (1973) reflections on the differences
between feelings of loneliness because of social isolation or emotional isolation, the research findings nu-
ance –and in some cases challenge   several assumptions on gender, age, and emotional and social loneliness.
The findings also point to the correlation between feelings of social loneliness and the use of humor in in-
terpersonal communications. The data collected suggests that while Romanian men may value the use of hu-
mor more than women when self-reporting, that older Romanian women tend to use humor in interpersonal
situations and that there is a significant correlation between the use of this type of humor and a reduced sense
of social loneliness.

Keywords: age; humor; Romania; emotional loneliness; social loneliness; gender; interpersonal com-
munication.

Introduction

There is a robust literature concerned with documenting and addressing the adverse ef-
fects of loneliness and social isolation on older adults in the social psychology of communi-
cation and interpersonal communications. One way to understand these issues is to investigate
the ways in which older adults communicate, form and maintain social bonds, in a society
where we are all aging. This paper contributes to the growing research and interest in both
loneliness and the uses of humor by older adults, men and women. In the first part of the pa-
per, the existing literature on aging, humor, gender and loneliness is examined to present a
comprehensive overview and assessment of the results to date. In the second part of the pa-
per, the findings of a questionnaire that sampled responses from eighty-three older Roman-
ian adults are presented. Using the Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale (Thorson &
Powell, 1993) and the Social and Emotional Loneliness Scale for Adults – short version
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 (diTomaso, Brannen & Best, 2004), the findings are assessed to show where positive and
negative correlations exist and to answer the question: Do older adults who report valuing a
sense of humor feel less lonely?

1. A Survey of the Literature: Loneliness in the field of 
Communications Studies 

Within the broader field of communication studies, researchers in interpersonal commu-
nication have taken up the question of loneliness and its role within relationships (DeVito,
2015). Indeed, as Rokach suggests, one of the primary benefits of relationships seems to be
the fact that they lessen loneliness (Rokach, 1998). Within the existing literature, Robert
Weiss’s (1973) classic study on loneliness makes a key distinction between the loneliness
brought about by feeling of either social or emotional isolation. In Loneliness: The Experi-
ence of Social and Emotional Isolation, Weiss discusses the differences between “the loneli-
ness of social isolation” and “the loneliness of emotional isolation”, suggesting that,
accordingly, they are responsive to different “remedies” (1973, pp.18-19). Both types of lone-
liness can be understood as a mismatch between the individual’s desired relationships and the
relationships available to them (Peplau & Perlman, 1982). As Weiss points out, these two
conditions or forms of loneliness differ in terms of the nature of the desired relationship.
While emotional loneliness is defined by the absence of a close attachment, and can only be
remedied by forging another such close relationship, social loneliness is the absence of an en-
gaging network and can only be remedied by access to a group of individuals who may pro-
vide support and companionship. In line with this proposition, Walton, Schulz, Beck, and
Walls (1991) examine the occurrence of loneliness in older adults and note that age-related
losses may lead to increasing occurrences of discrepancies between desired available relation-
ships and actual experiences. 

Studies on loneliness indicate that although loneliness is experienced amongst individu-
als of all ages, older adults are particularly vulnerable to social loneliness (Donaldson & Wat-
son, 1996). There are several contributing factors highlighted in the literature. Reduced social
activity (Aartsen & Jylhä, 2011), an absence of friends and family (Savikko, 2008; Drennan
et al., 2008), and demographic factors such as living alone, bereavement and widowhood
(Tilvis et al. 2011, Aartsen & Jylhä, 2011) have been correlated with increased incidences of
high levels of loneliness. In a 2011 study conducted in Finland, Tilvis and colleagues found
that loneliness in older adult participants was, among other factors, significantly associated
with lower levels of education, a perspective that hints at the possible emotional effects of
economic and educational inequality in society. Finally, Proyer and colleagues (2010), who
researched aging in Germany, hypothesized that the impact of reduced social contacts for hu-
morous people could be difficult for individuals who value having a sense of humor, as they
are more likely to want to share it with others. As such, a number of sub-themes will be tak-
en into account, including the relation between possessing a sense of humor, loneliness, and
the frequency of interaction with friends and family. 

90 Revista românã de comunicare ºi relaþii publice

Revista_comunicare_37:Revista_comunicare_37.qxd  27.05.2016  12:58  Page 90



Humor, Loneliness and Interpersonal Communication: a Quantitative Study of… 91

Gender, Age and Loneliness

Another body of literature connects gender to social loneliness in older adults (Savikko,
2008). Tilvis et al. (2011) found that loneliness was more common in women than men. In a
survey conducted on older adults in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ire-
land, Victor (2005) found expressions of loneliness to be most probable in particular sub-
groups of older adults, including older women and the very old. These findings deserve further
investigation as they could lead to a better understanding of the complex mechanisms that lead
to feelings of loneliness. Relationship status is also found to be relevant in the research liter-
ature on loneliness, as widowhood seems to correlate with higher levels of loneliness (Tilvis
et.al, 2011), a finding that is relevant to our Romania sample, too, since 10% of the total pop-
ulation of Romania self-reports to be widowed (Romanian National Census, 2011). 

