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Abstract

This thesis examines how retirees make use of the Internet and computer technologies at
home, as well examining the relation of these newer technologies to older Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs) in this sphere. It begins by reviewing previous
research on older adults and Internet use, and highlighting gaps in this literature, including
a lack of research on Internet use in everyday contexts, particularly the home, and a failure
to situate experiences of Internet use in later life within experiences throughout the life-
course. The importance of contextualising Internet use within ‘real’ bodies and spaces is
emphasised. Secondary data analysis was then used to examine wider patterns of Internet
use among older people, and the relation Internet use in later life to living situation, life-
style and demographic variables. Following this, the main methodology of the study
involved gathering data using multiple qualitative interviews and time-use diaries, which
were conducted with retirees in 17 UK households. The central argument drawn from this

data is that computer and Internet use in later life need to be contextualised within the

‘embodied technobiographies’ of individuals and cohorts. This contributes a unique
perspective to discussions of age divisions, illustrating that they cannot simply be
understood as the result of material and physiological changes in ‘old age’, but as the
outcome of struggles applying embodied technological competencies acquired over a life-
time to new technologies. It also has practical implications for policy makers, and
illustrates the importance of practical methods of learning computing, and the importance
of relating new technologies to earlier competencies and biographical interests. These
findings, and the novel concept of ‘embodied technobiographies’ developed in this thesis,
also have broader implications for developing sociological theories of embodiment,

technology, gender, ageing, generations and social change.



Contents

List of tables and illustrations
Acknowledgements

Author’s declaration

Chapter one

Introduction: A study of ‘new technology’ and ‘older people’?

Chapter two
Technology use in context: Extending current research on Internet use 1n later
life

Chapter three

Domesticating the Internet: The home, technology, gender, and age

Chapter four

Exploring patterns of Internet use in later life using secondary statistical analysis:

Relation to life-styles, living situation, demographic variables and constructions

of ageing

Chapter five

Researching the Internet and later life: A discussion of qualitative methodology

Chapter six

‘From as early as I can remember I was listening to music on the radio’: Ageing,

biographies, generation and narratives of technological change
Chapter seven
‘It’s like pianos, you need to keep practising’: Embodiment, biographies and

technology use

Chapter eight

11-20

21-44

45-59

60-92

93-112

113-135

136-155

‘When you retire, everything becomes enjoyment’: ICT use and the work/leisure 156 173




boundary in retirement

Chapter nine

‘It’s the computer that’s dictated what we’ve done upstairs’: Technology use, 174.195

space and relations in the home

Chapter ten

‘Computer minutes take half an hour’: Technology use, time and retirement 196-217
Chapter eleven

‘It’s a way of bringing families together that was never possible before’: 718-239

Extending temporal and spatial boundaries beyond the home

Chapter twelve

240-260
Understanding computer and Internet use in later life within the context of

‘embodied technobiographies’: A discussion of implications for policy and

academic literatures

Chapter thirteen

‘One hundred years from now we wouldn’t even recognise a computer if we saw  »¢1.963

it’: Conclusions, future predictions and future directions

Appendices:
Appendix A: SPSS output for multivariate analysis of demographic 264-266

variables and Internet use

Appendix B: SPSS output for multivariate analysis of organisational 267-269

membership and Internet use

Appendix C: SPSS output for multivariate analysis of organisational 570-272

membership, leisure activities and Internet use

Appendix D: Interview guide (couples) 573.275



Appendix E: Interview guide (single person households)
Appendix F: Background information data sheet (couples)
Appendix G: Background information data sheet (single person

households)
Appendix H: Time use diary (cover sheet, instructions, and sample of
one day)

Appendix I: Information sheet (couples)

Appendix J: Information sheet (single person households)

Appendix K: Consent form

Bibliography

276-278

279

280

281-287

288-289

290-291

292

293-330




List of tables and illustrations

List of tables

Main text

Table 1: Internet use by self-reported health

Table 2: Internet use by employment status

Table 3: Internet use by current work status and age group

Table 4: Internet use by gender and age

Table S: Internet use by gender and occupation

Table 6: Internet use by hours spent caring
Table 7: Internet use by gender and hours spent caring

Table 8: Internet use by living situation

Table 9: Internet use by perceptions of ageing

Table 10: Internet use by participation in a hobby

Table 11: Internet use by participation in formal education or training
Table 12: Internet use by group membership and health status

Table 13: Internet use by holidays or outings in past 12 months and
health status

Table 14: Internet use by age group and frequency of visiting

gallery/museum

68

69

70

71

72

75

75

76

79

80

81

84

86

89



Table 15: Description of study participants

Table 16: Age Cohorts within participants

Table 17: Typology of attitudes toward technology

Appendices

Appendix A

Table A-1:

Omnibus Tests of Model Coefficients

TableA-2: Model Summary

Table A-3:

Table A-4:

Table A-5:

Classification table

Hosmer and Lemeshow Test

Logistic analysis summary of socio-demographic

predictors of Internet use

Appendix B
Table B-1:

Table B-2:

Table B-3:

Table B-4:

Table B-5:

Appendix C
Table C-1:

Table C-2:

Table C-3:

Omnibus Tests of Model Coefficients
Model Summary

Classification table

Hosmer and Lemeshow Test

Summary of organizational predictors of Internet use

Omnibus Tests of Model Coefficients

Model Summary

Classification table

101-102

124

133

264

264

264

265

266

267

267

267

268

269

270

270

270




Table C-4: Hosmer and Lemeshow Test

Table C-5: Variables in the Equation

List of ilustrations

Main text
Figure 1: Percentage of Internet users by age group
Figure 2: Percentage of Internet users by organisational membership

Figure 3: Percentage of Internet users in relation to holidays or outings In
the past 12 months

Figure 4: Percentage of Internet users in relation to participation in social
activities

Figure 5: Histogram of predicted probabilities for Internet use and
demographic variables.

Figure 6: Histogram of predicted probabilities for Internet use and

organisational variable

Figure 7: Histogram of predicted probabilities for Internet use,
organisational and leisure variables.

271

272

67

82

85

88

265

268

271



Acknowledgements

Thanks to my supervisors Sarah Nettleton and Gill Valentine for their guidance and
support throughout my time as a PhD student. Thank you to all those who participated in
this study for their time and assistance. Also thank you to my parents Dorothy and Peter,

and my partner Paul, for their ongoing support through my studies.




Author’s Declaration

I declare that this thesis is the product of my own original work, which was developed
between October 2006 and October 2009. Apart from work whose authors are clearly

referenced, to the best of my knowledge this thesis contains no material written or

published by another person.

None of the material in this thesis has been submitted in support of an application for

another degree or qualification at this or any other university.

An earlier version of the findings chapter; ‘When you retire, everything becomes
enjoyment’: ICT use and the work/leisure boundary in retirement, is shortly due for
publication in the journal ‘New Media and Society’. An earlier version of the chapter “It's
like pianos, you need to keep practising’: Embodiment, biographies and technology use,
has been accepted for publication in the journal ‘Ageing and Society’. Full details of these

forthcoming publications are given in the bibliography.

Sighature

e e ———— e e e S A AR S

10



Chapter one

Introduction: A study of ‘new technology’ and ‘older people’?

“The stereotype of ageing duffers befuddled by new technology is not new. In
1993, Toby Young wrote in the Guardian: "Why is it that no one over 30 can
operate a video recorder? My mother can manage the household budget ... but she
is totally baffled by the VCR." How stupid Young must have felt when he turned
30 and found that he could still operate a VCR.”

(Jeffries 2007, para. 4)

As illustrated by the above quotation, the disjuncture between ‘older people’ and ‘new

technologies’ is a common stereotype, which is often a source of humour in popular media.
For instance, British comedian Peter Kay frequently uses stories about his grandmother’s
difficulty with new technology in his stand-up routine, such as describing how she tried to
change channels with her glasses case (Brabazon 2008a)! Similarly in the well-loved
British sitcom ‘Gavin and Stacey,’ the character of ‘Uncle Bryn’ is fascinated by new
technologies, but always seems to get things wrong. Discourses presenting older people as
being odds with new technology are not only present in popular media though, but also
emerge in academic and policy discussions of ‘new technologies’ like the Internet (Ostlund
2005). Nonetheless, there are real concerns that as the Internet pervades various aspects of
society in the ‘Information Age’, the exclusion of older people from online access will
inhibit their ability to participate fully in society (Jaeger 2005, Selwyn 2004). While such
concerns are valid, a number of questions remain unanswered, and the reasons and
meanings of such divisions are unclear. In this thesis, it is argued that there is a need to go
beyond statistical digital divisions, to understand how they are experienced and constructed
in everyday contexts, and examine the everyday practices of those older people who are
online. Furthermore, as the above quotation illustrates, once the concepts of ‘older people’
and ‘new technologies’ are unpacked, it is apparent that each of these concepts are
complex, relative, and subject to change over time. Therefore a thesis about ‘older people
and Internet use’ later became an examination of how the everyday use of computers and
the Internet at home during later life is situated within ‘embodied technobiographies’, and

the shared technological experiences of generations.
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The idea for this PhD research emerged as part of the White Rose ‘Older People and Social
Inclusion Network’, and was originally entitled; ‘Silver-surfers: Older people in the
information age’. The objectives of the project were to examine how older people are

using the Internet, what it is being used for, benefits and drawbacks, and consequences ot
Internet use for well-being and social inclusion. However, I was given considerable
freedom to develop this research in my chosen direction. After reviewing the literature in
this field, which will be discussed in greater detail in chapter two, I saw that while
sociological research in this area had increased, and addressed issues such as reasons for
use and non-use, and consequences for well-being, there was a comparative lack of
research on older people’s use of the Internet in everyday life (Selwyn 2004). It 1s
increasingly recognised that the use of the Internet cannot be understood as separate from
the real-life spaces and bodies in which it is located (Holloway and Valentine 2003).
However, there was little research locating older people’s use of the Internet within
everyday spaces, particularly the home, which is where the majority of Internet use takes
place (National Statistics Online 2006). Therefore this thesis sought to address the question

of how the Internet and computers are used within domestic space during later life, and

how use of these technologies relates to the meanings, relationships, temporalities and
spatialities in this setting. It also aimed to find out whether experiences of technology use
in this space are gendered, something which has lacked prior qualitative exploration among
older age groups. This thesis also sought to understand the ‘embodied’ nature of everyday
experiences of using these technologies. In order to develop an in-depth, contextual

understanding of technology use in this space, data was gathered using a ‘quasi-

ethnographic’ qualitative methodology, incorporating multiple home-based interviews and

time-use diaries.

As well as seeking to address such gaps in literature, the particular direction this research
took is also located within my background and research interests. Gender and feminist
theory and research are long standing interests. My undergraduate sociology dissertation
was entitled; “Clergywomen in the Church of England: Doing Gender in a Sacred Space ™
and explored issues around ‘doing gender’ in a ‘sacredly masculine’ role. Following this,
my Msc dissertation examined the use of pro-anorexia websites, drawing on post-

structuralist feminist theories. Embodiment is also one of my research interests, which is

reflected in this MSc dissertation, and also in my undergraduate and postgraduate studies.

