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ABSTRACT

Older adults can face multiple barriers to digital device adoption.
To better understand these barriers and other influential factors
of digital device use, we conducted focus groups and interviews
with adults ages 60+ in collaboration with a non-profit senior ser-
vices organization in our large metropolitan area. The average age
of participants (n=41) was 74.7 years (SD= 7.4 years). The sam-
ple included both Spanish-speaking (#=21) and English-speaking
(n=20) participants. We used an immersion-crystallization frame-
work for analysis, engaging in extensive iterative cycles to add, re-
move and amend codes to identify four major themes: 1) facilita-
tors and 2) barriers of technology usage and digital device uptake,
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3) negative aspects of use, and 4) preferred learning methods for
digital device training. We found that participants primarily used
digital devices to connect with family and friends and cited this
ability to connect as a key driver of both initial and continued use.
Family members, prior work experience, and community resourc-
es were the main facilitators while lack of know-how was a major
barrier. Participants cited substantial concerns about online scams
and fraud with frequent device use. Participants preferred hands-
on methods for digital device training and stressed the importance
of patient instructors and repetition. To align with our findings,
policies that support older adults in overcoming barriers to digi-
tal access should comprehensively address secondary barriers to
digital adoption by providing ongoing individualized training and
social support.

Keywords: Older adults, digital divide, technology acceptance,
qualitative methods

“Conéctelo a la persona”: Perspectivas sobre la adopcion
de tecnologia por parte de los angelinos mayores

RESUMEN

Los adultos mayores pueden enfrentar multiples barreras para la
adopcién de dispositivos digitales. Para comprender mejor estas
barreras y otros factores influyentes del uso de dispositivos digi-
tales, llevamos a cabo grupos de enfoque y entrevistas con adul-
tos mayores de 60 afios en colaboracién con una organizacién de
servicios para personas mayores sin fines de lucro en nuestra gran
area metropolitana. La edad promedio de los participantes (n=41)
fue de 74,7 anos (DE= 7,4 anos). La muestra incluyo participantes
tanto de habla hispana (n=21) como de habla inglesa (n=20). Uti-
lizamos un marco de cristalizacion de inmersion para el analisis,
participando en extensos ciclos iterativos para agregar, eliminar y
modificar cédigos para identificar cuatro temas principales: 1) fa-
cilitadores y 2) barreras del uso de la tecnologia y la adopcién de
dispositivos digitales, 3) aspectos negativos del uso y 4) métodos
de aprendizaje preferidos para la capacitacion en dispositivos di-
gitales. Descubrimos que los participantes usaban principalmen-
te dispositivos digitales para conectarse con familiares y amigos y
mencionaron esta capacidad de conectarse como un factor clave
tanto del uso inicial como continuo. Los miembros de la familia, la
experiencia laboral previa y los recursos de la comunidad fueron
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los principales facilitadores, mientras que la falta de conocimientos
practicos fue una barrera importante. Los participantes mencio-
naron preocupaciones sustanciales sobre estafas y fraudes en linea
con el uso frecuente de dispositivos. Los participantes prefirieron
métodos practicos para la capacitacion en dispositivos digitales y
destacaron la importancia de los instructores pacientes y la repe-
ticion. Para alinearse con nuestros hallazgos, las politicas que ayu-
dan a los adultos mayores a superar las barreras al acceso digital
deben abordar de manera integral las barreras secundarias a la
adopcioén digital brindando capacitaciéon individualizada y apoyo
social continuos.

Palabras clave: Adultos mayores, brecha digital, aceptacion de tec-
nologia, método cualitativo
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s we strive for greater digital
Ainclusion, policy interventions

to facilitate digital adoption
must address the challenges faced by
older adults who remain disconnect-
ed. To improve our understanding of
these barriers, our research team asked
a diverse group of English- and Span-
ish-speaking, =~ community-dwelling
older adults in Los Angeles about how
they use digital devices, what factors
prevent initial digital uptake or con-
tribute to eventual disuse, and what
factors promote sustained digital de-
vice use.

Background
The Digital Divide

A digital divide separating those with
access to technology from those with-
out, was first recognized by the Nation-
al Telecommunications and Informa-
tion Administration (NTIA) in 1995
(National Telecommunications and In-
formation Administration, 1995). The
NTIA used the terms the “have nots”
and the “information disadvantaged”
to describe people who lacked access
to essential communications technolo-
gies such as telephones, computers, and
modems (NTIA, 1995). More than two
decades later, the percentage of adults
in the United States who use the inter-
net has risen dramatically, from 50%
in 2000 to 93% in 2021 (Pew Research
Center, 2021). Supporting those who
remain disconnected from the econom-
ic, social, and health benefits of digital
access continues to be a central, albeit
complex, policy goal.
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Although the NTIA’s 1995 report
did not specifically use the term “digital
divide,” it outlined inequities in digital
device access that persist almost three
decades later, despite major technologi-
cal advances and the increasingly essen-
tial role digital devices play in our daily
lives (Sanders & Scanlon, 2021). Lower
rates of internet adoption are still asso-
ciated with older age, lower educational
attainment, low income, and living in
a rural community (Anderson, 2019)
along with race/ethnicity and prima-
ry spoken language (California Public
Utilities Commission, 2019). While liv-
ing in a rural community is a disadvan-
tage to having reliable high-speed inter-
net (Vogels, 2021), urban dwellers also
face challenges. For example, while 20%
of households in California’s rural Cen-
tral Valley region have no broadband
connection or only have connection via
smartphone, 19% of city-dwelling An-
gelenos are similarly situated (Mackov-
ich-Rodriguez, 2021).