Despite research indicating that loneliness carries social stigma (Donaldson & Watson,
1996), which might make people self-conscious about reporting it, previous research has
found high self-reported levels of loneliness for Eastern Europe, compared to other regions
of Europe. A 2011 study that looked at loneliness levels in 25 European countries using the
European Social Survey showed that the reported level of loneliness is consistently higher in
Eastern Europe than for Western European and Northern European countries, across all age
groups. Ukraine, Russia, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, Romania, Bulgaria and Latvia (all for-
mer communist states) are countries where researchers find the highest reported levels of
loneliness (Yang & Victor, 2011). To explain the findings, Yang and Victor discuss the exis-
tence of nationally specific conditions that cause loneliness. In the case of Eastern European
countries, the authors point out that the political and economic transformations that have oc-
curred since 1989 (the year of the fall of the Berlin Wall, marking the end of communism in
several Eastern European Countries) have forced people, especially the young and middle-
aged, to move away from their social relations in pursuit of a better material life elsewhere
(Yang & Victor, 2011, p.1383). Romania (with a total population of 20.121.641) has over
725.000 adults living abroad (i.e. 3.6% of the total population) primarily younger adults of
working age (46,2% aged 20-34 and 24,8% aged 35-44), according to the full census report
issued by the Romanian National Statistical Institute in 2011. This means that many older adults
may have limited direct contact with their immediate family members. 

Although loneliness can affect all individuals, irrespective of gender and age, the research
literature indicates that there are specific differences related to gender. Research by Holmen
(1994) and Jylhä (2004) shows that in Scandinavia older women report higher levels of lone-
liness than older men. Victor et al (2005) also report loneliness to be most likely to manifest
in older women. Tijhuis and colleagues (1999) propose that in Finland it is culturally more
acceptable for women to express their emotional states than it is for men. The authors also
suggest that this might be connected to the fact that women live longer and they are thus more
likely to experience widowhood and other losses. However, other studies find the opposite
to be the case. Mullins, Elkins and Gutkowski (1996) report that in the United Stated older
men experience loneliness more often than women. These researchers provide several poten-
tial explanations for this, surmising that men may be less outgoing or may find it more dif-
ficult to create close social ties compared to women. The authors also propose that men may
be more wary of expressing their emotions and that they run a higher chance of not having
children or friends than women (Mullins et. al, 1996). Despite these different conclusions, it
is clear that, when investigating loneliness in different cultural contexts, attention to differ-
ent gender roles is relevant. For these reasons, the current research project pays attention to
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the possible ways that gender differences play a role in the experience of loneliness by old-
er adults in Romania and to the role that humor might play in alleviating these feelings of
loneliness.

Humor, Interpersonal Communication and Older Adults

Humor is fundamentally a communicative activity. The field of interpersonal communi-
cation looks at how humor works within a social context, analyzing the role it plays in our
daily communication strategies and the ways it can contribute to success in group or social
communication (Lynch, 2002). It is, therefore, worth looking at the literature that investigates
the potential role of humor as a mechanism for coping with the changes that growing old
brings. Research in interpersonal communication suggests that an appreciation of humor can
play a relevant role in maintaining a feeling of well-being during the aging process (Dami-
anakis & Marziali, 2011) and a number of studies indicate that older adults use humor to cope
with the psychological effects of the aging process (Berk 2001; Capps 2006; Dziegielewski
et al. 2004). Davis (2008) suggested that having a sense of humor implies having a more pro-
found, wiser, and light-hearted view of life in general, which can assist people in coping with
circumstances as varied as moments of joy, or of suffering, or tragedy. Cohen and Wills (1985)
remark that humorous persons can more easily form and keep friendships and develop a so-
cial support network, while Peterson and Seligman (2004) argue that humor can “sustain good
cheer in the face of despair, build social bonds and lubricate social interactions” (2004, p. 530).
Ruch, Proyer and Weber (2010b) propose that these findings on the use of humor for older
adults could enable practitioners and professionals working with this age group to enrich dai-
ly communication).

Humor should be investigated not only from a psychological point of view, but also in terms
of its cultural specificity. Any study of humor should take into account the specific cultural
context that may influence the way humor is used and perceived. Despite the paucity of stud-
ies documenting the social and cultural specificity of humor in Romania, there is a distinct-
ly cultural sensibility associated with humor that arguably plays a relevant role in the
interpersonal communication of Romanian individuals. For example, there is a culturally
coined name for a particular Romanian type of humor, called a face haz de necaz (Ghi?ã,
1997; Boia, 2012; Tompea, 2014), which literally translates as making fun/light of one’s trou-
bles. This saying signifies an individual’s ability to reassure oneself or others by displaying
good cheer and playfulness in the face of hardship and adversity. This approach is consistent
with the use of humor as a coping mechanism (Thorson & Powell, 2009).

Humor, as it has been documented in previous studies, can act as a coping mechanism
with the hardships of life and can provide older adults with the ability to adapt to the physi-
cal changes that come with age, and to the social and cultural challenges of growing old in
contexts where aging is not valued. One of the specific difficulties of ageing is a growing sense
of loneliness (Yang & Victor, 2011), due to age-specific events such as the decrease of a so-
cial network through widowhood, the loss of friends or the physical/emotional unavailabili-
ty of family. Overholser (1992) finds that lonely individuals are less likely to use humor as a
method of coping. Thus, the primary theoretical assumption of this study is that we will find
a negative correlation between a heightened sense of humor and a lower sense of loneliness
within the sample of the Romanian older adults who participated in this study. 
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Humor and Loneliness

When reviewing the literature on these two concepts, one may notice that humor and lone-
liness correlate in a contrasting manner with particular interpersonal communication skills and
psychological states. For example, humor was found to be positively correlated with psycho-
logical health and resistance to stress, because it enhances perceived social support (Martin,
Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, Gray, & Weir, 2003). Conversely, lonely individuals (irrespective of age)
perceive everyday stress in a more severe manner than individuals who were not lonely (Ca-
cioppo & Hawkley, 2009). 

A similar difference can be highlighted in terms of social competence and social skills.
Apparently, individuals with a greater sense of humor seem to be more socially competent
(Bell, McGhee, & Duffey, 1986; Kuiper, 2004; Yip & Martin, 2006). Likewise, researchers
argue that lonely individuals score low in sociability and social skills, and high in social anx-
iety (Ernst & Cacioppo, 1999; Cacioppo et al., 2006). 