The application of critical and feminist perspectives to understanding later life was also

12



something which developed while undertaking the MSc module ‘Gender, Time and
Change’, which explored feminist perspectives on ageing and temporality. Therefore in
beginning this PhD I approached it with an interest in gender issues around ageing,
technology use and the home, and set out to explore whether technology use in this space
was gendered. However, while gender is important to this thesis, albeit in a complex
manner, the importance of biographies has emerged as being of greater significance to
understanding technology use (and gender relations) than current negotiations and conflict

In domestic space.

This biographical dimension started off as one of the sub-questions of the main study, and
was not initially the central issue. This research aimed to understand how experiences of
technology use in the home were situated within biographical experiences of using
computers in the work place and other contexts. In keeping with domestication research, it
sought to explore the biographies of these objects as they were integrated into the home
(Silverstone et al 1992). However, it became apparent during the research that use of
computers and other information and communication technologies (ICTs) in the home
during later life was situated within biographical experiences of technology use throughout
the life-course. Therefore biographical experiences were explored in greater depth as the
study went on. I found that the practices, values, temporal and spatial location of ICTs,
were situated within these biographical experiences. This thesis has also found that these

biographies of technology use are ‘embodied’, and that the acquisition of technological
skills throughout a life-time is an embodied process. The importance of locating
technology use in later life within the ‘embodied technobiographies’ of individuals and
cohorts, is the central argument of this thesis, which will be set out throughout subsequent

chapters.
Technology use in social context

While this thesis has adopted a micro-perspective for exploring everyday practices of
technology use in the home, and throughout the life-course, the location of this research
within broader social changes is also recognised. Various sociologists have described
processes of change occurring in society, and the transition to a new era (e.g. Giddens
1992, 1994, Beck 1994, Urry 2004). There is some disagreement over the best way to
understand this transition, and whether the current period should be known as

‘postmodernity’, ‘reflexive modernity’ (Beck et al 1994) or ‘liquid modernity’ (Bauman
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2000). Although there are differences in the theorisations of this period, there are
commonalities. It is generally characterised as involving globalization, the breakdown of

traditional structures and identities, and increased uncertainty and awareness of global risks

(Bauman 2000, Giddens 1992, 1994, Beck 1994). In short, it is a time of increased
opportunity alongside increased uncertainty (Giddens and Hutton 2000).

These changes have implications for understanding home and family life, ageing, gender,
time and space; all central themes in this thesis. Contemporary society is described as
involving increased fluidity in relationships and social location (Bauman 2004), with
traditions around the family, gender and sexuality no longer representing a stable source of
identity (Beck et al 1994, Giddens 1994). As a result, individuals have to reflexively
construct their own identities and biographies, and decisions and identities are increasingly
individualized (Beck 1994, Giddens 1992). The implications of this are that choices around
career, paid work, and family are no longer determined by fixed gender norms (Wajcman
and Martin 2002). There is argued to be greater fluidity and flexibility in family life, and a
move away from normative and rigid expectations of the ‘proper’ family (Silva 2004: 193).
There is also increased uncertainty and demand for flexibility in the labour force, both in
terms of flexible hours and temporary labour, and the ability to retrain and adapt to
changes, including technological change (Bauman 2004, Castells 2000, 2001). In terms of
the relation of these changes to experiences of ageing, it is argued that the life-stages are
becoming more individualized and diverse (Gilleard and Higgs 2005). Therefore what it

means to be ‘old’ in contemporary society is also changing, which will be discussed in

greater detail in chapter two.

While not determining such changes, technologies like the Internet facilitate many of them,
and the proliferation of these technologies is often seen as a defining feature of
contemporary society (Slevin 2000). Indeed Castells (2001: 10) argues that the
‘Information Age’ or ‘Network Society’ is not defined by the “critical role of knowledge
and information”, but by the new technological paradigm involving new ICTs and genetic
engineering. Of particular interest in this thesis are changes in the way time and space are
experienced and organised in relation to new ICTs (Lee and Liebenau 2000: 44).
Technologies like the Internet facilitate increasing globalisation, and the compression of
time and space, enabling instant communication with individuals in distant locations
(Green 2002, Urry 2004). This space-time compression contributes to the feeling of time
‘speeding up’ in contemporary society (Green 2002), as does the increasingly fast pace of

14



change (Wajcman 2008). This new form of temporality is described as ‘timeless time’
(Castells 2000), while the co-ordination of activities without the need for geographical
proximity is termed the ‘space of flows’ (Castells 2001:14). As well as involving the
compression of time, ‘timeless time’ involves the ‘de-sequencing’ of time, blurring past,
present and future, and disrupting linearity (Castells 2001:13-14). The Internet is felt to
blur temporal boundaries, and provide greater flexibility (Green 2002, Lee and Liebaneau

2000), enabling work to be carried out from home, and non-work to be conducted in the

work place.

However, discussion of these societal changes has often lacked support from empirical
evidence (Webb 2004). As a result, it is argued that theories of large-scale social changes
often overestimate the impact of such changes in day to day life, while research shows
stability and continuity in areas such as family life, as well as fluidity and change (Silva
2004). Furthermore, while studies illustrate increasing reflexivity in social identities, they
also demonstrate the continuing importance of traditional identities based around gender,

class and community (e.g. Savage 2000, Skeggs 1997, 2002, Wajeman & Martin 2002,
Webb 2004). It is therefore argued that such theoretical discussions need to be located
within an examination of their implications for everyday lives and practices (Silva 2004).
This is something which will be addressed in this thesis, in conducting a micro-analysis of
everyday practices, temporalities, and spatialities in relation to ICT use in the home.
However, by examining the biographies of respondents, this study also explores lived
experiences of the technological and social changes in the 20" century that have been
documented by sociologists. In doing so, it addresses how “the personal, the embodied
everyday life is implicated in (and implicates) wider phenomena” (Silva 2004: 182). The
tension between change and continuity in such experiences is something which will be

returned to throughout this thesis.

Structure of the thesis

The central arguments of this thesis will now be set out in the following order. The next
two chapters review the relevant literature, and identify gaps in previous understandings of
this area. Chapter two will critically evaluate previous research on computer and Internet
use among older age groups, and will lay out the theoretical framework for this study. It
will be argued that while research on everyday experiences of Internet use among older age

groups is increasing, it needs to address the location of these experiences within everyday

15



spaces, and the temporalities, spatialities and relationships in these spaces. In addition, it
will also be argued that there is a need for research on Internet use in later life to
incorporate more complex ideas of ageing, to qualitatively address heterogeneity within
older people, and to unpack differences between ageing and generation/cohort effects. It
will be argued that research in this area can be developed through connection to
sociological literatures on ageing, gender, everyday life, time and space, and embodiment.
In the light of these issues, this chapter argues for an approach which brings together

biographical and everyday life perspectives, to understanding the use of technologies in

later life.

Following this, chapter three examines the context of the home in greater detail, and
discusses previous literature on the home and technology use. However, it will be argued
that there is a lack of research on the use of computer and Internet technologies in this
space among older age groups. It is relevant to explore domestic Internet and computer use
among this group though, as relations around the home and technology use change
throughout the life-course. Building on previous research on younger age groups, and

using the ‘domestication framework’, this chapter outlines key research questions which

will be explored in this thesis.

Drawing on the issues identified in chapters two and three, chapter four presents a
preliminary quantitative data analysis exploring patterns of Internet use among older
adults. It explores the relation of Internet use to broader aspects of everyday life, including
leisure and lifestyle activities, perceptions of ageing, and living situation. It also attempts
to unpack the reasons for differences within older people, such as those based around
gender. Findings indicate that caring is a significant constraint on the likelihood of using
the Internet, and also suggest that caring activities may help explain gender differences
within older people. They also demonstrate significant associations between Internet use
and life-styles/leisure activities, as well as living situation, although there were not clear
differences between Internet users and non-users in perceptions of ‘old age’. While this
quantitative analysis was useful in identifying important factors which relate to Internet use

in later life, in order to understand the meanings of these issues in greater depth, it is

argued that they need to be explored qualitatively.

In the light of this, chapter five discusses the qualitative methodology that forms the main

method of data gathering in this thesis. It discusses the theoretical/epistemological and
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practical reasons for the choice of qualitative methodology, and the choice of sampling
methods and research design. In seeking to address biographical experiences of technology
use throughout the life-course, and everyday use of these technologies within the home,
this chapter draws on biographical and ethnographic research strategies. It is argued that a
multi-method design incorporating interviews, time-use diaries and ‘quasi-ethnographic’
methods is most appropriate for addressing the research questions of this study. This
chapter also reflexively explores the processes of negotiating access, interviewing, and

analysing data, and reflects on relations between researcher and participants.

The chapters following this present the findings of the qualitative analysis, which are
organised into six thematically based chapters. The first of these, chapter six, examines the
‘technobiographies’ of participants, and changing experiences of technology use
throughout their life-courses. It also explores the narratives of technological change that
emerged during interview discussions. In describing technological change over their life-
times, this led to a sense of the passage of time and changing age identities (Hockey and

James 2003). When discussing new technologies like the Internet, participants often placed

them at odds with their identities as ‘older people’, and reconstructed binaries between
young/old. However, this chapter illustrates how such divisions are not static, but reflect
cohort differences in the technologies experienced during the formative period.
Participants described themselves as ‘growing up’ with the radio in the same way that
young people today have grown up with the Internet, and it therefore remained an
important technology throughout their lives. It is therefore argued that age divisions in
Internet use reflect cohort differences in biographical experiences with technologies, rather

than simply the circumstances of ‘old age’.

Building on these arguments, chapter seven explores the embodied dimensions of
‘technobiographies’ and the interconnections between ageing, biography and generation. It
demonstrates how changes in technology use over time prompt changes in embodiment,
which are experienced differently by different cohorts. In contrast to early constructions of
Internet use as disembodied, as with other ‘body techniques’, the acquisition of computing
skills involves incorporating practical knowledge which can only be ‘learned by doing’
(Crossley 2007). Changes in the ageing body over time are also explored, in relation to the
intersection of the lived body with broader cultural discourses. This chapter provides new

insights into literatures on embodiment, ageing and technology use, which are discussed.
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While previous chapters focused on biographical experiences of technology use, the
following three chapters explore current experiences of use within the home. However,
they also demonstrate how these practices, values, and experiences of technology use in
later life are situated within biographical experiences throughout the life-course,
particularly formative experiences. Chapter eight focuses on the transition to retirement
and negotiation of the work/leisure boundary, and explores the relation of technology use
to these boundaries. In contrast to studies of young people, computer technologies were
often seen as work rather than leisure, which reflects the fact that many participants
initially encountered them in a work context. While in a sense, it could be argued that
computers blurred traditional boundaries between work and leisure by bringing the
meanings of work into domestic space, participants re-constructed their own temporal and
spatial boundaries in relation to technology use. These boundaries related to earlier
experiences of technology use, and the strong ‘work ethic’ found among older generations.
Although perceptions of technologies as work/leisure were not clearly gendered, there

were gender differences in the construction of work/leisure boundaries in retirement, which

reflected gendered biographies.