COVID-19, Digital Access, and
Aging Equity

The COVID-19 pandemic rapidly ex-
acerbated digital inequities and func-
tioned as a focusing event (Kingdon,
2010) that brought digital access poli-
cy into the spotlight. People of all ages
who lacked internet access and digital
devices (e.g., computers, tablets, smart-
phones) faced new challenges amidst
COVID-19 orders to stay at home,
whether it was children pursuing their
education or older adults seeking tele-
health services. Digital access became
increasingly viewed as an essential util-
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ity to support Americans’ safety, health,
and quality-of-life (Coughlin, 2020),
and the digital divide increasingly
viewed as a human rights issue (Sand-
ers & Scanlon, 2021).

The pandemic also spotlighted
the close relationship between digital
equity and aging equity in the United
States, and the multiple ways that dig-
ital connectivity can positively impact
older adults’ lives (Coughlin, 2020).
Benefits include reduced social iso-
lation and loneliness, improved psy-
chosocial well-being, increased health
care access via telehealth services, and
improved management of home-based
long-term services and supports via
technology-enhanced virtual care (Al-
ibhai, 2017; Cox, 2020; Hoffman et al.,
2020; Sims et al., 2017). The state of
California took policy action to support
digital connectivity among older adults
in response to COVID-19, starting
with an executive order to improve af-
fordable and reliable broadband access
statewide. As the order details, “Clos-
ing the digital divide by increasing ac-
cess to the internet and digital devices
will improve the ability of older adults
and people with disabilities to connect
to family and friends, health care pro-
viders, and to access additional support
during the COVID-19 pandemic and
beyond” (Exec. Order No. 73-20, 2020).

Challenges Facilitating Digital
Adoption among Older Adults

While access itself is essential, studies
have shown that even after older adults
obtain broadband access and an inter-
net-connected digital device, some are
further challenged by secondary bar-
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riers, including lack of proficiency and
training in the digital skills needed to
do basic problem-solving, content cre-
ation, or communication in an online
environment (Kebede et al, 2022).
While secondary barriers can be mit-
igated by informal technical support
from family and friends, family and
friends often fall short of fully meet-
ing older adults’ digital access needs
because they lack the time and digital
know-how themselves (Geerts et al.,
2023). Digital access interventions that
address primary but not secondary bar-
riers may improve initial digital device
uptake but not sustained usage (Da-
modaran et al., 2014).

Researchers have examined older
adults’ relationship to the digital world
by developing digital readiness and
technology adoption models (Haufe et
al., 2019; Peek et al., 2017). These mod-
els have improved our understanding of
the digital divide and the role the digital
skills gap plays by describing technolo-
gy acquisition processes and outcomes
among older adults. However, more in-
formation is needed on what strategies
and approaches may best serve those
who have not previously had access or
who have been unwilling to use tech-
nology. More knowledge is also need-
ed on older adults’ preferred learning
methods for formal technology instruc-
tion (Geerts et al., 2023).

Acknowledging these gaps in
knowledge, the primary aim of our study
was to build understanding of what fac-
tors influence general technology us-
age, initial digital device uptake, and
sustained digital device usage among
older Angelenos, including those who
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identify as having a low level of com-
fort using technology or as technology
non-adopters. An additional aim of our
study was to explore what pedagogical
techniques older adults find most help-
ful when obtaining formal instruction
on using digital devices.

Methods

Recruitment

We recruited participants in collabo-
ration with a nonprofit senior services
organization in Los Angeles that has
several established technology training
programs. Our shared goal was to gain
a better understanding of older Angele-
nos’ experiences navigating the digital
divide, particularly but not exclusively
within a pandemic context, to inform
the organizations future technology
training curricula. The organization
recruited members from their commu-
nity of racially and ethnically diverse,
predominantly low-income, and ur-
ban-dwelling older adults to participate
in interviews or focus groups by distrib-
uting English- and Spanish-language
flyers with home-delivered meals from
July to September 2021. Additional par-
ticipants were recruited through word-
of-mouth snowball sampling, referrals
from case and site managers at the or-
ganization, newsletter announcements,
and outreach at social events sponsored
by the organization.

Participants

Participants had to be age 60 or older,
live in a community setting within the
Los Angeles metropolitan area, and be
able to communicate in either English
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or Spanish. A designated staff member
at our partner organization screened
participants for eligibility and collected
basic demographic information to pro-
vide in aggregate to the research team.
The inclusion of Spanish-speaking old-
er adults was critical to our study’s aim
since approximately one in three of our
partner organization’s clients are His-
panic or Latino and many clients’ pre-
ferred language is Spanish. These char-
acteristics reflect broader Los Angeles
County demographics; in 2021, 49% of
Los Angeles County residents identified
as Hispanic and 38% of Los Angelenos
spoke Spanish at home (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2021).

Data Collection

The first four authors conducted focus
groups and interviews via participants’
preference of phone calls or Zoom
in August and September 2021. Our
semi-structured interview guide con-
sisted of nine open-ended questions
and covered the following topics: cur-
rent and past digital device use; com-
fort level using digital devices; initial
experiences learning how to use digital
devices; past experiences taking tech-
nology classes; interests for future tech-
nology classes; advice to age peers who
are uncomfortable using digital devices;
and general attitudes about technology
and digital inclusion.

We conducted four focus groups
and three interviews in English, and
six focus groups and four interviews in
Spanish, speaking with a total of 41 par-
ticipants (English n =20, Spanish n =21)
over 17 sessions. Interviews ranged
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from 17 to 45 minutes (mean = 29 min-
utes, SD = 9.7) and focus groups ranged
from 52 to 97 minutes (mean = 74.5
minutes, SD =14.62) depending on the
length of participants’ responses and
the number of participants per focus
group. Table 2 shows the breakdown

of focus groups and interviews and the
number of participants per session. All
participants engaged independently
and remotely from their own homes ex-
cept for a few who took part from the
home of another participant or with the
help of a caregiver.