A more recent study investigated the relationship of humor to life satisfaction and found
out that, for older adults, high scores on the humor scale used in the study (the scale used in
the study was the Values in Action Inventory of Strengths, VIA-IS, Peterson, Park, & Selig-
man, 2005) correlated positively with high life satisfaction (Ruch, Proyer, & Weber, 2010a).
Indeed, other studies showed that loneliness is negatively correlated with life satisfaction
across all age groups (Riggio, Watring & Throckmorton, 1993; Goodwin, Cook, & Yung,
2001; Salimi, 2011). The literature drawing from a variety of cultural and national contexts
suggests that using humor has social and psychological advantages. Thus, a study whose pur-
pose is to investigate the relationship between humor and the sense of loneliness for Roman-
ian older adults could contribute valuable insights to the research in the field. . 

Aging and Humor Styles

Studies that investigate age-specific differences in the use and the appreciation of humor
by older adults often state that age is a significant factor in styles and types of humor. Thor-
son and Powell (1996), for example, found that older subjects generally score lower than
younger individuals on affiliative humor, a style of communication that fosters social bonds
through the exchange of humorous content and laughter taken as indicators that an individ-
ual does not take himself too seriously. Ruch et al. (2010a) observed that German older adults
laugh more rarely and less easily than younger German adults, appreciate verbal humor less
and show less appreciation for everyday humor (Proyer, Ruch & Müller, 2010). Ruch et al.
(2010a) argued that relationship status (being married, single, divorced, separated, etc) is not
a predictor of sense of humor scores for those aged 61 and above. The authors remarked that
humor is often a means for attracting a romantic partner, an activity that is perhaps not a pri-
ority anymore to older adults. Clearly, the connection between humor styles, age and gender
deserves further investigation and attention. 

Gender, Age and Humor

A cluster of studies explored gender differences in the use and appreciation of humor.
Ruch, Proyer and Weber (2010a) found that in Germany women generally score lower than
men on humor scales, across all age groups, except the oldest. Grengross (2013) argued that
women use humor as a coping mechanism, but men do less so. Yet is also worth asking if hu-

Revista_comunicare_37:Revista_comunicare_37.qxd  27.05.2016  12:58  Page 93



mor has become a concept that is gendered. Is there a popular belief/stereotype that men are
funnier than women, which is echoed in scientific studies? For example, one of the explana-
tions given in a 2007 study is that humor depends on testosterone levels, which are natural-
ly higher in men (Shuster, 2007). Given that Romania is a country with relatively traditional
gender roles (Arsene, 2012) and high levels of gender inequality (Gender Equality Special
Eurobarometer 428, 2015), it is possible that the stereotypical assumption that men are fun-
nier than women might lead to noticeable differences in our study, of the way men and women
self-evaluate their sense of humor using the Multidimenional Sense of Humor Scale (Thor-
son & Powell, 1993). 

Another set of studies suggested that the principal gender differences in terms of humor
are not about quantity, where men simply use or appreciate humor more than women do; in-
stead, the differences could be in the functions that humor serves. It is suggested that women
use humor to create solidarity and intimacy, while men use humor in the pursuit of status
(Maltz & Borker, 1983) or as an outlet for aggression (Shuster, 2007). Crawford and Gress-
ley (1991) found that women appreciate humorous conduct that involves hearing and telling
stories about everyday events to build a sense of community and solidarity (Coates, 1996; Hay,
2001). These findings dovetail with Martin’s (2003) research on humor styles that divides
humor into four types: two that are positive and adaptive (affiliative humor, self-enhancing
humor), and two that are maladaptive and potentially psychologically harmful (self-defeat-
ing and aggressive humor). While exploring the humor styles of older adults could further this
line of investigation, this case study only takes into account the four dimensions of the sense
of humor contained in the Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale, although we later turn
to Martin’s research on humor styles at the end of this paper. 

2. Humor, Loneliness, Gender and Aging: The Study and 
Research Questions

A survey of the current state of research on humor, loneliness and aging makes it clear that
there are many research questions left that require careful investigation. This case study be-
gins with one main question: Do older adults who report valuing a sense of humor feel less
lonely? To answer this question, the Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale (MSHS) by
Thorson and Powell (1993) is used. The scale proposes a multifaceted understanding of hu-
mor with four sub-dimensions that will be detailed later. As a corollary, a number of second-
ary questions arise: Do any of the humor dimensions included in the MHSH have a strong
positive or negative correlation with social or emotional loneliness? Do we find that humor
has a moderating influence on loneliness? Can humor act as a mechanism for coping with
loneliness in the case of older adults who only have limited social interactions?

3. Methodology: Participants and Procedure

Self-administrated questionnaires were used on a sample of people aged 60 and above
(N = 83). A sample of 25 men (mean age 67.60, SD = 6.13) and 58 women (mean age 68.02,
SD = 6.78) from Bucharest and Braºov filled in the survey, which contained the Multidimen-
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sional Sense of Humor Scale (Thorson & Powell, 1993) and the Social and Emotional Lone-
liness Scale for Adults (diTomaso, Brannen & Best, 2004). Participants also reported the fre-
quency of interactions with family and friends and filled in socio-demographic data such as
age, gender, education, household income, occupational and marital/relationship status (sin-
gle, married, divorced, widowed). Participants were primarily recruited from Senior Clubs in
Bucharest and Braºov and all gave their written consent to take part in the survey, after ful-
ly understanding the research goals.

Measuring and Analyzing Humor, Loneliness and Social Interactions

Three quantitative research instruments are used to measure or gage: the use of humor in
interpersonal relationships; the participants’ sense of loneliness; and the frequency of the so-
cial interactions. 