Following on from this, chapter nine examines the context of the home in more depth, and
addresses other spatial meanings and relationships which shape technology use in this
sphere. It is argued that the home is not static but changes throughout the life-course, and
that the ‘domestication’ of technologies is an ongoing process, which continues as
household needs and dynamics change (Ward 2006). This includes changes in the spatial
location of technologies, and changing relations around technology use in the home.
However, there were also continuities in the organisation of space and technology use, and
the radio which was used during participants’ formative years, was most highly integrated
into household spaces and activities. In contrast, as a newer technology the computer
remained not fully trusted or domesticated, and was often kept in a ‘separate space’ out of
the way. Gender relations around technology were more complex than may have been
expected from earlier research (e.g. Wheelock 1992), and varied between different
households. Competition for and control of technologies did not appear traditionally
gendered as may be expected either. However, traditional gender divisions emerged in the

meanings of technologies and skills. This highlights the tension between change and

continuity in the gender-technology relation.
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While chapter nine focused on spatial relations, chapter ten explores how ICT use relates
to everyday routines and experiences of time in retirement. It also critically assesses the
association of the Internet and computer technologies with increased speed and temporal
flexibility (Green 2002). Rather than ‘effecting’ temporality in predictable ways, the use of
computers and the Internet was situated within multiple and intersecting temporalities in
retirement. Furthermore, these technologies were not always ‘instantaneous’ and time-
saving, but could ‘take-up’ or ‘waste’ time. Although it was felt the Internet could be used
“anytime’, time use diaries revealed more patterned times of use. While the Internet was
often on a daily basis, it was less integrated into embodied routines than older technologies
like the radio, which was often on ‘throughout the day’. There were also gendered
constraints on time to use technologies, and as found in chapter four, caring and domestic
chores constrained women’s time to go online. This illustrates the importance of bringing
together theories on broader changes in temporality, with analysis of everyday experiences

of time and technology use (Green 2002, Wajcman 2008).

As well as being situated within the temporalities and spatialities of the home, chapter
eleven examines ways in which Internet use may extend and trouble these temporal and
spatial boundaries. One of the key uses of the Internet in this study was for maintaining
social networks with family and friends, both abroad and spread across the country. It also
enabled the extension of relationships temporally, through use of the Internet to get in
touch again with old friends using ‘Friends Reunited’, to organise reunions with friends
and family, or explore family history online. This chapter supports arguments that rather
than leading to a decline in offline sociability, online and offline spaces are highly
interconnected (Valentine and Skelton 2008:481, Wellman et al 2002). It further illustrates
how the Internet was used to revive ‘dormant’ relationships. The ability of the Internet to
transcend temporal and spatial boundaries was not always perceived positively though, and
could be experienced as demanding, and as bringing new risks into the home. Practices of
online social networking again reflected generational patterns, and were situated within

biographical experiences and practices of communication and technology use.

These findings chapters will be followed by a discussion chapter, which draws together the
central themes of the study, and their implications for policy debates and sociological
theory and research. Here the central argument of this thesis will again be reiterated: that
Internet and computer use in later life need be understood in the context of ‘embodied

technobiographies’, including both personal biographical experiences of technology use
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throughout the life-course, and shared experiences with members of the same historical
cohort or generation. In terms of the implications of this for understandings of the relation
between ‘older people’ and Internet use, it will be argued that age divisions reflect
different cohort experiences, rather than simply physiological or social changes in old age.
Furthermore, these findings suggest that the relation between Internet use and old age i1s a
changing relation that will shift as younger cohorts enter retirement, brining different
technological experiences within them. The argument that such biographical experiences
and cohort differences are ‘embodied’, lends particularly unique insights into
understandings of technology use in later life, and broader sociological literatures on
technology and embodiment, which will be drawn out in this chapter. These findings also
have practical implications for engaging older Internet users, and designing more suitable
technologies, which will be discussed. Following this, the final concluding chapter sums
up the key findings and arguments made in this thesis, and discusses possibilities and
directions for future research. It highlights how this study has captured the unique
experiences of a particular cohort(s), but also stresses the broader implications of these

findings, and the relevance of the concept ‘embodied technobiographies’ for sociological

literatures in various areas.
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Chapter two

Technology use in context: Extending current research on Internet use in

later life

This chapter reviews previous research on Internet and computer use among older adults. It
will begin by giving a general overview of key developments in this field, before going on
to explore particular studies in detail, in relation to key areas of interest. It will be argued
that over the last decade, research in this area has greatly expanded, examining possible
reasons for a lack of engagement with computer technologies among this group, and the
practices and experiences of older Internet users. However, there are several limitations
and areas in need of further research. Many of these limitations centre on the need to
develop more complex ideas of ageing, by qualitatively addressing heterogeneity within
older people, situating understandings of ageing and ‘old age’ within their broader social
context, and unpacking differences between ageing/period/cohort/generation. It also argued
that while research has increasingly examined the everyday experiences of older Internet
users, these need to be contextualised within everyday times, spaces and interactions, and
within changing experiences of technology use throughout the life-course. In seeking to
address these gaps, this chapter draws on broader sociological literatures concerning
ageing and the life-course, biography, gender, everyday life, time, space and technology. It
then sets out the theoretical framework of this study, arguing for a biographical and

everyday life approach to understanding old age and technology, and the relations between

them.

Previous research on Internet and computer use in later life

We will begin with a general overview of existing research on older people and the use of
computers and the Internet. Discussions in this area have often centred on the age-related
digital divide, and the exclusion of older age groups from the use of these technologies
(McMillan et al 2009). Age has been described as the biggest divide between users and
non-users (Oxford Internet Institute 2003), and during 2007 only 31% of British retirees

had access to the Internet, compared with 81% of people of working age, and 97% of
students (Dutton and Helsper 2007). This age division has emerged in surveys of Internet
access across various countries, including Canada (McDaniel 2002), the United States (Fox

2004, 2005a, 2005b, 2006), and Australia (Brabazon 2008a). Older people are over-
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represented in the ‘truly disconnected group’, and there are a large number of older people
who have never used the Internet (Fox 2005b, 2006, Dutton et al 2005, National Statistics
Online 2005). However, they are slightly more likely to use a computer, and the PEW
Internet project in 2004 found that out of those over 65 years old, 29% had used a
computer at least occasionally, compared with only 22% going online (Fox 2004). Levels
of Internet use among older adults are also considerably lower than their use of mobile
phones (Fox 2006, National Statistics Online 2005, Selwyn et al 2003). Discussion of these
divisions are often framed in the context of the ‘Information Age’ (e.g. Jaeger 2005,
Selwyn et al 2003, Selwyn 2004) in which information has replaced manufacturing as
central to the economy, and new Information and Communication Technologies (ICTS) are
transforming various aspects of society (Holloway and Valentine 2003). With an
increasing number of services and amenities going online, it is feared that those without
access to the Internet will become increasingly marginalized from various areas of social
life (Jaeger 2005). Government policies and literature on this topic have therefore focused

on the importance of getting groups such as older people to engage with computer

technologies, and the benefits of their use (Selwyn et al 2003).

In the light of these issues, research has sought to investigate why older groups are not
using the Internet, and how usage among this age group may be increased. Much research
has been conducted in the disciplinary field of ‘human-computer interaction’ or “human
factors’ research, and has often focused on declining sensory/perceptual, motor, and
cognitive functions, as barriers to using these technologies in later life (e.g. Jastrzembski et
al 2005, Fezzani et al 2008, see Czaja and Lee 2008 and Xie 2003 for reviews). Other
barriers identified include the poor design or usability of computer technologies, and lack
of prior experience. As a result, researchers in this area have sought to apply these findings
to designing computer hardware and software that is easier to use (e.g. Dickinson et al
2005), and able to accommodate decline in physical and mental capabilities in later life

(e.g.Casali 1992 cited in Czja and Lee 2008). Other research in this area has evaluated the

effectiveness of different methods of training for older age groups, and found that while
older age groups may take longer to acquire new technological competencies, their skills
improve most effectively with ‘hands on’ training (see Czja and Lee 2008 for review).
Such research adds to our understanding of differences between younger and older age
groups (Xie 2003), and also has practical benefits. However, it has been critiqued for

various reasons. Firstly, it has been argued that such research and literature generally
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portrays older people as a “homogenous group’ and focuses on disability and decline
(Ostlund 2002, 2005). There are exceptions though, and more recent work has challenged
the association of old age with decline (e.g. Reed 2009), as well as addressing
heterogeneity within older people (e.g. Newell and Gregor 2000 cited in Eisma et al 2004).
There have also been attempts to incorporate the views and input of older people into the
design process (e.g. Eisma et al 2004). Nevertheless, the artificial laboratory environment
of such studies has little resemblance to the ‘real-life’ social environment in which these
technologies are encountered, and therefore is limited in terms of understanding their

everyday usage (Xie 2003).

In seeking to understand ‘digital divides’, it is argued that we need to address the views of
non-users themselves, and their reasons and motivations (Selwyn 2004, Wyatt et al 2005).

The Oxford Internet Survey in 2007 provides some information about this, examining

reasons for use and non-use of the Internet by life-stage. It found that the most common
reasons for non-use among all life-stages included; not knowing how to use a computer or
the Internet, not having a computer, and computers and the Internet being difficult to use
(Dutton and Helsper 2007). However, retirees were more likely to say they didn’t use the
Internet because it was ‘not for people their age’, ‘not useful’, or ‘not interesting’. This
provides useful information about reasons for non-adoption of computers and the Internet;
however, it is difficult to explore these reasons in detail using quantitative survey
methodology (Xie 2005). There is now an increasing amount of qualitative and
quantitative research on older Internet users, which has explored their motivations for use
and non-use. Such research has often found that contrary to the emphasis on the benefits of
the Internet for older people in much policy literature, many older people do not feel that
the Internet is relevant to their daily lives, and are not interested in using it (Dickinson and
Hill 2007, Selwyn 2004, Richardson et al 2005). This is in contrast to the portrayal of older
age groups as ‘digitally disadvantaged’, and highlights how for many the decision not to
use these technologies may reflect agency or choice (Wyatt et al 2005). Another reason for
not using computers and the Internet that has emerged in a number of studies is feeling ‘too
old’ (e.g. Dickinson and Hill 2007, Selwyn et al 2003, Selwyn 2004, Turner et al 2007).
Other reasons for non-use include costs, lack of access, lack of time, fear of using
computer and Internet technologies, mistrust of online transactions, and physiological or
health limitations (Dickinson and Hill 2007, Gatto and Tak 2008, Richardson et al 2005,
Selwyn et al 2003, Turner et al 2007). Lack of experience with using computers in the
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workplace has also emerged as important factor, although Selwyn (2004) found that many
who had used computers in work later gave up after retirement. On the other hand, factors
which motivated taking up computer and Internet use in later life included;

‘connectedness’ to friends and family (Richardson et al 2005), ‘keeping up to date’, and

desire to use computers in relation to a particular activity or hobby (Dickinson and Hill
2007, Selwyn 2004).

While it is important to examine reasons for non-use of computer technologies, it is argued
that we need to go beyond depictions of older people as ‘have nots’, to examining the
practices of those who do use the Internet and computers (McMillan et al 2009). Although
the proportion of older computer users is small, it has increased rapidly in recent years
(Brabazon 2008a). Furthermore, digital divisions do not only involve access, but also
divisions in the “extent of use, knowledge of search strategies, quality of technical
connections and social support, ability to evaluate the quality of information, and diversity
of uses” (DiMaggio et al 2001:310). Therefore it is important to examine practices of use
as well as levels of access. While being less likely to go online, recent research in the UK
by Ofcom (Allen 2007) has found that retirees who do use the Internet spend more time
online than any other age group, spending a total of 42 hours every month online,
compared to only 25 hours a month among teenagers. Survey data shows that the most
popular use of the Internet among older age groups is email (Fox 2004), while the main use
of the computer is for word processing (Selwyn et al 2003). While retirees are just as likely
to use email as younger age groups, they are less likely to use instant messaging, chat-
rooms or to write a blog (Dutton and Helsper 2007). In analyses of survey data it also
emerged that older people were less likely to use the Internet to search for information
about a hobby than younger age groups, surf it for fun, or download music (Fox 2004). On
the other hand, the use of the internet to explore an interest in family history 1s higher

among older age groups (Fox 2004, 2005a).