Table 2. Number of participants in Focus Groups and Interviews

# Language Focus Group or Phone Call or # f,f
Interview Zoom Participants

1 ENG FG Zoom 6

2 SPAN FG Phone 3

: SPAN FG Phone 2

4 ENG FG Phone 4

: ENG FG Zoom 4

6 ENG I Phone 1

7 SPAN FG Phone 5

£ SPAN FG Phone 2

9 ENG EFG Phone 3

10 SPAN FG Phone 3

— SPAN I Phone 1

12 SPAN I Phone 1

L ENG I Phone 1

1 SPAN FG Phone 2

L ENG I Phone 1

L SPAN I Phone 1

17 SPAN I Phone 1

Interviews and focus groups were
conducted by one to three members of
our research team with the assistance of
a designated staff member at our part-
ner organization. Participants provided
verbal consent to be recorded during
their session. Recognizing that the
presence of academic researchers and
of recording can impact participants’
willingness to speak freely, facilitators
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made conscious efforts to create a non-
judgmental and inclusive environment.
Efforts included dedicating ample time
for introductions, reviewing confiden-
tiality and group communication ex-
pectations before beginning, presenting
opportunities for participants to ask the
facilitators questions, and emphasizing
the value of participants’ experiential
knowledge. Facilitators also emphasized
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that there were no wrong answers and
treated similarities and differences in
participants’ perspectives on technology
with curiosity by asking probing ques-
tions. Additionally, all research team
members were committed to practicing
reflexivity throughout the research pro-
cess, critically reflecting on how our own
personal backgrounds, experiences, and
beliefs influenced our interactions with
participants and interpretation of the
data (Birks et al., 2014).

Each participant received a $25
gift card as a gesture of appreciation
for participating in the study. The study
was determined to be exempt from hu-
man subjects review by the Institution-
al Review Board at the University of
Southern California.

Analysis

Focus group and interview content
were captured by audio recording and
preliminary time-stamped transcripts
were created with Sonix Al, an online
artificial intelligence software platform.
We reviewed and corrected the tran-
scripts manually, using intelligent ver-
batim transcription (IVT), sometimes
called, “denaturalized” transcription
(Bucholtz, 2000). IVT is commonly
used in social science research con-
ducted in partnership with nonprofit
organizations (McMullin, 2021). Us-
ing IVT, utterances such as “um” or
“ah” are removed along with stutters
or stammers, and repeated words and
non-standard language (e.g., “gonna’
instead of “going to”) are edited for
clarity to produce documents that are
easy to analyze (McMullin, 2021).

We developed an a priori code-
book based on our literature review of
older adults’ use of technology, along
with field notes taken by research team
members during the data collection
process. The first and fourth authors
coded all English transcripts and the
second and third authors coded all
Spanish transcripts. We then used an
immersion/crystallization framework
for analysis, engaging in extensive
and interactive group analysis to add,
remove, and amend codes (Borkan,
1999). Multiple iterative cycles of in-
tra- and inter-pair coding, discussion,
and reconciliation required the coders
to return again and again to the data.
This repeated exposure to and prob-
ing of the data helped the team hone
in on common topics and significant
patterns across transcripts through
which meaningful themes began to
take shape.

As a supplementary analysis
method to support theme identifica-
tion, we also counted the number of
times each code was used across all
transcripts, using Microsoft Excel to
assist with analysis. We then compared
code frequencies to determine code
prevalence and identify thematic dif-
ferences between the English and Span-
ish groups. We used these insights to
make collective decisions on combining
complementary codes and eliminating
sparsely used or minor codes and to ul-
timately reach a consensus on identified
themes.
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Table 3. Codebook: Themes & Descriptions

Codebook

Theme

Description

Facilitators of Technology
Usage and Digital Device
Uptake

Participants describe what facilitates their use or
adoption of digital technology.

Family, Friends, or Neighbors

Participants’ family members or any person the
older adult identifies who either introduced
them to or supports them in their use of
technology.

Community Resources

Participants cite a community resource or
organization (e.g., senior center, library, etc.)
that introduced them to and/or supports them
in using technology. It may also include state
and local government programs, as well as
non-government organizations. Support may be
technical, financial, or both.

Use of Technology in
Employment

Participants who said they used technology, or
acquired technological skills, in their working

lives, which they were able to apply to current

technology usage.

Barriers to Technology Usage
and Digital Uptake

Things that get in the way or prohibit the use of
technology or prohibit the acquisition or use of
digital devices.

Lack of Know-How

Participants are hesitant to use applications or
devices that they can’t set up for themselves; for
example, they may not know how to install or
download apps, so another person does it for
them, and they use it, but they wish they had
their own “know-how;” lack of formal education
may be a factor for some in this area.

Lack of Perceived Usefulness/
Low-Interest Level

Participants express that they don’t have an
interest in learning how to use a digital device;
this can be because they don’t have a need for

it in their lives or work, or there is no urgency,
critical need, or incentive to adopt technological
devices or platforms.
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Physical or Psychological | Participants express challenges arising from
Limitations | physical or mental limitations. This may or may
not have to do with the natural aging process.

Fear | Participants express that they have fears about
using technology; for example, they fear that
they will fail to understand how to operate a
smartphone or fear they won’t understand how
to navigate the internet.

Lack of Digital Literacy | “The ability to use information and
communication technologies to find, evaluate,
create, and communicate information,
requiring both cognitive and technical skills.”
Digital literacy— Welcome to ALAS literacy
Clearinghouse. (n.d.)

Don’t Want to Be a “Burden” | Participants express that they don’t want to be
a burden on others, especially family; or they

don’t want to “bother” or “annoy” others with
repeated questions.

Lack of Time | Participants have other commitments going on
in life that impede time for learning technology.

Financial | Participants express they lack the financial
resources to afford a physical device or internet
service for their home.