Use of humor in interpersonal relationships. In this study the Multidimensional Sense
of Humor Scale, MSHS, (Thorson & Powell, 1993) is used to assess participants’ self-evalu-
ation of the use of humor in interpersonal relationships. The instrument consists of 24 items
and comprises four subsets, or categories: 1) Production and Social Use of Humor (11 items,
sample item: “Other people tell me that I say funny things”); 2) Adaptive Humor (7 items,
sample item: “Humor helps me cope”; 3) Attitudes towards Humorous People (4 item, sam-
ple items: “People who tell jokes are a pain in the neck”; 4) Attitude towards Humor (2 item,
sample items: “I like a good joke”). In the initial development and validation of the MSHS,
the instrument was first tested with 29 items, and then 27, and has been subsequently refined
by the authors to a 24-item instrument (Thorson and Powell, 1993). The use of MSHS in dif-
ferent cultural contexts indicated that the items could also load on five factors (José et al.,
2007). In this paper, we use the initial version of the scale. The instrument was validated for
older adults in Romania by pre-testing a back-translated Romanian version of the MSHS scale
on a smaller sample of older individuals (aged 60 and above). Participants indicated on a 5-
point Likert scale how well each of the statements described them; from 1 (not at all) to 5
(very much). We have validated the scale for the Romanian sample by doing a principal com-
ponents factor analysis, thus obtaining four dimensions, which we labelled Production and
Social Use of Humor, Adaptive Humor, Using Humor in Negotiation, and Attitude towards Hu-
mor. High reliability has been obtained for the MSHC total scale (Cronbach’s Alpha = .90). If
looked at separately, we see that the Production and Social Use of Humor and Adaptive Hu-
mor subscales also have good reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha = .91, respectively Cronbach’s Al-
pha = .89). As for the dimension labelled Using Humor in Negotiation, Cronbach’s Alpha was
.75, after discarding one item: “Getting people to lighten up by joking around is useless”. The
Attitude towards Humor subscale is less reliable (Cronbach’s Alpha = .63) indicating the pos-
sibility of using a five factor model with items loading separately on a positive attitude to-
wards humor subscale and negative attitudes towards humor subscale in future studies. 

Participants’ sense of loneliness. The Social and Emotional Loneliness Scale for Adults,
SELSA-S, – the short version - (diTomaso, Brannen & Best, 2004) is used to analyze and as-
sess participants’ sense of loneliness using the Social loneliness subscale (5 items, sample
item: “I feel part of a group of friends”) and Emotional Loneliness subscale (5 items, sample
item: “I feel alone when I am with my family”). SELSA-S also contains an Emotional Lone-
liness Romantic subscale (5 items) expressing the sense of loneliness in romantic relation-
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ships, which has not been used here, as it is out of the scope of our research. A Romanian
back-translated version of SELSA-S was used, after pretesting it on a group of 30 participants
aged 60+. Items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree) and participants were asked to rate their present situation. The reliabil-
ity values were quite modest (Cronbach’s Alpha = .65) for the Social loneliness subscale and
relatively high for the Emotional Loneliness one (Cronbach’s Alpha = .81).

Frequency of social interactions. This was assessed by asking participants to rate their
frequency of interactions separately for family and friends, with questions such as “How of-
ten do you see your family members?”, using a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 (every day)
to 5 (once every few months or more rarely than this). In addition, participants rated the qual-
ity of the time spent with family and then friends. For instance, one question asked, “How of-
ten do you have positive meaningful interactions with your family – for example, enjoyable
conversations, common activities, sharing feelings?” using a similar Likert-type answer scale.

4. Results

Let us first examine the raw data on education, gender, age and marital status. The group
of men in our sample (N= 25) are significantly more educated (t = 3.71, df. =79, p< .001) than
the group of women (N= 58) a variable that will be considered in the subsequent analysis. In
terms of level of education attained (high school, university etc.) the subgroup of men are more
homogeneous compared to the subgroup of women (F = 5.23, df. = 79, p = .02< .05). These
differences in educational level are not only found in this particular sample, but are consis-
tent with the educational situation of this age cohort in Romania, in general.

There are no significant age differences between the group of men and the group of women
in our sample. Most of the participants are married (46 out of 83), although the number of
widows is significantly higher in the case of women (23) compared to men (1). Overall, there
is a relation between gender and marital status is this sample (chi square = 17.50, df. 3, p
=.001< .01): more women are found in the “widow” or “divorced” categories compared to
men (21 out of 24 men from our sample declared they are “married”). 

Table 1 presents the sample structure from a socio-demographic perspective based on data
collected from the participants and looks at differences for the two subgroups: men and women.
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Table 1. Socio-demographic structure of sample.

* Significant gender differences for p<.01; ** significant gender differences for p<.001
a categories are non-exclusive
b low (less than 700 lei); low to medium (701-1500 lei); medium (1501- 2500 lei), medium to high (2501-
3500 lei), high (3501 lei and above)
c lower level of education (0-8 classes); medium level of education (high school graduates); higher educa-
tion (college graduates)

The largest differences between the women and men subgroups in our sample lie in the
levels of education, which correlates with differences in income and occupational status.
Women in our sample have received less formal education, are more likely to have lower in-
comes and also more likely to be widowed or divorced, compared to the men.