However, while providing useful information on general patterns of Internet usage among
older age groups, quantitative data is limited for how much it can tell use about the

meanings or context of these practices (Xie 2005). A growing number of studies have
qualitatively explored experiences of these practices, and their location within older
people’s everyday lives. Some have focused on particular practices such as email, and

illustrated its importance in maintaining intergenerational relationships with distant family

members (e.g. Blit-Cohen and Litwin 2002, Climo 2001), although email was not always
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embraced as the best method of communication (Dickinson and Hill 2007). Although the
use of online forums and chat-rooms is not a frequent practice among older age groups,
studies have also examined online interactions in these sites, and highlighted their value in
adding to existing sources of social support (e.g. Lin et al 2004, Kanayama 2003, Xie
2005). Research has also explored the use of the Internet for health information among
older age groups, and found that while it can be empowering for older patients to have
access to this information, there was often mistrust of online sources (McMillan et al
2009). Other qualitative research has examined more general everyday experiences of
Internet use among this age group (e.g. Hilt and Lipshultz 2004, Hill et al 2008, Saunders
2004, Richardson et al 2005, Selwyn 2004). Such research demonstrates the importance of
family members in the process acquiring and learning to use computers (e.g. Saunders
2004, Selwyn 2004), and the difficulties of learning computing where such support is not
available (Richardson et al 2005). It also illustrates the importance of going beyond
thinking of computers and the Internet in purely positive terms, revealing ambivalence
towards these technologies among many older people (Selwyn 2004), as well as feelings of

anxiety and lack of confidence (Richardson et al 2005). In addition, it shows the
importance of going beyond individualistic explanations for the adoption or non-adoption
of computers among older adults, and demonstrates the role of contextual or situational
factors and relationships in shaping such decisions and experiences (Richardson et al
2005).

These studies provide considerable information on the everyday practices and meanings of
Internet use among older age groups. However, a number of issues remain in need of
further exploration. With some notable exceptions (e.g. Richardson et al 2005, Riggs
2004), the majority of studies have not qualitatively explored how ditferences between
older people in terms of gender, class and cohort shape practices and experiences of
Internet use. Furthermore, while research has increasing contextualised the practices of
older computer users within everyday life, the everyday spaces, times and interactions
within which technology use is embedded are often neglected. The location of the
experiences of older computer users within biographical experiences of technology
throughout the life-course has also been under researched. Theoretical approaches to
ageing and technology are also often underdeveloped, which can limit analyses. These

issues will now be unpacked, and suggestions for developing these areas will be made,
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drawing on sociological research on gender, everyday life, ageing, biography and

technology.
Heterogeneity within ‘older people’: examining intersections with age

We begin by addressing the issue of differences or heterogeneity within the category of
‘older people’, which is complicated by intersections with class, age, and ethnicity (Riggs
2004). Survey data has found that Internet use among older adults is stratified by income,
with those from high-income backgrounds being more likely to go online (Selwyn 2003,
Fox 2004). In Britain, older men are more likely to use the Internet than older women
(Selwyn et al 2003, National Statistics Online 2005), although this gender gap has closed
among older Internet users in America (Brabazon 2008a). Additionally, Internet use is
lower among Americans with a chronic illness of disability (Fox 2006), although health
seems a less significant factor when examining older people’s Internet use alone (Selwyn
2003). Within the category of ‘older people’, Internet use is also stratified by age, with
much higher levels of Internet use among people in their 60’s than those over the age of 70

(Dutton et al 2005, Selwyn et al 2003). However, while studies have examined such

differences among older Internet users quantitatively, and research and design literature
increasingly recognises ‘heterogeneity’ within older people (e.g. Czaja and Lee 2008) there
is a need to go beyond examining such differences as a variable, to understanding how and

why they are produced (Kennedy et al 2003). It is argued to be particularly important to

address gender, due to the gendered nature of experiences of ageing (Xie 2003). As women
are traditionally less likely to have been employed in the labour force, and are also hikely to
live longer, they are more likely experience poverty in old age (Vincent 2003, 2006). The

greater emphasis on physical appearance for women, and the placement of ageing bodies at

odds with norms of attractive femininity, also makes growing older a more difficult

experience for many women (Twigg 2004, Woodward 1991).

In addition, gender is also highly significant in shaping experiences of technology use, and
it is argued that research on computer and Internet use in later life needs to be connected to
critical literature on the gender-technology relation (Richardson et al 2005). Such literature
has highlighted the exclusion of women from the design of technology, and the gendered
meanings of technologies and skills, through which women are constructed as being less
technologically competent (Wajcman 2000). While ICTs such as computers, the Internet,

and video recorders are regarded as ‘high technology’, domestic appliances and the skills
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many women employ in using them are seen as non-technological (Cockburn and Omrod
1993). As a result, early theorists viewed technology as both a result of the patriarchal
oppression of women, and as reproducing this oppression (Gill and Grint 1995). However,
the notion of patriarchy in both studies of technology and broader feminist literatures has
been widely critiqued, for denying women’s agency and presenting them as ‘victims’, and
ignoring differences between women and within men (Bryson 1999, hooks 1984,
Nicholson 1990). In relation to postmodern and poststructuralist theories, there has been a
shift in sociological theory from notions of power as something possessed by an individual
or group and used to dominate others, to Foucauldian accounts of power as dispersed and
operating productively as well coercively (Hekman 1999, Omrod 1995). This is reflected
in the re-conceptualization of gender as something which is ‘done’ or performatively
constituted in interactions (West and Zimmerman 1987, Butler 1990). Nevertheless, while
there is not space go into these debates fully here, it must be noted many feminist theorists
have rejected post-structuralist or post-modernist approaches, and they have been critiqued
for making it difficult to retain a political focus, and awareness of the continuation of
material constraints and inequalities (see hooks 1984, Raisborough 2002, Scraton 1994,
Spelman 1988). In the light of this, feminist researchers in the field of technology studies
such as Omrod (1995) and Silva (2000) have sought to incorporate attention to fluidity and
diversity in relations with technology, while retaining an awareness of ways in which

normative gender discourses and hierarchical relations may be stabilised as well as

challenged or resisted.

Shifts in feminist theory have also highlighted the importance of addressing intersections
of gender with dimensions of identity such as class, ethnicity and sexuality, although
intersections with age are often comparatively neglected (Riggs 2004). This is particularly
the case in the field of technology use, and while studies of older people have often
ignored gender, research on gender and technology has generally neglected older age
groups. Nevertheless, a couple of studies have begun to qualitatively address the
intersections between ageing, gender, and technology. For instance, Riggs (2004) explored
these relations in the context of the work place, through examining discussions in online
message boards, conducting online and offline interviews with older workers, and
analysing depictions of ageing and technology in the media. Her research illustrated how
age, gender, and class intersect in shaping experiences of using these technologies. For

instance, while all members of older cohorts experienced dramatic changes involved in the
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computerisation of the workplace, women’s experience of computers was more likely to be
gained in clerical positions, while men who used computers were more often employed in
managerial or professional occupations. However, while these women had less control
over the implementation of computers in the work force, they had the advantage of having
previous typing skills which helped when learning computers. Class and ethnicity also
shaped relations around computing in later life, as those in blue collar jobs had less access
to computers and the Internet in work. Working class and black women were more likely

to be financially disadvantaged in later life, and therefore often learned computing as part

of returning to work.

Other research by Richardson et al (2005) interviewed male and temale computer users
about their experiences, and noted a greater level of technophobia among older women,
while men were more likely to portray themselves as competent computer users. They also
found that women were more likely to feel guilty about time spent using the Internet or
computer, due to it taking away from time spent on domestic activities. This reflects
previous research on women and leisure (e.g. Green et al 1990), and television viewing
(Morley 1992, 2000), in which women described feeling guilty about taking time for
leisure, due to domestic division of labour in the home. Research on Internet use has also
found that women are more likely to feel guilty about time spent online (Haddon 1999),
and that caring activities reduce Internet use (Blackburn et al 2005). Although such
research has focused on younger age groups, research on older women and leisure
illustrates how they still take primary responsibility for domestic and caring activities in
retirement (Askham 1995, Bernard et al 1995, Thompson et al 1991). As a result, these
activities therefore remain a constraint on women’s leisure time (Mason 1988). However,
whether lower rates of Internet use among older women are shaped by the constraints of
domestic activities on Internet use remains relatively unexamined. In order to better
understand the nature of gender divisions there is need to further explore the context and

interactions in which they take place, in home as well as work settings.
Contextualising computer use within everyday life: ‘real’ times, spaces and bodies

Part of understanding digital divisions between older and younger age groups, and within
older people themselves, involves examining their micro-construction within everyday
settings (Lim and Tan 2003). While qualitative research on the everyday experiences of

older Internet and computer users is increasing, there is little research situating it within
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everyday times, spaces and interactions. The failure to locate use of computer and Intemet
technologies within everyday contexts is not just problematic in studies of older age
groups, but has been an issue in general studies of Internet use. Early research on the
Internet tended to focus on ‘cyberspace’ and online interactions as disembodied, and
separate from ‘real’ spaces and bodies (Holloway and Valentine 2003, Miller and Slater
2000). However, there is growing recognition that in order to understand the implications
of the Internet, and move beyond utopian or apocalyptic discourses, there is a need to
examine the use of this technology within everyday life (Haythornthwaite and Wellman

2002), and the material, temporal and economic constraints within which it is located

(Argyle and Shields 1996, Holloway and Valentine 2003).

Developing such an understanding would benefit from connection to broader sociological
literatures on everyday life, time, and space. The sociology of everyday life is defined by
Bennett and Watson (2002) as “...an area of inquiry in which the study of forms of social
behaviour and social interaction that take place within everyday social settings, and the
analysis of more general social processes and relationships, meet and intermesh” (p 1x).
Although the sociology of everyday life incorporates varying sociological traditions
including ethnomethodology, interactionism, phenomenology, it is unified by a focus on
‘ordinariness’ and the micro or local aspects of social life involved in everyday interactions
(Alder et al 1980, Bennett 2002). As such, it works as critique of macro perspectives in
sociology, and over-deterministic accounts of the effects of social structures (Alder et al
1980). However, as indicted in Bennett and Watson’s definition, this approach also
highlights the interconnection of the micro and macro, and the reciprocal relation between

local interactions and broader structures or power relations (Hemmings et al 2002).

