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From psychological to digital disengagement: exploring the link between ageism and the 

‘grey digital divide’ 

-Harman Lacshar 

Age and most importantly “perceived” age is a social criteria which plays a significant role in 

determining one’s beliefs, attitudes and behaviours. Butler (1975) first coined the term 

“ageism” to describe stereotyping and discriminating specifically against the old. On the 

other hand the “grey digital divide” conceptualized as the lower usage of Information and 

Communication Technologies (ICT) by older adults (Millward, 2007) in comparison to younger 

adults, is often explained by age related presumptions.  

This grey digital divide has led to the ignition of feelings of demotivation and incompetence in 

the elder work force and the assumption of digital illiteracy by management of the older 

workers. 

The digital divide which is at stake in the workplace goes beyond issues of access and 

connectivity; it is about providing older workers the appropriate skills and abilities to use ICT 

as well as maintain high levels of motivation to fully engage with these (Zhang, 2005). 

The cost of ageism in the workplace is high and multi-level. At the individual level, it puts at 

risk older worker’s engagement and wellbeing; at the organizational level, it deprives an 

organization from the experience and expertise of older workers who have psychologically 

disengaged from their workplace and in turn, may contemplate the idea of retirement 

(Tougas et al., 1998). 

The hypothesis of the paper states that the grey digital divide in the workplace is partly the 

outcome of ageist stereotypes whose impact is mediated by factors such as older worker’s 

disengagement and discriminatory practices. Precisely, from the perspective of older 

workers, when these workers subscribe to ageist stereotypes such as being less productive 

and more resistant to change than younger colleagues because of age, Lagacé et al.,(2008, 

2010) have shown that psychological disengagement follows.  

As communication is a powerful vehicle of perceptions, the paper proposed a theoretical 

model whereby the fostering of communication practices that are age aware and that value a 

multi-age climate is the starting point in addressing the grey digital divide. More so, 

managers play a central role in this sequence of links as attitude change on their part can 

foster a culture change among all workers, young and old. Such culture change should be one 

of inclusiveness based on age which, we argue, is a core component in narrowing the grey 

digital divide. 

 

 

 

 



CASE STUDY REVIEW 

Teaching digital literacy skills to the elderly using a social network with linear navigation: A 

case study in a rural area 

-Harman Lacshar 

The study was aimed to test the usefulness of a social network consisting of multiple 

applications with linear navigation, as a digital literacy method for the elderly in the context 

of rural areas. For this purpose, a computer course with eight standardized sessions was 

established in the computer room of an Elderly Leisure Center located in a rural area in Spain. 

 As a general result, by the end of the study, the participants were able to independently use 

the system with its different applications after the eight sessions. Previous literature 

underlines, on the one hand, a clear pattern of negative age effects on spatial abilities 

(Techetin et al., 2014) and, on the other hand, a clear correlation between user experience 

with computers and overall performance.  

After the first session, all the variables measured, i.e., learnability, sense of control over the 

system, ability to use the system, orientation, efficiency, accessible design, perceived ease, 

perceived usefulness, and intended use, were in the positive range of the response scale, 

specifically between the midpoint and the maximum point. A comparison of measures shows 

that the repeated use of the system caused a significant improvement in users’ confidence 

while using the system, their interest, and their satisfaction with the system, and it also 

caused a significant increase in the feeling of self-efficacy in using a computer. 

The elderly needs a reason to try to use the system, and, more importantly, they need to feel 

supported by a support figure until they build up enough confidence and feel able to use the 

system by themselves.  

Finally, there is a need to highlight the generalization that occurred by increasing the sense of 

ability and interest in ICTs in general, and how the use of ICTs extended beyond the limits of 

the social network, thus producing a social impact on the physical reality of the center, 

improving functioning between participants and breaking down existing social barriers 

(cultural and economic).This unexpected result opened up new possibilities, not only for 

reducing inequality and cultural disadvantage between urban and rural areas (Robinson et al., 

2017), but also for other social divides within rural communities, through online social 

networks. 

 This study has some limitations. The first is based on the age range of the participants 

considered in the "elderly" group. Second, the voluntary participation and presence of users 

with severe physical and/or cognitive deterioration reduced the final sample to 46 

participants; in addition, due to the high percentage of users with an elementary level of 

education, there was not a large enough sample to establish the possible influence of 

variables such as academic training or age on the results of the experiment. Moreover, the 

experimental design of this study limits the findings to the use of a social network in the 

context of a "digital literacy" course for elderly users in rural areas.  
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