Gender Differences, the Use of Humor and Social Loneliness

Gender differences were revealed in three out of the four subscales of the Multidimension-
al Sense of Humor Scale (MSHS): In the Production and social use of humor it seems that
men use and produce more humor in their relationships than women (t = 2.72, df. = 81, p =
.008< .01). In terms of the use of Adaptive Humor, men report using slightly more humor for
adapting to different situations (humor for coping). The difference in this sense between the
two groups (men and women) is small and rather non-significant (t = 1.98, df. = 81, p =.051);
3) In the category Using humor in negotiation, men report using more humor for negotiation
and assertive purposes, in comparison to women (t = 2.00, df. = 81, p = .04 <.05). Both groups
have a positive attitude towards the use of humor in interpersonal relations and there are no
gender differences in this respect (t = .69, df. = 81, p = .49 >.05). 

Variable Total sample Women subgroup Men Subgroup
Gender

Differences
Sig.

Age
M (67.89) 
SD (6.56) 

Range (60-82)

M (68)
SD (6.78)

Range (60-81)

M (67)
SD (6.13)

Range (60-82)

t= .24
(df.=81)

p = .79
>.05

Marital status

Married (44)
Not married (2)
Divorced (12)
Widowed (24)

Married (23)
Not married (1)
Divorced (11)
Widowed (23)

Married (21)
Not married (1)

Divorced (1)
Widowed (1)

*chi square 
= 17.50
(df.=3)

p = .001
< .01

Educationc

Low (12)
Medium (30)

High (39)

Low (12)
Medium (22)

High (22)

Low (0)
Medium (8)
High (17)

**t = 3.71
(df.. =79)

p < .001

Incomeb

Low (3)
Low to medium (24)

Medium (20)
Medium to high (9)

High (11)

Low (3)
Low to medium (21)

Medium (14)
Medium to high (7)

High (3)

Low (0)
Low to medium (3)

Medium (6)
Medium to high (2)

High (8)

*t = 3.41
(df.. =65)

p = .002
< .01

Occupational
statusa

Self-employed (10)
Stay-at-home (3)

Full-time employed (10)
Part-time employed (4)

Pensioner (66)

Self-employed (3)
Stay-at-home (2)

Full-time employed (3)
Part-time employed (2)

Pensioner (51)

Self-employed (7)
Stay-at-home (1)

Full-time employed (7)
Part-time employed (2)

Pensioner (15)

*chi square 
= 8.36
(df.=1)

p = .004
< .01

Total 83 58 25
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When the variable “level of education” is considered, this reveals that the men who are
more educated are more likely to use adaptive humor (r (25) = .47, p = .01), whereas the
same relation is not significant in the case of women. Also, the younger the people in our sam-
ple are, the more likely they are to use humor as a coping mechanism (Adaptive Humor), (r
(83) = - .21, p = .05.) 

No differences are found between the two subgroups (men and women) in terms of per-
ceived Social and Emotional Loneliness category. The level of social loneliness is higher for
both men and women (M = 2.8 for men and M = 2.5 for women, SD = 1.18, respectively SD
= 1.05) in comparison with reported levels of emotional loneliness (M = 1.9 for men and M
= 2.1 for women, SD = 1.5 for both groups), however there are no gender differences detect-
ed. A positive correlation (r (83) = .34, p= .001 <.01) emerges between age and social lone-
liness. The older the participants are, the more social loneliness they report feeling. This
correlation is not indicated in the case of emotional loneliness.

When examining the interaction between gender and marital status (coded as a dummy
variable), we find that women without a life partner (whether divorced or widowed) report
less emotional loneliness compared to men without a life partner (tmen = 4.62, df. = 21, p <
.001; twomen = 1.13, df. =33, p =.26>.05). No similar differences are found in the case of so-
cial loneliness. Overall, it appears than older men without a life partner experience more emo-
tional loneliness than older women without a life partner; however, both genders report similar
levels of social loneliness.

When looking at the relationship between the sense of loneliness people reported (both
social and emotional) and the frequency/quality of interactions with family and friends (us-
ing self-reported measures, see the method section for details), then two predictors prove to
have significant import for the feelings of emotional loneliness: the quality of interactions with
family (r (82) = -.47, p<.001) and the frequency of interactions with friends (r (82) = -.44,
p<.001. The frequency of interactions with family members and the quality of interactions
with friends does not seem to play a role in reducing the sense of loneliness, neither social,
nor emotional, for men and women. The two variables, the reported quality of interactions
with family members and the frequency of interactions with friends, seem to be more impor-
tant factors for reducing the sense of emotional loneliness for men (r (24) = -.74, p<.001, r
(24) = -.76, p<.001) than for women: (r (58) = -.35, p=.006<.01, r (58) = -.30, p=.02<.05).
In other words, the evidence suggests that emotional loneliness is mitigated primarily by the
quality of that time spent with family more than the amount of time. The expectation with
friends is that you will spend more time with them, without the same expectation of quality.
In addition, there is no apparent relation, or significant variation, between the frequency and
quality of interactions with family and friends reported by participants and their sense of so-
cial loneliness.

The Use of Humor and a Reduced Sense of Loneliness 

Although there did not seem to be a relationship, at the aggregate level, between the lev-
el of social or emotional loneliness and possessing a sense of humor, one significant correla-
tion in the case of women emerges from the data collected: the more women use humor in
their social interactions (Production and Social Use of Humor subscale), the less social lone-
liness they feel (r (58) = -.26, p =. 04< .05). This is one significant result, indicating that
women who use more humor in interpersonal relationships might indeed experience a re-
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duced sense of social loneliness. This becomes particularly intriguing from the point of view
of gender and could be followed up with subsequent qualitative research. The findings do not
indicate the same relationship between the use of humor in interpersonal relationships and the
decrease of a sense of social loneliness in the men in our sample. 

Table 2 presents the analysis of variance (ANOVA) demonstrating that the model has sig-
nificant explanatory power for women, when they are examined as a subgroup within the
larger sample.

Table 2. ANOVA for the model explaining the relationship between Production and Social
Use of Humor score on the MSHS and Social Loneliness score on the SELSA-S for women.