In examining interactions in local settings, space is a central aspect of the sociology of
everyday life (Hemming et al 2002). The home has been described as particularly
important site (Felski 1999-2000); however, there are multiple spaces involved in the
everyday, including work, home, and public leisure spaces. Space is more than simply a
neutral backdrop for everyday interactions though (Hemmings et al 2002) but is inherently
social, and shaped by social relations, as well as shaping these relations (Zieleniec 2007).
Space is also imbued with cultural meanings, which shape interactions in these settings,
including the representational meanings of advertisers and designers, and everyday lived

experiences or understandings of space (Hemmings et al 2002). Social relations such as

gender are therefore spatialised, in terms of power and exclusions, and the interrelations
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between symbolic constructions of gender and of space (Massey 1994, Duncan 1996). For
instance, the gendered division of labour is also a spatial division, in terms of the division
between public/private, work/leisure, home/work spaces which developed during
industrialisation (Valentine 2001). Age divisions in society are also spatialized (Laws
1997), illustrated by the marginalization of older people from public spaces and increased

time spent in domestic space, as well as specifically age-segregated spaces such as

retirement homes and communities.

It is argued that an examination of space cannot separated from time (Massey 1994), which
is also a central component of the study of everyday life (Felski 1999-2000). Researchers
have highlighted the ‘social’ nature of time, as something which shapes the organisation of
social life, and is understood through social meanings and measurements, which vary
across history and cultures (Urry 2000). However, the distinction between ‘social’ and
‘natural’ time has been critiqued, and it is argued that our meanings and interpretations of
time cannot be separated from ‘natural sources’ (Adam 1990). In examining everyday life,
the temporalities of routines and repetition have been emphasised as vital to the structuring
of daily activities, although time is generally ‘taken for granted’ and rarely made explicit
(Adam 1990, 1995). In modern industrialised societies, clock time is the dominant
temporality which structures our everyday lives, and the timetabling of work and leisure
activities, travel, and education (Urry 2000). Prior to industrialization, work was argued to
be ‘task orientated’ and based on the duration of tasks, rather than being timed by the clock
(Thompson 1969). However, the reduction of modern temporality simply to the times of
clocks and calendars has been critiqued, and it is argued that these are still intertwined with

a multiplicity of other intersecting temporalities, including the ‘natural times’ of the body

and environment (Adam 1995).

Theories of time, space and everyday life have also been applied to understanding
technology use, and there is a growing body of research examining the role of technologies
within everyday life (Haddon 2004). Early studies have focused on the integration of the
television, telephone, and home computer into daily life in the home and other spaces (e.g.
Ang 1992, Morley 1992, Murdock et al 1992). In theorising these relations, Silverstone
(1994) stresses the role of television in the organisation of everyday life, and the
maintenance of ontological security. Ontological security is defined as “...the confidence

that most human beings have in the continuity of their self identity and in the constancy of
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the surrounding social and material environments of action” (Silverstone 1994: 5 citing
Giddens 1990:92). This sense of trust and continuity is maintained through the familiarity
of daily routines, repetition, and rituals. Silverstone argues that the broadcast schedules of
television have a central role in maintaining and structuring these daily routines, and
television has become a ‘taken for granted’ part of our everyday lives and activities. While
this work was written some time ago, and television may now be less significant in shaping
the routines of families (Silva 2002), it is argued to be particularly important for those
outside of employment such as housewives and retirees (Haddon and Silverstone 1996,
Haddon 1999). Such research illustrates how technologies such the television and radio
have become embedded into the ‘ordinariness’ of everyday lives and contexts (Bennett
2002). Whether the Internet similarly has become part of everyday lives, routines, and
spaces is still open to investigation though. Authors have begun to emphasise the
importance of addressing the ‘real life’ spaces in which Internet use takes place and the
meanings relationships in these settings (e.g. Holloway and Valentine 2003, Miller and
Slater 2000). Studies have explored the integration of computers and the Internet into

spaces such as the school (Holloway and Valentine 2003), home (e.g. Livingstone 2002,
Frolich et al 2003, Ward 2006), and workplace (e.g. Lupton and Noble 2002). However,

research has mainly focused on workers, young families, or teenagers.

There appears to be relatively little research on older people’s Internet and computer use in
everyday contexts, although there a few exceptions. For instance, as we have seen, Riggs
(2004) explored how interactions of the workplace shaped the gendered nature of Internet

use in later life, and examined experiences of the integration of computers into this sphere.
Richardson et al’s (2005) research points to the constraints of the domestic context,

however, they did not examine the context of the home in detail, rather this was something
that emerged in general interview discussions about the problematic aspects of Internet
use. There are only a couple of studies which have explored how Internet and computer use
among older age groups are situated within the home context. One of these was conducted
by Lim and Tan (2005), and explored the use of the Internet within extended family homes
in Singapore; They found that although older people had access to the Internet in these
households, they often did not use it due to a lack of interest and knowledge, and became
dependent on the use of younger family members. However, this research was based in
Singapore, and further research would be needed in order to address whether such findings

would apply elsewhere. It was also conducted some time ago, given the rapid changes in
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Internet and computer technology, and the increasing number of older people going online.
Furthermore, this study did not examine situations in which older people lived alone or
with a spouse. Gender relations around technology use in the home were also not
addressed in this study, and neither Lim and Tan (2003) or Riggs (2004) explored the
temporal and spatial dimensions of computer use. However, case study research by
Brabazon (2008a) has begun to explore these issues, examining her parents’ computer use
in their home in Australia. This study again illustrates how broader digital divides may be
constructed in everyday context, and she found that while her mother had access to the
Internet in their household, she did not use it due fear and lack of confidence, as well as
lack of motivation. This exclusion is argued to reflect the gendering of technology and
relations around space in the home, in which the computer was located separately in a
room which represented her father’s personal ‘masculine’ space, which he described as
‘his shed’. However, while highlighting interesting gender relations, this is only an
example of one retired couple, and further research is needed to examine these relations on
a broader scale. Future studies of older people’s Internet use need to take into account its

location within everyday spaces, interactions, and temporalities, as well as the negotiations

within these contexts shaped by age, gender and class.

Embodiment and Internet use in later life

In examining everyday life, the body or embodiment is a central part of these experiences,

as Nettleton and Watson (1998:1) argue ‘every aspect of our lives is embodied.” Part of
contextualising Internet and use within everyday life therefore involves examining the
embodied dimensions of these everyday experiences. In examining the body in everyday
life, | have drawn on literature from an ‘embodied sociology’, which is distinguished from
the ‘sociology of the body’ by its focus on the lived experiences of the body, and the
embodied basis of social action (Williams and Bendelow 1998). This perspective
challenges the view that the mind can be separated from the body, as our consciousness
and ‘point of view on the world’ are grounded in our embodiment (Crossley 2007:82). Our
everyday activities are therefore rooted in our embodiment, although we are not always
conscious of it (Nettleton and Watson 1998). These phenomenological perspectives on
embodiment as a basis for our perceptions have recently been brought to examining
interactions with computer technologies. Theorists of ‘tangible’ or ‘embodied’ computing

such as Dourish (2001) have critiqued the predominance of Cartesian-dualism and
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outdated theories of ‘abstract cognition’ in computer science. In seeking to design better
computers, he has argued that computing should be understood as form of ‘embodied
interaction’, which is ‘embedded in everyday settings’ (Dourish 2001: 19).

Such an approach is in contrast to the view that older people may be able to escape the
constraints of an ageing body through online interactions (Featherstone 1995). To an
extent, there is some evidence to support the idea that the Internet can be used to escape
embodied aspects of identity. For instance children in Holloway and Valentine’s (2003)
study pretended to be older or more attractive when interacting online, and disabled people
have found that the Internet enables them to avoid the basis of initial judgements on the
appearance of their disability (Seymour and Lupton 2004). However, the fact that ill-health
or disability deters older people from going online (Blit-Cohen and Litwin 2004, Selwyn

2004, Saunders 2004), illustrates the relevance of embodied constraints, rather than an

escape from the body. Furthermore, looking up health information is a highly popular
activity among American older adults (Fox 2004). Studies have also shown that discussion
of the body or embodied identities is important part of older people’s interactions in online
communities, rather than being disguised (Lin et al 2004, Kanayama 2003). Therefore it
seems that as with other age groups, online practices are shaped by offline ‘embodied’
experiences, interests and identities (Holloway and Valentine 2003). Research has yet to
examine older people’s experiences of embodiment and Internet use, and it would be
interesting to investigate such issues further. This could involve addressing questions such
as how offline lived experiences of embodiment in later life shape online experiences, or
further exploration of the presentation of embodied appearances and identities in online

interactions.
Theorising ageing and ‘old age’

Another area which has often been neglected in previous research on older Internet users ts
the development of theoretical approaches to ageing and old age, and connection to
broader literatures on these topics. Nonetheless, previous research indicates the relevance
of ideas about old age in shaping engagement or disengagement with computers and the
Internet among older age groups. We have seen how ‘feeling too old’ frequently emerged
as a key reason for not using the Internet, and Selwyn (2004) also found that ‘preparing for
difficulties in old age’ was an important reason for going online. Other qualitative research

suggests the importance of concepts of age to older adults’ practices of Internet use. For
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instance, Blit-Cohen (2004) found that older people who used the Internet had more
positive attitudes toward ageing and the ability of older people to use technology, while
research by Lin et al (2004) found that older people’s constructions of identity in online
communities drew on both positive and negative views of ageing. However, these studies
fail to locate such attitudes within a broader social context, or within current cultural
images of ageing, although there are exceptions such as Richardson et al (2005) who have
begun to address such issues. This leaves the questions of where these ideas of ageing
come from, and why different older adults hold particular attitudes toward ageing and
technology. Furthermore, in many studies, the categories of ‘older people’ and ‘the elderly’
are often used unproblematically, which reproduces concepts of chronological age as a
‘natural’ or objective fact (Laz 1998). Although there are several exceptions (e.g. Jaeger

2005, Reed 2009, Riggs 2004), there is a need for more research on older Internet and

computer users to critically examine and unpack concepts of ‘old age’ and ‘ageing’.

In the light of these issues, we will now briefly examine sociological concepts of ageing
and ‘old age’, and the broader social context of these concepts. In contrast to views of
chronological ageing as merely an ‘objective’ fact or natural process, anthropological,
social constructionist, and life-course approaches have highlighted how meanings of
ageing and age categories vary across cultural and historical context (Blaikie 1999, Laz
1998). These theories have demonstrated how concepts of the life-course have altered in
relation to socio-cultural change, with the fixed life-course stages of ‘childhood’,
‘adolescence’, ‘adulthood’ and ‘old age’ only becoming clearly defined with Western
modernization in the 19" century (Hockey and James 2003). The modern categorisation of
‘old age’ in Britain as persons over 60 or 65 developed in relation the administration of
pensions, and the emergence of a fixed age for retirement (Vincent 2003). Prior to this, old
age was not defined chronologically, but based on the ability to work and remain
independent. This structural definition of old age in relation to retirement is also related to
particular cultural images, which have generally been negative (Kaufman 1986). Such
images have associated old age with frailty, dependency, and physical and mental decline
(Arber 1991, Featherstone and Hepworth 1993). In the light of such images it seems
unsurprising that older people are seen as incapable of learning new technology, or that
many see the Internet as unsuitable for people their age (Richardson et al 2005).

Furthermore, computer technology and the information society have been constructed in
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terms of youthfulness, modern values and speed, rendering them as the territory of youth

rather than older people (Jaeger 2005).