Lack of Device | Participants express challenges in learning or
using technology due to lack of a device for
practice or use.

Negative Aspects of Things participants dislike about technology
in general or things they dislike about specific

Technology and Digital aspects of it (e.g., they find Facebook promotes

Device Use negativity; they don’t trust online banking).

Fraud and Privacy Issues Fears, concerns, and challenges expressed about
fraud, scams, hacking, phishing, identity theft,
or any other nefarious things that can occur as
a result of being online; participants express
concerns about their overall privacy online.
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Online Account Safety and
Digital Hygiene

A person’s sense of self-efficacy and capability
to manage one’s digital life; participant has
concerns about how companies collect and/

or use their personal information or is
uncomfortable with online companies knowing
a lot about their personal or private lives

Variability/Inconsistency Across
Platforms & Devices

Participants express challenges posed by the
variability or inconsistency across devices
(e.g., iPhone vs. Android, Mac vs. Windows);
variation in platforms and devices across time
(e.g., OS updates).

Lack of Transparency

Participants have trouble discerning what is
safe to click on and what is not, e.g., predatory
advertisements, business tactics, and generally
misleading practices employed online.

Preferred learning methods
for digital device training

Suggestions from participants on best learning
methods for older adults:

Patient Instructor

Having a patient instructor.

Instruction style

Instruction styles include:
Hands-on

Step-by-step

“Cheat sheets”

Writing things down
Small groups
One-on-one

Repetition

Age, Cohort, and Group-
Appropriate Content

Linguistic, culturally, and cohort appropriate
instruction; organize technology instruction by
learner proficiency.

Peer-to-Peer Engagement

Encouragement and advice from peers
engendered a sense of companionship.
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Research Team

All authors are gerontology research-
ers at a large academic institution and
have training in qualitative methods
and focus group/interview facilita-
tion. We have diverse sub-disciplinary
backgrounds in public health, public
administration, social work, and the-
ater. The second and third authors are
Hispanic and bilingual in English and
Spanish, while the first, fourth, and
fifth authors are non-Hispanic and do
not speak Spanish. We were intention-
ally collaborative during all research
stages. All authors were involved in de-
signing the study, determining the re-
search questions, and interpreting the
data. We believe the diversity of our
team and commitment to non-hierar-
chical collaboration are methodological
strengths of the study.

Results

articipants included En-
Pglish—Speaking focus groups and

interviews (EFGs) (n=20) and
Spanish-Speaking focus groups and in-
terviews (SFGs) (n=21) of older adults
ages 60 to 89 years old. As shown in
Table 1, most participants were female
(68%), Hispanic/Latino (54%), lived
alone (54%), and had completed at least
some college (51%). More than half of
the participants had an annual income
of less than $40,000, with at least a third
reporting income within the 2021 in-
come eligibility limits for California’s
Medicaid (Medi-Cal) and SNAP (Cal-
Fresh) programs. Most participants re-
ported having difficulty seeing (73%),

with fewer reporting difficulties with
hearing (17%) and mobility (24%). The
EFG and SFG samples were similarly
distributed in age and gender but dif-
fered in educational attainment, annual
income, and living arrangements. As
displayed in Figure 1, a larger propor-
tion of EFG participants than SFG par-
ticipants had completed at least some
college, had income above California’s
2021 Medi-Cal and CalFresh income
eligibility limits ($16,395 per year for a
single individual), and lived alone.

Most participants used at least
one internet-connected digital device,
whether it was a smartphone, tablet,
laptop, computer, or smart TV. Only
one participant verbally indicated that
his cell phone was not a smartphone.
When asked about their comfort lev-
el using technology, just 22% of par-
ticipants said they had a high level of
comfort while the rest indicated either
medium (39%) or low (34%) levels of
comfort. Participants reported using
their digital devices primarily to com-
municate with family and friends. After
communication and social connection,
participants most commonly used their
devices for entertainment and informa-
tion-seeking. Information-seeking ac-
tivities included practical tasks such as
reading or watching the news, googling
a topic of interest, checking the weath-
er, or using a mapping application to
get directions. Social media participa-
tion was the next most discussed digital
activity. The most popular social media
platform was Facebook, but Instagram
and Twitter were also mentioned.
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Table 1: Sample Characteristics by Language

English Spanish Total
n (%) n (%) n (%)

n 20 21 41
Age

60-69 4 (20) 4 (19) 8 (20)

70-79 9 (45) 11 (52) 20 (49)

80+ 6 (30) 5 (24) 11 (27)
Gender

Men 6 (30) 7 (33) 13 (32)

Women 14 (70) 14 (67) 28 (68)
Race or Ethnicity

Non-Hispanic White 6 (30) 0 (0) 6 (15)

Hispanic/Latino 1 (5 21 (100) 22 (54)

Black African-American 4 (20) 0 (0) 4 (10)

Asian 5 (25) 0 (0) 5 (12)

Other 2 (10) 0 (0) 2 (5
Highest Education

High School or Less 3 (15 14 (67) 17 (41)

Some College 8 (40) 4 (19) 12 (29)

Post College 8 (40) 1 (5 9 (22)
Annual Income

$16,395 or Less 4 (20) 10 (48) 14 (34)

$16,396-$39,248 7 (35 4 (19) 11 (27)

$39,249 or More 4 (20) 3 (14) 7 (17)
Living Situation

House 6 (30) 1 (5 7 (17)

Apartment 12 (60) 13 (62) 25 (61)

Other 2 (10) 7 (33) 9 (22)

Lives Alone 12 (60) 10 (48) 22 (54)
Reports Difficulty with:

Vision 17 (85) 13 (62) 30 (73)

Hearing 3 (15) 4 (19) 7 (17)

Mobility 6 (30) 4 (19) 10 (24)
Uses Mobility Device 10 (50) 8 (38) 18 (44)
Tech Comfort

Low 5 (25) 9 43) 14 (34)

Medium 7 (35) 9 (43) 16 (39)

High 8 (40) 1 (5) 9 (22)

* All percentages are out of the listed n. Percentages will not add up to 100% if some participants

have missing information.