A linear regression analysis can be conducted on the way the production and use of hu-
mor influences social loneliness, in the case of women, using social loneliness as a depend-
ent variable, and production and social use of humor and women’s age as factors. 

Table 3 presents the results of this regression analysis.

Table 3. Regression analysis: explaining perceived social loneliness for women using pro-
duction and social use of humor and age as factors.

a Predictors: (Constant), age, Production and Social Use of Humor
b Dependent Variable: Social loneliness
c Sex = feminine

The model explains 11% of the variance of the dependent variable (social loneliness): R
= Square = .14, R square adjusted = .11, (F = 4.73, df. = 2, p = .01< .05). When removing
age from the model, the explanatory value of R decreases to 5%. This indicates that women
within the group who can be described as “younger elders” (60-70 y.o.) benefit from the use
of humor in social interactions and that the use of humor in this way contributes to a de-
creased sense of loneliness.

Variable Standardized coefficients Unstandardized coefficients

B SE B ß t P

(Constant) .341 1.451 .235 .815

Production and Social Use of Humor -.241 .133 -.227 -1.805 .046

Age .043 .020 .277 2.197 .032

.341 1.451 .235 .815

Df SS MS F P

Regression 2 9.356 4.678 4.731 .013(a)

Residual 55 54.388 .989

Total 57 63.744
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5. Discussion and Limitations

The data on Romanian older adults presented above suggest several sets of correlations,
as well as insights into whether or not humor can attenuate feelings of loneliness brought
about by emotional or social isolation. This distinction between feelings of loneliness that
are social and those that are emotional is made by Robert Weiss (1973) and acts a theoreti-
cal underpinning of this study. As Weiss argues, while emotional loneliness is defined by the
absence of a close attachment, and can only be remedied by forging another such close rela-
tionship, social loneliness is the absence of an engaging network and can only be remedied
by access to a group of individuals who may provide support and companionship. Can hu-
mor act as a kind of remedy for feelings of either social or emotional loneliness? 

To summarize the findings, the data collected in this study indicates that both male and
females, in our Romanian sample of older adults, have a positive attitude towards the use of
humor in interpersonal relations and that there are no gender differences in this respect. Old-
er Romanian men report using humor more often than older Romanian women do, in all the
dimensions included in the study (in social interactions, to cope with difficult situations, to
negotiate and assert a position). A strong correlation emerges between age and social loneli-
ness; that is, the absence of a network of relations and attachments. The older our partici-
pants are, the more social loneliness they are likely to feel. Interestingly, this correlation is
not significant in the case of emotional loneliness. The data also suggest that in the Roman-
ian context emotional loneliness is mitigated not by the amount of time spent with family, but
by the quality of that time. The expectation with friends is that you will spend more time with
them, with less expectations of quality of that time. Other findings from our sample indicate
that older Romanian women without a life partner (whether divorced or widowed) report less
emotional loneliness compared to men without a life partner. 

The most significant finding with respect to the use of humor and loneliness, however, is
that older Romanian women who report using more humor in their interpersonal communi-
cation also report feeling less social loneliness. The data collected indicate that this probabil-
ity is most pronounced in the case of Romanian women in the “young elder” category. There
is no such correlation with regard to older men. How do we account for these findings? One
possible explanation, following the research conducted by Maltz and Borker (1983) in the Unit-
ed States, is that women’s humor in interpersonal communication differs from that of men
because it tends to create social bonds and solidarity.Women generally scored lower than men
on the humor scales that were used in this case study, indicating that they consider them-
selves to use humor less than men do. However, the function and style of humor that older
women use may be different in terms of creating empathy, solidarity and potentially reduc-
ing social isolation and feelings of loneliness. Again, previous studies find that men use a
more aggressive type of humor that is based on the pursuit of status (Maltz & Borker, 1983;
Shuster, 2007). This could indicate that women can manage and remedy their sense of lone-
liness through communicational strategies that foster bonding and empathy, with humor po-
tentially being only one of these strategies. This idea should be examined by further studies. 

These findings lend some support to the import of examining humor styles, as proposed
by Martin (2003). Martin’s investigations into humor suggests that humor is not all the same
and that humor does not always serve the same social purposes. As he argues there are mal-
adaptive styles of humor that may be ‘unhealthy’, such as aggressive humor and self-defeat-
ing humor. There are also adaptive styles of humor that can be considered ‘healthy’, such as
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self-enhancing humor and affiliative humor (Martin, 2003). Future research on age, gender
and humor in Romania could look more deeply into the styles of humor that are used by old-
er men and women. This could help us better understand why older women who use humor
in their social interactions tend to experience a reduced sense of social loneliness. Future
studies on this topic could also benefit from employing qualitative research methods. Qual-
itative studies that interview participants, discuss humor with them, use observational analy-
sis, or other forms of narrative and story-telling methods may render explicit these interpersonal
dynamics and may bring explanatory value that could help researchers disentangle the inter-
action between humor and the experience of social isolation and loneliness for older women.
Moreover, future research could control for gender interaction: is the use of humor in the in-
teraction between older women and older men different than the type of humor used when
interacting with members of their own gender? 

Interestingly, and in line with previous studies conducted in Germany (Ruch, Proyer &
Weber, 2010a), Romanian men self-report that they produce and use more humor than women
did: that is, they score themselves higher than women on the production and social use of hu-
mor, adaptive humor, and use of humor in negotiation sub-scales. However, since this is based
on self-reporting, we can speculate that these results may be a function of the widely spread
gender stereotype that posits that men are funnier than women (Mickes, Walker, Parris,
Mankoff, & Christenfeld, 2011), a stereotype that may be augmented by the traditional gen-
der roles that are present in Romania. 