However, it is argued that the socio-cultural changes in contemporary society which were
discussed in the introduction, are leading to increased fluidity and fragmentation in life-
course stages (Gilleard and Higgs 2005), and also changes in images of ageing
(Featherstone and Hepworth 1991, 1993) . In terms of ‘old age’, the increase in both early
retirement, and in people returning to work or study after the retirement age, is blurring
traditional life-course divisions of education/work/retirement (Blaikie 1999). Furthermore,
consumer culture offers new possibilities for maintaining a youthful appearance and life-
style, and as an important consumer group, older people are increasingly being targeted by
advertisements presenting images of ‘positive ageing’ (Featherstone and Hepworth 1993).

It is argued that retirement has been redefined as a period of leisure and consumption

rather than decline and dependency. However, these new concepts of old age may also
combine or draw on negative images of ageing. For instance, government encouragement
of older people to be involved in active lifestyles could be construed as a reaction to the
view of ‘older people as a burden’, and a way to reduce their dependency, and increase
their contribution as consumers (Richardson et al 2005). Older negative images therefore
necessarily co-exist, as it is in an effort to avoid such images of ageing that people strive to
maintain a youthful appearance and lifestyle (Featherstone 1995, Hockney and James
2003). Constructions around age and computer use can be seen in the light of these co-
existing discourses, for instance, the construction of ‘older people as a problem’ pervades
much the government incentives to get older people online, and computer use can be seen
as another way to reduce this burden (Richardson et al 2005). We have seen how much
computer design and other literature in this area has drawn on negative depictions of older
people in terms of mental and physical decline, loneliness, and dependency (Jaeger 2005,
Ostlund 2002). Such intersecting discourses may also shape the practices and attitudes of
older people themselves, and Richardson et al (2005), found that many people in their
study drew across both discourses of ‘active ageing’ and ‘the discourse of decline’ in their
accounts, although in complex and contradictory ways. While other studies have looked at
images of ageing and technology in the accounts of designers and researchers (Ostlund
2002, Jaeger 2005) and the media (Riggs 2004), there is a need for more research

examining the connection of these views to the experiences of older Internet users.
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Such approaches highlight how ageing and ‘old age’ are socio-cultural phenomenon.
However, in examining these structural constraints there is a danger of denying agency,
and presenting age as ‘over determined’ (Laz 1998). As well as focusing on these ‘macro’
structures, it is argued that we need to examine the construction and negotiation of age
categories in everyday ‘micro’ settings and interactions (Blaikie 1999, Lin et al 2004).
Such an approach is also particularly appropriate for examining everyday experiences of
technology use, and their location in everyday spaces. It is argued that meanings and
experiences of age are situational, and vary depending on the particular context. This is
illustrated by studies examining how meanings of old age are constructed during
interactions in everyday settings such as retirement homes (e.g. Hazan 1994), travel agents
(Ylanne-McEwen 1999), and exercise classes (Paulson 2005). Studies have also examined
the construction of age in conversations in interview or focus group situations (e.g.
Coupland et al 1991), as well as naturalistic settings. However, these everyday interactions
also draw on broader cultural discourses around ‘old age’ (Paulson 2005, and Ylanne-
McEwen 1999). Laz (1998) argues that like gender, age can similarly be understood as a

‘doing’, and something which is accomplished in ongoing interactions. He argues that such

an approach brings together micro and macro positions, in examining how structural
factors and constrain and enable everyday interactions, and how broader meanings around
age are drawn on, reconstructed and challenged. Therefore, in examining everyday

interactions around Internet use, it is important to retain awareness of the broader

discourses around ageing and technology within which they are located.

Untangling age/period/cohort: a biographical approach

We have seen how it is important to develop more complex understandings of ageing and
‘old age’ within research on technology use, and the importance of locating these concepts
within socio-cultural context. Another issue that has been problematic in theorising the
relation between older age groups and technology, and general research on later life,
involves the difficulty of disentangling the effects of age from those of cohort or
generation. While research has identified clear differences between retirees and younger
age groups in the use of computers and the Internet, it is unclear whether they are the result
of the specific material circumstances or physical changes experienced in old age, or the
result of the different technological experiences and values of different cohorts. Such
issues are fundamental to understanding the relation between older people and computer

and the Internet use. If this relation is merely a generational effect based on a lack of

36



experience with computer technologies among the current cohorts of retirees, as younger
generations enter retirement the age division will disappear (Xie 2003). Based on Internet
use statistics in America, Fox (2004, 2006) argues that the ageing of the ‘baby boomer
generation’ has already caused a big increase in Internet use among the 50-64 age group
over the past six years, and is predicted cause a big future increase in the 65+ age group
(Fox 2006). She also found that practices of Internet use among ‘baby boomers’ were more
similar to that of younger age groups (Fox 2004). However, others are cautious about
interpreting age divisions as the effect of generations. For instance, Selwyn (2004) found
that while using computer technologies in work, many older people still gave up using
them after retirement. It has been suggested that if the age gap is the result of the social and
material conditions of retirement, if these conditions continue, so will the age divide (Xie
2003). However, despite the salience of this issue, there has been little research unpacking

the tensions between age and generation among older Internet users.

In order to address this, it is first necessary to briefly examine concepts of ‘generation’ and
‘cohort’. Both these concepts are often used interchangeably, in referring to a group of
people born in the same period and subject to shared historical experiences (Edmunds and
Turner 2002, Hareven 1994, Pilcher 1994). The meanings of the concept of ° generation’
are somewhat diverse however, and it has been used to refer to kinship relations within the
family, as well as to birth cohorts (Edmunds and Turner 2002). Furthermore, when used In
relation to the shared experiences of birth cohorts, the concept of generation is also often
associated with a shared generational consciousness or identity (Hardy and Waite 1997).
This conception of generation draws on the work of Mannheim (1952), who argued that a
generation in terms of shared location can be distinguished from a ‘generation as actuality’,
which only exists “only where a concrete bond is created between members of a
generation” (Mannheim 1952:303). However, what exactly this generational consciousness
involves, and how it can be measured is somewhat unclear (Pilcher 1994) and therefore the
concept of cohort is often seen as more easily applicable in research (Hardy and Waite
1997). Mannheim’s theory of generations also presents the argument that ‘formative
experiences’ acquired early on in life are particularly significant in shaping experiences
and values of a generation, and their later experiences ‘receive their meaning from this

original set’ (Mannheim 1952:298). This argument has been supported by research on

various areas, including political attitudes (Alwin 1997).

37



The insights of this approach have also been applied to an emerging body of theory and
research on ‘media generations’ (Bolin and Westlund 2009) or ‘technology generations’
(Sackmann and Weymann 1994 cited in Rama et al 2001). Such approaches argue that
different generations or cohorts have shared experiences of using particular technologies in
their youth or ‘formative period’, which then influence patterns of technology use
throughout their lives (Bolin and Westlund 2009). Volkmer (2006 cited in Bolin and
Westlund 2009) applied this approach to examining differences in media preferences and
memories of news events. She found that the ‘radio generation’ (1924-1929) referred
mainly to news stories from print media and the radio, the ‘TV generation’ (1954-1959)
drew on mixed media representations, while the ‘Internet generation’ (1979-1984) drew on
an international media environment, and rarely discussed print media. Research by Bolin
and Westlund (2009) examined whether there were cohort differences in patterns of mobile
use, and whether they remained consistent over time. They used survey data to examine
patterns of use longitudinally, and found little differences in voice calling, but consistent

generational patterns in text messages and sending images. However, the time span of their

data was limited to a five year period.

Experimental research by Rama et al (2001) similarly investigated whether difterences in
using current electronic devices are the result of ageing or generational differences. They
examined performances in using software-style interfaces, and found an age rather than
generational effect in terms of task duration. However, in terms of the number of errors,
they found a generational effect, in that participants born after 1960 (the software
generation) made less mistakes than those born prior to 1960 (the electro-mechanical
generation), which they argued is due to their formative experiences of using software style
interfaces. This approach has not been specifically applied to understanding the
experiences of older computers users though. However, while not applying the concept of
‘media generations’, Gilleard and Higgs (2008) have attempted to untangle the effects of
ageing on levels of Internet use in UK survey data, from those of generation or cohort.
They found that health and frailty variables did not explain the age/cohort effect, although
age/cohort effects disappeared once the use of ICTs and participation in cultural activities
were controlled for. They argue that this suggests a generational difference in engagement
with consumer culture, rather than the effects of ageing. Their analysis was carried out
through cross-sectional analysis though, and they argue that longitudinal research would be

needed to further explore these issues, and determine whether the age related digital divide
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will disappear among future generations of retires. This research was again quantitative,
and it is argued there is need for qualitative research to complement existing quantitative
studies (Bolin and Westlund 2009), and explore how generational differences may relate to
attitudes, values, and experiences of technology use -

In seeking to qualitatively address the relations between generational experiences and age, N
it has been argued that a biographical approach can be used to examine these issues '
retrospectively (Jamieson 2002). Biographical approaches are important in challenging
depictions of old age’ or ‘later life’ as static categories, and situating them within
experiences of change throughout the life-course (Blaikie 1999, Hockey and James 2003).
A number of authors have used a biographical perspective in order to address personal
experiences and meanings of growing older, and experiences of change and continuity
throughout the life-course (e.g. Kaufman 1986). However, this biographical dimension has

generally been neglected in previous studies of computer and Internet use in later life,
which have failed to situate these experiences within technology use throughout the life-
course (Jaeger 2005). There are some exceptions though, and quantitative research by
Mollenkopf and Kasper (2005) has found that biographical experience with older
technologies was an important predictor of Internet use in later life. However, there is a
lack of research examining such issues qualitatively. Although research by Selwyn (2004)
examined biographies of computer use in terms of when they were first used, and work
experiences, he does not go back to examine experiences with earlier technologies
throughout the life-course. Haddon and Silverstone’s (1996) research does examine such
experiences, however, their study took place before the Internet was introduced into
homes, and at a stage where few participants had a computer. Nevertheless, their research
does provide a framework which can be employed in examining the biographical

experiences of older Internet users.
Theorising technology

In addition to a lack of critical attention to concepts of ‘old age’, studies of Internet and
computer use in later life often fail to critically address concepts of technology, and the
technology-society relation. With the exception of research such as that by Tatnall and
Lepa (2003), and some brief discussion by Selwyn (2004), the majority of empirical
researchers in this area have not made their theoretical approach toward technology

explicit. This is in contrast to the vast amount of research and theory on the relation
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between technology and gender. As a result, technologically deterministic views are often
implicit in policy, design, and academic literature in this area (Selwyn 2004, Xie 2003).
Technological determinism is the view that technology is a “force coming from outside
society which then impacted upon it” (Prout 2001: 201). In this view, technology is seen as
having inherent properties, and effecting society in predictable ways (Holloway and
Valentine 2003). There has been much discussion of the ‘social impact’ or ‘effects’ of
technological change on older people (e.g. Friedberg 2003, Firth and Mellor 2007, Riggs
2004), in relation to issues such as their exclusion from computer technologies, and the
potential benefits of using them. However, there is little discussion of the ways this group
of users may shape these technologies (Xie 2003). Literature is often underpinned by the
assumption that use of computer and Internet technologies is ‘inherently useful and
desirable’ for all members of society, including older people (Selwyn 2004: 281). Groups
such as older people who have failed to adopt these technologies are often presented as
deficient, and the solution is seen to be adapting them to fit these technologies through

training schemes, increased access, and other initiatives (Selwyn 2004, Richardson et al
2005).