We identified four major themes:
1) facilitators of technology usage and
digital device uptake, 2) barriers to
technology usage and digital device
uptake, 3) negative aspects of technol-
ogy and digital device use, and 4) pre-
ferred learning methods for digital de-

vice training. Facilitating factors were
individual, for example, a participant
enjoyed having a smartphone to com-
municate more regularly with children
and grandchildren. Facilitators also
included affordability, availability, and
community and family assistance with
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Education

Bl High SchoolorLess [ Some College
[ Post College [ Response Not Collected

Annual Income

I $163950rLess [ $16,396-$39,248
[ $39,2490rMore [ Response Not Collected

Living Arrangement

I Lives Alones I Lives with 1 Person
[ Lives with 2+ People  [__] Response Not Collected

Figure 1. Key Sample Characteristic Differences by Focus Group Language,
English (left) and Spanish (right)
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onboarding and training. Factors that
acted as barriers were also personal in
nature, such as experiencing fear when
using digital devices due to a “lack of
know-how.” Other barriers were socio-
economic, such as limited income to
purchase a device or maintain a service
plan. Although barriers presented chal-
lenges to uptake and continued device
usage, they did not generally preclude
participants from all digital device use.
Instead, participants described making
adjustments, asking for help, and avoid-
ing certain digital tasks but continuing
to use digital devices despite barriers.

While barriers were challenges
to digital device use that participants
worked to resolve, negative aspects
were challenges with digital technol-
ogies that simply had to be endured.
Negative aspects were often indicative
of broader societal issues that extend-
ed beyond technology. For example,
nearly every participant voiced uneas-
iness around online account safety or
anxiety about being targeted for online
scams. Similar to barriers, negative as-
pects did not necessarily prevent partic-
ipants from uptake or continued usage.
For instance, variability across devices
made it difficult to learn technical tips
from peers but did not keep most par-
ticipants from asking friends and fami-
ly for device advice.

Finally, the fourth theme
stemmed from questions about tech-
nology training. We asked participants
what advice they would have for some-
one who wants to put together a class
for older adults to learn how to use dig-
ital devices. We also asked what topics
a class should focus on and what con-

cerns it should address for those who
feel scared or skeptical. In response,
participants identified factors that moti-
vate digital skill building and expressed
how they learn best. Preferred learning
methods included learning-by-doing
and other types of hands-on instruc-
tion, such as when a teacher guides a
participant step-by-step through per-
forming a task on their digital device.
We present illustrative quotes and fur-
ther descriptions of each theme be-
low. SFG participant quotes have been
translated by the second and third au-
thors and are presented in English.

Theme 1: Facilitators of
Technology Usage and Digital
Device Uptake

Family, Friends, Neighbors

The number one facilitator for digi-
tal device uptake was having a family
member, a close friend, or neighbor
introduce, provide support, or, in some
cases, facilitate access to devices. Except
for two participants in the SFGs, indi-
viduals across all groups gave examples
of how their family members not only
taught them basic ways to use their
phone but also advanced their knowl-
edge of different available apps (e.g.,
podcasts, scanning features) and of
more novel uses such as projecting their
smartphone screen onto their televi-
sion. One EFG participant credited his
daughter with opening him up to a new
platform saying, “I'm [now] interested
in political podcasts ... my daughter
has turned me on to those. So, she kind
of leads me into things that I wouldn’t
normally connect with.”
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For some participants, simply
having someone available to trouble-
shoot issues or remind them how to
do a task functioned as a facilitator for
them, like this SFG participant who
said, “Well, as far as technology is con-
cerned, I have learned a lot because
my children teach me how to use the
smartphone and the computer” One
EFG participant said having people
they can count on to point them in the
right direction keeps them from being
discouraged:

I'm not really adept on ... how to
operate all those features on the
cell phone. Sometimes I'm able to
do it ... sometimes I'm not. So, if
... I'm not able to do it, I don’t get
frustrated. I can ask a lot of peo-
ple. I have nephews and nieces or
brothers that understand more
about this technology than I do, so
I always have someone to rely on
to ask questions.

Community Resources

Community resources were another
facilitator of digital skill-building but
not necessarily initial digital device
uptake. An EFG participant discussed
the plethora of free resources available
at local libraries, including newspa-
per subscriptions, music, movies, and
electronic books: “The library is a very
good place to learn how to work a com-
puter ... there’s a guy that goes around
checking or answering questions for
those who are using the computers, and
computers at the library are free”

Prior to the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, some participants also took advan-

tage of desktop computers available for
free use at libraries and senior centers.
A few even found free support or trou-
bleshooting assistance in unexpected
locations, such as through staff mem-
bers at health clinics.

In the SFGs, some participants
said community-based organizations,
such as our partner organization, pro-
vided computer classes with assistance
from staff and volunteers. Other par-
ticipants revealed that staft at their in-
ternet or cell phone service providers,
such as T-Mobile and the Apple store,
were common sources of free assis-
tance. One SFG participant recounted:

Let’s say suddenly, it’s one thing
or another, I know that if I have
a hard time [with the phone], 1
go to the company where I pay for
[it]. Well, I tell them to show me,
“How can I do [this]? What can
Ido?”

SEG participants relayed that they found
service providers to be generous with
their time, offering to do things such
as help them learn how to download a
phone app or create a user account.