The current study did not find that Romanian older women report being more socially or
emotionally lonely than men. In fact, we found no significant difference between men and
women in our sample in terms of self-reported loneliness. This finding makes a small contri-
bution to the general debate about which gender group reports more loneliness, distinct from
the findings of researchers in other contexts, who propose that women generally feel loneli-
er than men. Indeed our data also indicate that older women without a life partner are less
emotionally lonely than older men without a life partner. Not having a life partner is associ-
ated with emotional isolation and loneliness in older men, but not in older women and is con-
sistent with the Scandinavian study by Holmén, Ericsson and Winblad (2000), which showed
that being a widowed male is a stronger predictor of emotional loneliness than being a wid-
owed female. It is possible that this is because, in Romanian families in the age cohort in-
cluded in our sample, women are the ones responsible for maintaining close contacts with all
family members. This is in line with studies suggesting that men depend on their life part-
ners for emotional support and to create and consolidate family ties and activities (Stevens
& Westerhof, 2006), which could explain the rather frequent emotional (family) isolation and
loneliness that is reported by widowed men. 

The analysis of the data also demonstrates that the quality of interactions with family and
the frequency of interactions with friends seem to be linked to reduced feelings of emotion-
al loneliness for the Romanian older adults included in our sample. This correlation is stronger
for men than for women (although the relationship is true for both genders, irrespective of
marital status). This is noteworthy, although difficult to interpret, taking into account that
overall men and women reported almost the same level of loneliness. One interpretation could
be that, overall, men are less engaged than women in their close emotional relationships with
family (as the previously quoted studies also indicate) and that, therefore, increasing the qual-
ity of these interactions is precisely what men need to reduce their emotional loneliness. 
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Overall, the older Romanian adults in our sample report experiencing more social loneli-
ness, rather than emotional loneliness. Again, research by Yang and Victor (2011) indicated
that this may be a condition that is particularly visible in Eastern European countries for a
variety of socio-economic reasons. 

The theory of loneliness, as proposed by Weiss (1973), suggests that social isolation that
creates feelings of loneliness can be remedied by interaction with a social network (such as
a group of friends). However, we find no relation between the reported frequency and qual-
ity of interactions with family and friends and feelings of social loneliness. More frequent and
more meaningful interactions with friends did not lead to a reduced sense of social loneliness
in the current study sample, a fact that is worth pursuing by future research. Instead, the most
significant finding of this study is that the older Romanian women who report using more hu-
mor in their interpersonal communication also report feeling less social loneliness.

The findings of the current study indicate that age plays a significant role for our sample
of older adults and that there are differences between our younger and older respondents in
terms of social loneliness and use of humor. The younger the older adults are, the more they
tend to use an adaptive (coping) style of humor. Moreover, younger women experience a re-
duced sense of social loneliness, when this is coupled with the use of humor in their inter-
personal communication. Also, in general, older respondents are more likely to report social
loneliness. This is perhaps self-evident for this age cohort of Romanian older adults, as the
size of social networks and the range of social activities decrease with age. 

Even though Finnish researchers have found that loneliness is more likely for adults with
lower education levels (Tilvis et. al, 2011), we find no such connection in our sample. What
the current research project did identify in terms of education is that, overall, men in our sam-
ple are more educated than women, and that the more educated the men are, the more likely
it is for them to use adaptive humor. It could be that education does not play a role in the case
of women in our sample because the production and social use of humor associated with re-
duced social loneliness (a relation found solely in the case of women) is a more intuitive and
instinctive communicational strategy, which would not alter greatly with variations in levels
of education.

This study has several limitations. The study is based solely on self-reporting, which pres-
ents several disadvantages, including the possibility that participants might not be honest in
their answers or might feel it is necessary to answer in a certain way, due to the perceived so-
cial desirability to give a particular answer. This could well be the case, as having a sense of
humor is seen as socially desirable in Romania. Self-reporting can be subject to cultural bias
and stereotypes, such as the idea that men are more humorous than women. Another limita-
tion may stem from its quantitative approach. Although the study identifies some interesting
and statistically significant findings and patterns, explaining their exact mechanisms remains,
at this stage, subject to theoretical speculation because of the limited explanatory value of sim-
ple statistical tests and correlations. 

The main finding, the correlation between the production and interpersonal use of humor
and social loneliness for older women, should not necessarily be interpreted as a causation.
It could be that the findings of this study indicate that the use of humor in the interpersonal
interactions of older women is because they are already experiencing social connectedness
and, hence, a reduced sense of social loneliness. However, it may also be the case that, for
example, older women in the study sample who have social connections may have more op-
portunities to use humor in these interpersonal interactions. 
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Despite these caveats, this study identifies several correlations that deserve further investi-
gation, including the significant indication that older women who use more humor in their in-
terpersonal communication report feeling less social loneliness. There is evidence here that
suggests that Romanian older men and women differ in the quantity of humor they use, that Ro-
manian older women without a life partner feel less emotional loneliness then men, but also
grounds for speculation that the functions and styles of humor differ for each gender. This points
to the need for further investigation of each of these findings, including qualitative research on
the social and cultural modes of humor and further research on aging, humor and gender.
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Several years after the initial publication (Institutul European, 2010), Paul Dobrescu’s
book, Viclenia globalizãrii. Asaltul asupra puterii americane [Globalization’s cunningness.
The assault on American power] was beautifully translated in French by Denisa Adriana
Oprea and published by the prestigious L’Harmattan publishing house. In a field where analy-
ses can rarely keep pace with the events, a book needs more than factual information to stand
the test of time. In this particular case, what has made this book a standard reading in Ro-
manian academic field and is now launched on an international market is neither relevant da-
ta (although the book abounds in spectacular facts), nor the impressive list of recent
bibliography. It is the particular quality of what over the years has grown into a powerful, un-
apologetic and balanced perspective over contemporary developments in the field of global
economy and politics. “A philosopher in the economists’ arena”, said Adrian Vasilescu in his
review (2013) of the other major work of Paul Dobrescu, “A century-old decade. The centu-
ry of the emerging world”, now being translated for the Anglo-Saxon market. It is, indeed,
the most visible characteristic of the book: a philosopher’s debate on the complex causes that
have tipped the balance of power in contemporary world, and, more importantly, a philoso-
pher’s ability to discern historical patterns in current developments. An equally poignant trait
is the beautiful writing, in an age where efficiency is often placed before the aesthetic pleas-
ures of reading. The author’s long career as a journalist has given a nice flow to phrases; the
book reads with the passion usually preserved for literature. More importantly, however, it
offers a new perspective: a distinct voice coming from the periphery of Europe, who may ask
those questions which are relevant to this part of the world. This is an advantage that the au-
thor has used throughout the book.