Approaches such as the ‘Social Construction of Technology’ (SCOT) may be useful here,
in countering technologically deterministic views. This perspective presents technologies
as inherently social, and shaped by the interests of designers and users (Wajcman 2000).
Drawing on this thesis, Selwyn (2004) argues that computer technologies are shaped by
their social context, and the absence of older people from the design of computer
technologies may underpin their lack of suitability for this age group (Riggs 2004). He
suggests that instead of adapting older people to fit with these technologies, we should
seek to adapt these technologies to fit with the needs of older people. While computer
design research has often sought to adapt computer technologies to better suit older people,
as discussed above, it has often focused on compensating for deterioration in motor and
cognitive abilities in later life (Czaja and Lee 2008). However, Selwyn’s (2004) research
shows that the adoption or non-adoption of Internet and computer technologies among this
age group is not due to their inherent properties, but their fit (or lack of fit) into the lives of
many older people. Another concept from the SCOT approach which may be helpful in
moving beyond deterministic views of technology, and highlighting the importance of the
user, is that of ‘interpretive flexibility’. Interpretive flexibility refers to the various ways

people understand and use technologies, which may difter from their intended design
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(Cockburn and Omrod1993, Wajcman 2000). Therefore these technologies cannot be seen '
as having predictable effects.

However, while SCOT approaches highlight how technologies are socially shaped, it 1s
argued that they still separate the technical and the social, and are socially deterministic
(Tatnall and Lepa 2003). In contrast, theorists who have adopted an Actor Network Theory
(ANT) approach critique both social and technological determinism, and view the relation
between the social and technical as mutually constitutive and influencing (Prout 1996).
They challenge binaries between social/technical, social/natural, human/non-human,
science/technology, subject/object (Law 1999, Singleton and Michael 1993). Such views
have been useful in examining the mutual constitution of gender identities and
technologies (Wajcman 2000). They could also be applied to understanding the way ‘old

age’ identities and technologies are constructed in relation to one another, although ANT

has yet to be used to examine such relations. Actor Network Theory is argued to fit with
processual views of gender- and also age- as constituted in interactions, and as relational
(Cockburn 1991) as power in ANT is theorised as emerging in interactions, rather than as
determining them (Singleton 1995). In theories of gender and technology, this approach to

power has been useful in avoiding pre-empting fixed outcomes, and accounting for

flexibility, diversity and complexity in relations (Gill and Grint 1995).

Nevertheless, while drawing on such insights, ANT does not form the main theoretical

approach to technology in my research, due to a number of limitations. One major critique
of ANT is the problem of accounting for power and political interests within this
framework. The presentation of all entities in a network as equal has difficulty accounting
for historical inequalities and relations which pre-exist particular interactions (Singleton
1995). 1t is argued that if interests such as gender are significant they will emerge
interactions, however, without deliberately seeking to analyse such relations it may that
they simply go unnoticed (Gill and Grint 1995). These difficulties reflect those in feminist
theory discussed earlier, in dealing with diversity and difference between women, while
retaining a political focus and accounting for structural inequality (e.g. bell hooks 1934,
Scraton 1994, Spelman 1988). Similarly, with age, while theories of the postmodern life-
course have argued that there is increasing fluidity and flexibility, we have seen how
structural and material inequalities still co-exist (Blaikie 1999, Vincent 2006). The

literature discussed above also illustrates how discourses and material relations around

gender and technology, and age and technology, pre-exist and may shape interactions.
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Without accounting for these pre-existing relations, there is a risk of returning to
individualistic explanations, which ignore the broader socio-cultural context within which
relations of ageing and technology are located. This thesis aims to examine relations
around gender, age and technology, while not pre-empting the outcomes, and to take into

account structural and material divisions as well as symbolic and interactional ones.

Another criticism of ANT is that it has focused on networks involving designers of
technology, and in doing so has often excluded women from its analysis (Gill and Grint
1995, Wajcman 2000). Such a focus would similarly exclude older age groups, who have
tended to be marginalized from the design of computer technologies. This difficulty may
be overcome though, by widening networks to include users, and people in lower paid
jobs, which has been the approach taken in feminist studies such as Singleton and
Michael’s (1993) research on cervical screening. Research by Tatnall and Lepa (2003) has
also applied such an approach to exploring the adoption and non-adoption of Internet
technologies among older age groups, and the enrolment of other entities into their

interpersonal networks. The study illustrated how such an approach may be useful in
illustrating how these technologies were re-configured in unpredictable ways, as
participants adapted computers and the Internet to fit with specific purposes such as a
hobby, or writing to grandchildren. However, in seeking to understand the location of
computer and Internet technologies within everyday interactions, spaces, and biographies, I
would argue that this ANT not the best approach, as such elements are not really addressed
within this theory. Furthermore, while recognising mutual relationships between
technologies and older computer users, I am primarily interested in the social aspects of

these relations, which are downplayed in ANT approaches (Singleton 1995).

In seeking to understand technology use within everyday spaces, times and interactions,
the theoretical framework which best fits this approach is that of ‘domestication’.
Domestication is the process of integrating technologies into the home or other settings,
and involves transforming alien and frightening objects into part of these spaces (Ward
2006). Building on SCOT and ‘Social Shaping of Technology’ approaches, the

domestication framework moves away from deterministic accounts of the ‘effects’ of
technology, and instead examines what users do with them once in the home (Ward 2006).
However, the domestication framework is more specifically focused on context of their use
(Haddon 2006), and the relation of these technologies to temporalities and spatialities in

these settings. Similarly, while the ‘Uses and Gratifications’ approach examines the
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meanings users bring to technology, domestication research is more focused on the social
relationships within which technologies are located, and less on internal processes (Haddon
2004). The domestication framework explores negotiations, tensions and conflicts around

technologies, as they are integrated- or rejected- as part of domestic space.

Domestication approaches have also been brought together with literature on the life-
course (Haddon 2004), and are able to account for the ongoing process of domesticating
technologies over time (Ward 2006). Although the domestication framework does not
primarily focus on biographical relations with technology, as noted earlier, research by
Haddon and Silverstone (1996) has taken a biographical approach to exploring older
people’s experiences of domesticating different technologies during their lives, although
their research was carried out too early to properly incorporate experiences of computer

and certainly Internet technologies. There is little research or theory which has focused on

biographical relations with technology, although a recent volume edited by Henwood et al
(2001) has examined women’s ‘technobiographies’. The term ‘technobiographies’ refers to
“...life-history narratives that treated relations with technology as a central feature”

(Henwood et al 2001:13). This book incorporated women’s biographical accounts of using
particular technologies, and examined how intersections between gender and other
dimensions of identity such as ethnicity and class shaped these relations. Such an approach
is also useful in overcoming divisions between structure and agency, and examining how
personal experiences relate to broader structural change. It could also be usefully applied to
moving beyond examining experiences of computer and Internet use during later life in
isolation, and highlighting how such issues are situated within experiences of technology

use over the life-course.

Summary

This chapter has reviewed previous research on Internet and computer use among older age
groups. We have seen how the age-related digital division has been the main focus for
research and discussion in this area. However, it has been argued that there is a need to go
beyond simply looking at this division in terms of access, and examining practices of
Internet use among older people who are online. Furthermore it is argued that such
divisions and practices cannot be understood without examining how they are constructed
and experienced in everyday life. While there are a growing number of studies examining

older people’s everyday experiences of Internet use, this review has noted several areas for
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further development. These include the need for further qualitative examination of the
intersections between age and other dimensions of identity, particularly gender. It has also
highlighted the importance of locating these experiences within everyday time-spaces,
interactions and bodies, and the lack of previous research exploring such issues.
Furthermore, the chapter has stressed the need for more complex approaches to age and
technology. In seeking to add to existing literature, it has outlined approach to examining
ageing and technology as situated within everyday lives and spaces, and within biographies
of technology use. The location of technologies within everyday spaces will be explored in

greater detail in following chapter, which examines previous literature on the home, and

technology use in this space.
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Chapter three

Domesticating the Internet: The home, technology, gender and age

The previous chapter has stressed the importance of understanding Internet and computer
use within everyday lives and contexts, and the lack of research examining older people’s
use of these technologies in local settings. This chapter will now expand on these issues,
focusing on the context of the home. It will be argued that as most Internet usage by older
people and other generations takes place within the home, it is particularly important to
understand Internet use within this site. The chapter will go on to discuss the meanings of
the home and their relation to gender and age, and the implications of these meanings and
relationships for understanding technology use in this setting. Following this, current
literature on technology use in the home will be examined. While literature on Internet use
in the home has neglected older age groups, it will be argued that research on younger age

groups and ICT use may be helpful for understanding how use of these technologies is

situated in the home, and suggesting avenues for further research among retirees.

Although the location of Internet use is fluid, and it may be accessed at various sites
(Schroder et al 2003), the most common place to access the Internet is at home. In 2006,
85% of Internet users accessed it at home, followed by 46% in work, with very little access
taking place in an Internet café (8%) or public library (10%) (National Statistics Online

2006). This is also particularly true when examining older Internet users alone, as most do

not have access at work. In Selwyn et al’s (2003) research, 64 out of 79 older Internet users

accessed it at home, compared with 14 accessing the Internet in work, and 7 in libraries.
The home is also a key site for understanding everyday life (Bennett 2002), and
experiences of old age and retirement, as will be discussed in more detail below. Yet
despite the relevance of the home as a location, we have seen in the previous chapter how
there is little research on older people’s use of the Internet and computers in this setting.
Therefore in the light of both the neglect of the home in previous research, and its salience
to contextualising the everyday experiences of older Internet users, this thesis will focus on

the home as the location for computer and Internet use in later life. As argued in the
previous chapter, space is not simply a backdrop for activities, but is intertwined with
social relations such as those around gender and age, in terms of both physical spatial

divisions and design, and symbolic meanings. Therefore, in order to understand how older
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people use the Internet and computers within the home, 1t 1s necessary to first understand

the meanings of ‘home’, to which we will now turn.

Meanings of ‘home’

The term ‘home’ 1s difficult to define, as it is a complex and “multi-scalar’ concept (Blunt
and Dowling 2005). Home may not simply refer to the place in which people live, but a
‘state of being’ which can be associated with a house, a town or even a country (Mallet
2004, Livingstone 2002). For the purpose of this thesis though, I will use the term ‘home’
to refer to the domestic living space that people inhabit. The home as a living space not
only includes the physical or spatial aspects of the house, but also the social interactions
and relations of the household (Mallet 2004, Bhatti 2006). 1t is argued that the home is not
something which simply ‘is’, but rather it is continually constructed through the daily
routines and activities of household members (Bhatti 2006: 321). In terms of the symbolic
meanings of the home, in Western culture the ‘ideal home’ is constructed as a place of
refuge, privacy, security and comfort (Chapman and Hockey 1999, Livingstone 1992,
Morley 2000). As discussed earlier, such constructions emerged during industrialization, in
relation to the increasing separation ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres (Mallet 2004). Prior to

this paid work often took place in the home, and there were not clear cut divisions between

home/work, public/private (Dart 2006).