Use of Technology in Employment

Prior use of technology at work also
functioned as a facilitator of both ini-
tial uptake and sustained usage. Several
participants reported that they had ac-
quired technological skills through cur-
rent or past jobs that they were able to
apply when using digital devices. While
the technology in their former work-
ing lives may have been less sophisti-
cated predecessors to the technology

108



“Connect it down to the person”

they currently use, having prior knowl-
edge about, for example, how email
works or what an operating system is,
provided an advantage in developing
modern digital literacy. It should be
noted that this facilitator was primari-
ly and disproportionately discussed by
participants in the EFGs. As one EFG
participant said, “I did use computers
in my work ... I was an ESL teacher at
a community adult school for about 20
years, but even prior to that, I was using
computers.” Another EFG participant
offered this hypothesis:

I started with the computer back
in 1983... [so] I have a comfort
level of messing with it or learn-
ing about it, and thats what is
often missing. I claim if you ha-
ven't been exposed [to it] in your
work or in school ... after 60, it is
not so easy to start playing with
the computer. That’s what I think
we're up against. People who have
used it in their work, then its no
big deal.

Other EFG participants agreed that ear-
ly exposure to technology use at work
gives older adults an advantage in to-
day’s digital world.

Theme 2: Barriers to
Technology Usage and Digital
Uptake

Lack of Know-how

With that in mind, the biggest barri-
er to technology use was self-reported
lack of know-how, especially among
SEG participants who expressed that

sentiment nearly three times as often as
EFG participants. Lack of formal edu-
cation came up twice in the SFGs when
discussing digital know-how, as par-
ticipants said they felt their lack of ed-
ucation placed them at a disadvantage
when learning how to use a phone or
other device. Notably for SFG partici-
pants, lack of know-how was a barrier
that precluded their usage of certain
devices all together, limited their use
of certain features on various devices,
and limited their facility with perform-
ing tasks on the device itself or on the
apps installed on them. Three SFG par-
ticipants conveyed this with one saying,
“Well, I have a simple phone, which I
only use for making or receiving calls.
That’s basically how I use it. I don’t use a
smartphone because I don’t know how;
and another saying, “I think [smart-
phones] are more difficult. I am not fa-
miliar with the phone [so] I am not go-
ing to use it. Even turning it on and oft
is not easy for me,” and a third saying, “I
can also use WhatsApp. But [someone
else] installed it, so I do not know how
to [do that] but I would like to learn.”

Overall, we observed that even
when participants reportedly had ac-
quired objectively average or above av-
erage skills using their digital devices
and digital platforms, they often pro-
fessed to be “not good at technology”
For example, when asked about the ways
she uses her phone, one participant in
a SFG answered: “I have Instagram, I
have Facebook, I have WhatsApp ... I
use Google” However, when asked how
she would rate herself, she responded,
“In general terms, I am at a basic level

.. where I have learned [only whats]
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necessary. Similarly, another SFG par-
ticipant rated herself “between basic
and middle,” yet said she did the fol-
lowing digital activities: “I use Google
Chrome, Excel, I watch movies on Net-
flix, I check my bank statements, [and]
I read [text] messages.”

Lack of Perceived Usefulness

Another salient barrier was “lack of
perceived usefulness” We included lack
of usefulness as an a priori code due to
its long-standing history in the tech-
nology adoption literature. The concept
originates from the “technology accep-
tance model” (Davis, 1989), which es-
sentially posits that if a person is not in-
terested in engaging with technology, it
might be because they do not see how it
would be useful to them. If they do not
have a need for it in their lives or work,
or there is no critical incentive to adopt
technological devices or platforms, then
that could explain, in part, why an old-
er person is not engaging with it. Most
of the participants in our study did not
eschew digital technology overall, rath-
er certain aspects of various platforms
and applications. For example, the idea
of perceived usefulness was exemplified
by an EFG participant who said, “I don’t
know Excel, or stuft like that ... I don't
really have a need for those things, you
know what I mean. 'm glad I don’'t need
to ever even use it” Another EFG par-
ticipant said:

Idont mind ... I like to learn stuff,
but ... after 25 years of not having
a computer, I don't see the logic in
obtaining one because 1 already
have my cell phone. I figured that’s

about as comfortable as I'm going
to get, and I don’t have to worry
about getting bills or having some-
body teach me.

Participants in the SFGs ex-
pressed a lack of perceived usefulness
more than five times as often as those in
the EFGs. One SFG participant articu-
lated how the lack of need has translat-
ed to alack of perceived usefulness, say-
ing simply “I don’t really think I need
[social media apps], so that's why I ...
haven’t been that interested in [having]
that technology” Another connected
lack of perceived usefulness to employ-
ment to explain why she does not use
the device:

I haven’t found it necessary to use
these devices ... there is no inter-
est, you could say. If I would have
needed to, because that’s what my
job required me to do or some-
thing like that, yes, and maybe
I would have started trying to
learn.

To a lesser extent, some SFG
participants were not motivated to use
technology because they had assistance
from family members who performed
digital tasks on their behalf (e.g., online
bill paying), giving them little incentive
to learn on their own.

Physical or Psychological
Limitations

Some participants expressed physical
limitations, such as vision problems,
and cognitive limitations were a barri-
er to using devices like phones or com-
puters. They described how cognitive
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limitations made tasks such as remem-
bering how to use an application or re-
membering the password they used to
set up a device or online account daunt-
ing, with one SFG participant saying,
“Everything is useful. I am of no use be-
cause I have my memory [problems]; I
forget everything”

Fear

Although participants used the word
“fear;” in the sense of “fear of the un-
known,” when talking about technology,
what they often seemed to be describ-
ing was a lack of confidence in interact-
ing with the unfamiliar. One EFG par-
ticipant attributed this fear to formative
experiences she had using technology
as a child and younger adult:

So, I use technology, but I'm terri-
fied of it. And when I grew up, it
was like, if you don’t know how to
do it, don’t touch it ... it [is] still
ingrained. If you don’t know how
to do something, don’t touch it.