The main focus of the book is the dynamics of the contemporary balance of power. The
author debates the various implications of the rise of China and the decline of US as the con-
temporary superpower. Both actors have a crucial say in shaping the future world. An impor-
tant question is how they will manage to harmonize their interests in order to take major
decisions about the world. 

The author builds a strong argument which in the end gives the very title of the book:
“Globalization did not serve the interests of its designers, but the interests of those who knew
how to meet the demands of the new process and in this way put it to work for their own good.
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Is this the irony of the process or its cunningness?” (my translation, p. 22). The demonstra-
tion is developed patiently throughout the book, pointing to the dramatic change in the par-
adigm of globalization, from the heyday of American exceptionalism to the black age of
global crisis. The utopian hype of the early days of globalization has been replaced by the
stark realism of recent years. The impressive growth of the West and the rise of multination-
als as important global actors widened the gap between developed and developing countries;
the crisis revived concerns for the disenfranchised of the world. Yet, with their emphasis on
the contentious issue of the social impact of globalization, both visions have lost track of
what the author calls the most important trait of globalization: the relationship between glob-
alization and development. 

The various facets of the crisis (a classic macroeconomic crisis, overlapping a crisis of fi-
nancial structures and a crisis of development management), together with the decline in the
role of elites against the background of shrinking middle class, seem to have severed the very
roots of capitalist society as we know it. With it, the trust in its vision on development. In this
respect, the confrontation between the established and the rising power will be won by the
one power with a valid development model. 

For many years, globalization was seen as the process encouraging financial and techno-
logical flows from developed to developing countries. For some time now it has become
equally important to debate the regional and national answers to these flows, which have
changed the face of global economy. Another characteristic of the process is the rise of gi-
ants – the emerging economies, with the added advantage of natural data: vast territory, wealth,
population, but, equally important, economic and technological breakthroughs, partly ex-
plained by investment in educational systems. “What globalization accomplished was the
unification of the terrible force of the numbers with that of modern technology” (p. 36). If
China and India succeed, says the author, it will be because of economic performance (and
the growing confidence it feeds), but also because of their sheer size. In this respect, it is cor-
rect to say that with the rise of giants, encouraged by globalization, we are witnessing the re-
turn of geopolitics (shedding some light over the current situation of Europe, which betted
on “the primacy of geoeconomy over geopolitics” – see Robert Kagan, 2008).

The book is divided into three major parts: the first, “America no longer seems to be Amer-
ica”, details the factors that have led to the decrease of America’s influence. Rather than blame
the crisis for this downfall, the author points out that the crisis merely accelerated an evolu-
tion which was already on the way, mainly fed by the excesses of neoliberalism (the weak-
ening position of the state, the privatization of power, the consequences of financialization
and of giving up production, which, in the author’s vision, is the very source of wealth and
the fundamental axis of development). In this way, “the US failed to give themselves – and
the world – a cause” (p. 49).

The second part, “History returns to China”, proposes to dismiss some of the myths sur-
rounding China’s rise, which was so gradual, that many powers failed to acknowledge it. Chi-
na’s lesson to the world was the value of flexibility in rethinking development strategies in
answer to the context created by globalization. History returns to China, the author reminds
us, because for 18 out of the last 20 centuries, this is where (economic) history was made.

The third part, “Energy feeds development, and the population models it”, details the two
challenges for the world of tomorrow: the problem of resources, and the problem of demog-
raphy. The author points to the constraints of sustainable development, which hinder the am-
bitions of emerging economies. The added dilemma is the course of action to take against
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global warming, in the absence of global instruments of intervention. The other challenge is
demography, with its irreversible processes and long-term consequences on the very identi-
ty of countries and regions. 

The book concludes with a meditation on the future face of the world. The role of a de-
velopment model is to guide economic and social (re)construction. Strategies are needed to
translate this model into answers to the challenges of modern world. “The crisis has not sanc-
tioned the model, but the excess of the orientation in recent years, the process of deregula-
tion, accompanied by the underevaluation of the role of the state” (p. 338). In this respect,
says the author, we can speak about an “asymmetry of vision”: while developed countries took
evolution for granted, the emerging countries had a vision. The latter sought innovative so-
lutions and alternatives, the former were caught unawares. “America’s historical comfort is
that it unlocked globalization and (un)willingly inaugurated a long cycle of historical evolu-
tion. What is not known is whether it will continue to be its beacon” (p. 345). 

To conclude, we will revisit the first phrase of the book: “it is a privilege to be the con-
temporary of the rise of a new superpower” (p. 21). So much more of a privilege for some-
one from the periphery of Europe: it teaches one that powers rise and fall not as much because
of an implacable pattern in history, but rather because of the wisdom of their leaders and the
viability of their institutions. 
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