However, this idealistic view of the home has often been critiqued, and it has frequently
been pointed out that there is a ‘darker side’ to relations within the home (Mallet 2004,
Morley 2000). Such critiques have particularly come from materialist feminists, who have
argued that the home is a site of the patriarchal oppression of women (Valentine 2001).
This includes domestic violence and abuse, which are concealed by the construction of the
home in terms of privacy (Mallet 2004, Morley 2000). As discussed earlier, the home is
also central to the spatial division of labour and the exclusion of women from the public
sphere (Massey 1994). Whereas the home is constructed as a refuge from the world of
work for men, and a site of leisure, this is not the case for many women (Livingstone 1992,

Morley 1992, Chapman and Hockey1999). However, as argued earlier in relation to other
aspects of feminist theory, such perspectives have been critiqued for being over-
deterministic and denying women’s agency, and ignoring diversity between women and
within families (Valentine 2001). For instance, black feminists have highlighted how the

home has been important as a place of refuge from, and resistance to, racist oppression
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(Carby 1997). Furthermore, for working class women the division between home and work
always has been less clear cut, and the home has frequently been utilised for paid labour
(Silva 2002). Gender relations in the home are also changing, with an increased number of
women entering the work force (Valentine 2001), and an increase in the amount of
domestic labour men undertake (Pink 2004). Nevertheless, women continue to take
primary responsibility for domestic labour in the home (Chapman and Hockey1999,
Morley 2000). Silva’s (2002, 2004) research on families, technologies, and routines
highlights the tension between increasing diversity and fluidity in family life, alongside the
continuation of more traditional patterns. She argues that while there are still gendered
constraints on time and activities in the home, men and women cannot be homogenised in
terms of power, and gender relations around time and activities in the home are constructed
and negotiated in interactions rather being predetermined (Silva 2002). Similarly, in
examining relations around housework and domestic objects, Pink (2004) has argued that

gender should be regarded as being performatively constituted in interactions, in ways

which may resist or reproduce traditional gender divisions.

Critical perspectives on the home have also highlighted the complexity of the
public/private division, and the problem of seeing the home as a separate ‘private’ space.
As Blunt and Dowling (2006:27) argue, the home is a ‘porous and open space’, and is
constructed in relation to wider social relations, such as those around the family, economy,
neighbourhood, and modernity. This includes the connection of the home to the economy
as a site of consumption, as the collection of various objects brings the meanings of the
public sphere into domestic space (Valentine 2001). The collection of such objects is an
important part of the process of ‘home-making’ (Blunt and Dowling 2006: 23), and is also
used to construe to taste and identities, such as those around class, gender and sexuality
(Valentine 2001). Divisions between public and private are also complicated by the fact
that different spaces in the home have different meanings, and therefore the home has
therefore never been an ‘exclusively private’ space (Mallet 2004:72). Spaces such as the
kitchen and bedroom are generally construed as private spaces, with the living room and
dining room representing public spaces (Valentine 2001). Meanings of space in the home
are not static though, but change in relation to broader shifts in social relationships, such as
including those around employment, leisure, community, privacy, gender relations and
family life (Chapman and Hockey 1999). Housing design during the 19" century reflected

a clear cut division between public/private spaces, with public rooms located at the front of
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the home, and private rooms at the back (Madigan and Munro 1999). This division was
also gendered, with public rooms constructed as ‘male’ spaces, and private spaces such as

the kitchen associated with women and servants. However, such divisions have now
become less clear, with ‘open plan’ kitchen/diners, reflecting both the economic need for
‘space efficient’ housing, and changing assumptions about gender and family life.
Boundaries between public and private spaces in the home are also negotiated between
family members, and as Johnson and Valentine (1996) have discussed, family members
may have difficulty creating privacy and private spaces for themselves within the home.

This has emerged in their research on young people and sexuality, and also in studies of

women and leisure (e.g. Deem 1986).

The fluidity in meanings and experiences of the home not only relates to broader social

changes, but also the changes individuals experience throughout their life-course (Hockey

and James 2003). Along with gender, age or life-stage are central to shaping perceptions of
the home (Mallet 2004). For instance, children are often restricted from certain adult
spaces in the home, and also from the use of space at certain times (Chapman and
Hockey1999, Hockey and James 2003, Livingstone 2002). Growing older is characterised
by increasing access to time and space within the home and moving out is seen as marking
the transition to adulthood (Hockey and James 2003). In later life, conceptions and
experiences of the home change again, as retirement leads to more time being spent at
home (Mason 1988, Deem 1988), and older people become increasingly associated with
this space (Bhattt 2006). The home often becomes important in later life as a site for
memories and ties to the past (Valentine 2001), which relates to the objects which have
been collected and displayed in it. While extra time spent in the home can involve new
leisure pursuits (Mason 1988), the relationship between later life and the home may
become more problematic with the onset of the Fourth Age (Bhatti 2006). This period is
associated with increased illness and disability (Featherstone and Hepworth 1991, 1993,
Featherstone 1995, Hockey and James 2003), which can limit activities and use of space at
home (Perctval 2002). In some cases, difficulties in old age can result in the employment
of home care, which impinges on the sense of privacy associated with the home (Martin-

Matthews 2007). However, this is often preferable to the alternative, involving the
exclusion of older people from their own home, and movement into a residential or ‘old

person’s home’ (Chapman and Hockey 1999, Martin-Matthews 2007). In this context,

housework and maintenance of the home become increasingly important to keeping a sense
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of independence and control, and demonstrating the ability to manage in their own home
(Percival 2002). Therefore while age is central to understanding perceptions of home,
home is also highly relevant for understanding experiences and constructions of age
categories, including later life. This raises important questions regarding how these age-

related meanings of the home may shape the use of computers and the Internet in this

space.

It must first be noted however, that the intersection of age with gender complicates
experiences of retirement, leisure, and the home. For women who have spent their time
looking after home and family rather than in the workplace, retirement is a less clearly
defined stage (Skucha and Bernard 2000). To these women, retirement does not involve
much increase in the time they spend at home, but their husbands’ retirement involves a

big change which can be hard to adjust to (Mason 1988, Haddon and Silverstone 1996).

Some women report that the increased presence of their husband interferes with their datily
routines, and makes them more conscious of how they spend their time (Mason 1988,
Skucha and Bernard 2000). As discussed earlier, women continue to take responsibility for
the majority of domestic labour in retirement (Askham 1995, Bernard et al 1995,
Thompson et al 1991, Skucha and Bernard 2000), which complicates the association of
retirement and time spent at home with leisure (Mason 1988). However, despite the
continuing domestic division in retirement, as argued with younger age groups, it is
important to address diversity and change within retired households. Nevertheless, as
suggested earlier, such gendered relations may be crucial to understanding the construction
of divisions in Internet use among older people, although they remain to be fully
addressed. Drawing on studies of younger age groups and other ICTs, the following

section will now explore role of age and gender in shaping technology use in the home.

The home and technology use

The above paragraphs have explored constructions of the home, and examined how gender
and age shape perceptions of this setting. In this context, the question of how the meanings,
time-spaces, interactions and relationships in the home relate to technology use will now
be examined. The public/private boundary is particularly important to understanding
relations between technology use and the home. Like other consumer objects, bringing
ICTs into the home connects it to the public sphere of the economy (Silverstone 1994).

However, unlike other objects, ICTs are also media, which complicates their relation to the
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boundaries of the home (Silverstone et al 1992). For instance, by enabling access to public
information and events, television and radio broadcasts connect the home to the public
sphere, while communications technologies enable interactions with others in distant
locations. In addition, computers and the Internet facilitate the continuation of work from
home, further blurring divisions between work/home, public/private (Blunt and Dowling
2006). Once in the home, the process of transforming technologies from ‘alienating’ or
‘meaningless’ commodities into a ‘desirable part of the home’ is termed domestication
(Ward 2006: 151). This concept was discussed briefly in chapter two, and will now be
elaborated on more detail. Examining the process of domestication involves following the
biographies or ‘careers’ of objects as they enter into households (Silverstone et al 1992),
and the struggles and negotiations with users as they are incorporated (or rejected) into this
setting (Ward 2006). Stlverstone et al (1992) identify four key stages involved in
domestication; 1. Appropriation, 2. Objectification, 3. Incorporation, 4. Conversion.
Appropriation refers to the initial purchase of a technology, and subsequent ownership by
households or individual household members. It also involves the renegotiation of the
meanings of technologies as they are brought into the private space of the home, and
shaped by the values, attitudes and biographies of household members. Objectification
refers to the spatial elements of domesticating technologies, including the way they are
situated and displayed in the home, and changes in the way space is organised or divided
(Lehtonen 2003). Incorporation refers to the temporal elements of technology use,
including their incorporation into temporal routines, while conversion refers to the relation
of the home to the outside world, including discussion of technologies with others outside
the home, or their use to convey tastes or status to others (Silverstone et al 1992).
However, it has been argued that rather than these representing distinct stages, they overlap

in the domestication process (Holloway and Valentine 2003, Ward 2006).

This framework will now be used to organise and discuss previous research on ICT use
and the home. As discussed earlier, there have been various studies on the use of television

(e.g. Morley 1986, Ang 1992, Gauntlett and Hill 1999), personal computers (e.g.
Wheelock 1992), and more general use of ICTs in the home (e.g. Livingstone 1992, 2000).

There are also an increasing number of studies situating the Internet within the home
context (e.g. Bakardjieva 2005, Frolich et al 2003, Holloway and Valentine 2003). In
examining the findings of such research, it appears that the initial process of appropriating

or purchasing technologies is shaped by gender and age related divisions. For instance,
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early research by Wheelock (1992) examining the adoption of micro computers in family
households found that home computers were most often bought for children, particularly
sons, or for the whole family. In a few cases fathers had bought an additional machine
specifically for themselves, although they found no cases in which the mothers had. Such
relations were shaped the biographies of household members, as few of the women in the
sample had experience of computing in a work context. This research was conducted some
time ago though, and it might be expected that the gender dimensions of home computer
ownership and purchase would have changed. However, more recent research on young
people’s ICT use by Livingstone (2002) and Holloway and Valentine (2003) found that
boys were more likely to have their own computer in their bedroom. As Livingstone
(2002) points out, this may reflect gender differences in the placement of computers rather
than ownership. Nevertheless, spatial location and ownership are intertwined, particularly
in studies of young people, who are unlikely to have purchased a computer themselves, but
own the computer in the sense of ‘possessing’ it, which is marked by its spatial location in
their bedroom (Holloway and Valentine 2003:103). Such gendered patterns do not always
emerge in research though, and Bakardjieva (2005) found that in a number of households
women took the lead role in the adoption and use of the Internet, often in relation to their
work use of these technologies. Appropriation does not only relate to the initial purchase of
technologies though, but also to the additional purchase of software, programme choice,
and subscription to particular telecommunications services (Silverstone et al1992).
Previous research on television viewing by Morley (1986) also found gender differences in
programme choice, in which men preferred ‘factual’ programmes such as news and
documentaries, while women had a higher preference for fictional programmes, including
soaps and romantic films. Although more recent research has found complex gender
patterns in viewing choices, there are still clear gender differences with regard to higher

levels of watching sport among men, and a greater preference for soaps among women

(Gaunlett and Hill 1999).

In relation to the stage of ‘objectification’, we have seen how space is involved in
ownership of technologies. There are various other aspects of spatiality in the home which
relate to technology use, and the decision of where to place technologies is shaped by the
existing meanings of different spaces (Ward 2006). For example, many people place the
television at the centre of the living room, which is a public or leisure space, and ‘family
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