SFG participants expressed this senti-
ment of fear nearly four times as often
as EFG participants for a wide range of
reasons, from the most basic problem of
not knowing how to use digital devices
to very specific fears of being “tracked”
online, or fears that if they “pressed the
wrong button” they could potentially
cause their device to “break down.” One
SEG participant admitted to “a fear of
not being able to do it [using her de-
vice]” while another one asserted her
fear of the unknown, saying, “I'm afraid
to get into where, I mean, what I don't
know on the phone.”

Lack of Digital Literacy

Struggles with digital literacy, which is
defined by the American Library Asso-
ciation as, “the ability to use informa-
tion and communication technologies
to find, evaluate, create, and commu-
nicate information, requiring both
cognitive and technical skills” (“Digi-
tal literacy—Welcome to ALAS literacy
Clearinghouse,” n.d.) was a topic that
arose in various ways in the EFGs, but
was almost non-existent in the SFGs.
“Digital literacy” was not a term our
participants used, but their expressions
about it are captured in one exemplary
quote in which a EFG participant illus-
trated a string of technical issues she
struggled with:

Like ... with different apps ...
knowing where to touch [the
screen so that] youre not going
to lose something, or how to find
the right printer so you can print
something, or if youve had to
scan something, how to scan with
your phone. I need to learn [how]
to do a screen print. Some people
can do the screen print on their
phone and, it like, I've done it by
accident, but I never can repeat it
again, so people will [say], ‘take a
screenshot, and I don’t know how
to do that. The instructions don’t
come with the phone.

Don’t Want to be a “Burden”

Although less of a concern than some
of the other areas, participants in both
EFGs and SFGs indicated that they
worried from time to time that their
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questions or need for repetition would
“bother” or “annoy” family members
to whom they turned for assistance or
problem-solving on their digital devic-
es. They expressed guilt about asking
to repeat things they have already cov-
ered, especially if the task was relatively
simple.

Lack of Time

Lack of time was a differentially sa-
lient barrier between the EFG and SFG
groups. Participants in the SFGs men-
tioned lack of time as a barrier to use,
explore, learn, or practice using their
cell phones more than ten times as of-
ten as participants in the EFGs. Lack
of time was typically due to work or
household obligations and, in some
cases, due to caregiving responsibili-
ties. One SFG participant said, “I have
to go to work and do things first, and
I can't just be on the phone.” Another
expressed that it was important to ex-
pand her knowledge about how to use
her cell phone but gave us examples of
her daily obligations that keep her from
setting time aside to learn:

I would like to learn because there
are many things that are import-
ant. I don’t want to be on the
phone 24 hours ... I have more
things to do—I have to cook, I
have to clean, I have to care for
my mother. I have many things to
do.

Financial

Both groups expressed financial barri-
ers to obtaining a digital device, either

due to lack of funds to purchase a de-
vice or lack of a consistently adequate
income to afford the monthly cost of
service plans. In the SFGs, some par-
ticipants had a device because they
were provided free of cost by govern-
ment-funded programs but were lim-
ited in how they could use the device
due to restrictions on data usage. One
participant mentioned that, at one time,
she was not able to send texts because
she had reached her data cap. One SFG
participant admitted, “I don’t have a
computer, and I don’t have internet ...
because I can't pay for it. I can’t say I'm
going to pay for internet because its a
luxury I can't afford”

Lack of Device

Another barrier was lacking a digital
device, often but not always due to fi-
nancial reasons. All but one of the EFG
participants had at least one device, and
most preferred to use smartphones or
tablets. However, one interviewee was
staunchly against using digital tech-
nology and lacked a device by choice,
primarily due to concerns about pri-
vacy and security. Additionally, some
EFG participants did not own a desktop
or laptop, while some said that, even
though they had desktops, they mostly
used their smart devices. Reasons re-
ported for lacking these devices were
financial barriers and convenience.

Similarly, participants in three
of the SFGs said they did not have the
funds to purchase a device. One partic-
ipant put it simply: “How could I learn
to use a smartphone if I didn’t have
one?” Although they expressed inter-
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est in learning how to use the device,
they found it pointless to attend a class
or learn to use a device if they were not
going to have the ability to practice at
home. One member of the SFGs, men-
tioned the importance of owning a de-
vice to learn to use it and practice out-
side of class:

As we see today [referring to the
focus groups] there are some of
us who don’t have this tablet or
a smartphone ... There are peo-
ple who still use the flip phone ...
We don’t have the opportunity to
learn on that [smart device].

Theme 3: Negative Aspects of
Technology and Digital Device
Use

Fraud and Privacy Issues

Topics of fraud, scams, “hacking,’
“phishing,” identity theft, and privacy
concerns were raised among all the En-
glish-speaking participants. One stated:

Let me just give you a simple ex-
ample, yesterday, I got a call on
my phone saying that your order
for 8799 of dog food is ready to be
processed at Amazon. Now, this is
the problem. I don’t have a dog, 1
don’t have an Amazon account,
and I would never be able to af-
ford $799 of dog food ... So, this is
just an example of why technology
is not good for me.

These concerns seemed to focus on
online privacy, but many participants
in both the EFGs and the SFGs also

had experiences with receiving scam
calls, many of which purported to be
messages about their Social Security
benefits, but the nature of scam calls
was wide-ranging. One SFG partici-
pant said, “At first, hackers called me.
They called me saying it was the Social
Security office” Some of the EFG par-
ticipants discussed receiving phishing
e-mails as well and said that it was of-
ten challenging to tell the difference be-
tween which emails were legitimate and
which were nefarious.

Online Account Safety and Digital
Hygiene

Related to fraud and privacy, online ac-
count safety (e.g., identity protection,
how to spot scams, and ward off fraud
attempts), and a topic we have defined
as “digital hygiene,” were a big concern
for the EFGs though not as much for
the SFGs. Digital hygiene refers to a
persons sense of self-efficacy and capa-
bility in managing one’s digital life. Ac-
cessing and managing data and storage
on devices generated substantial neg-
ativity and was a source of frustration
because it stymied participants’ desire
to interact with their devices and share
content.

For example, a participant may
know how to take photos, but does not
know how to retrieve them to share
with family members in a text message.
One EFG participant talked about her
struggles, saying:

Yeah, there is other stuff on the
phone that I dont really know
how to do. Like now, I have a big
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gigabyte [storage] on my phone,
and it’s saying its almost [used
up] because there’s stuff that I'm
[saving multiple times], that is
filling up my [memory]. I've got
so much stuff ... like pictures ... I
try to save them and [then I re-
alize I've] already saved it before.
I don’t know where to put them
where I can have easy access to
them. I lost a lot of my pictures
because [1] didn’t know how to see
them in one file.

Nearly all participants were aware of
and, in some cases, had big concerns
about online account safety, and most
participants were aware that older adults
were targets of being taken advantage of
online. One participant shared why she
would appreciate ongoing assistance
with online safety:

I know you all are talking about
safety, that would be one good
thing because my congressman,
every now and then, would have
something ... and it was about
senior citizens being careful
when you use the computer. And
so that could be, like you said,
[online] safety ... that would be
a good class to have somebody
who can help ... check your ac-
counts or something like that, or
how to make sure everything is

safe.

Another participant, who was an
avowed opponent of adopting technol-
ogy, summed up a lot of the fears re-
flected across all FGs:

I don’t think that Id be wanting
to do any kind of online banking
or shopping because ... you're
giving out your financial infor-
mation on the air, into the cloud.
You don’t know whos going to
get it or how they’re gonna use it.
You might go and do some bank-
ing and then next time you go
into banking, they say your bal-
ance is zero.

From a public awareness perspective, it
appears that messaging on the topic, re-
gardless of how it broke through on the
individual level, has been very effective
in reaching older adults.

Variability/Inconsistency Across
Platforms & Devices

After privacy, fraud-related concerns,
and data management challenges,
variability and inconsistency across
platforms and devices was noted as a
negative, although SFG participants
mentioned it about half as often as EFG
participants. One way inconsistency
was expressed, for example, was if the
participant had an Android phone and
the son or daughter who tried to help
them was an iPhone user. The platforms
might be different enough between the
devices that the assistance does not
translate from one device to another. As
these three EFG participants explained:

Participant A:

My problem with technology is es-
pecially when you have to change
phones from regular to 5G. I'm
not able to log in to a lot of my
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apps that I had before because it
doesn’t recognize my passwords.
So that’s frustrating.

Participant B:

That’s the thing. The big problem
is the technology keeps advanc-
ing so quickly that everybody’ in
a different range of ... I don’t text
[but] my daughter texts ... and
theres all these different [apps],
like TikTok, and all these differ-
ent places, and it separates the
generations. You know, the young
people are doing one thing and ...
I still have the VCR, I still watch
videotapes, so ... theres a big gen-
erational gap in technology and
media.

Participant C:

There is a problem because each
company has different phones ...
I manage my Apple phone, but I
cannot help the person who has a
Samsung.

Lack of Transparency

To a much lesser extent, lack of trans-
parency online was also considered to
be a negative aspect of digital participa-
tion. Lack of transparency in our sam-
ple referred to the participant simply
having trouble discerning what con-
tent was safe to click on and what was
not. Similar to fears about fraud and
scams, the English-speaking groups
mentioned this more often than the
Spanish-speaking groups but spoke
of it in more general terms. One SFG
participant described it vividly, saying:

“Humans have always used lying as a
weapon. It is like smoke” An EFG par-
ticipant’s reflection on lack of transpar-
ency was quite detailed and specific:

I forget which is which, but when
you're looking at the websites and
it says ... either ‘http’ or ‘https’...
one of them is wrong ... I for-
get, which was the one that you
don’t want to use, [but] its not
secure, actually. I think the oth-
er thing too, is that a lot of times
on emails, you ... get offers for
free gift cards ... associated with
AT&T or whatever. Just forget
those. If something sounds too
good, it certainly is too good ... I
think you have to be very careful
about that and don’t even open
up certain e-mails. If it looks sus-
picious, just ... delete it.

Lack of transparency could be catego-
rized as the participant being unsure
when they were being misled online,
or expressing they had trouble distin-
guishing between real advertisements
and predatory business tactics.

Theme 4: Preferred Learning
Methods for Digital Device
Training

Patient Instructors

The number one thing for everyone was
the importance of having a patient in-
structor. One EFG participant put it like
this:

But I learned very well from him.
You know, learning from him was
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like taking candy from a baby. It
was real easy, but it was fun. And
when you learn something with
fun and relaxation, it comes to
you much easier.

Participants said teachers who are pa-
tient, who can speak in a language they
are comfortable with, and who can
break down the “techy talk” into ordi-
nary words people can understand is
critical for them to absorb, process, and
feel successful with digital uptake.

Instruction style: Hands-on,
Step-by-Step, Cheat-Sheets, Hand
Holding, and Repeat, Repeat,
Repeat!

Other factors that were of relatively
equal importance to all participants
were that the instruction should be
“hands-on,” “step-by-step,” contain a
lot of repetition, and have participants
of similar skill levels grouped together.
One EFG participant illustrated how
people in his age group needed instruc-
tion “step by step, like as if we were kin-
dergarten” Another elaborated on this
idea, saying:

You know ... heres this short-
term memory loss ... especial-
ly for seniors. Theres this thing
about, if youre learning some-
thing new, and the next two or
three days [go by], you're going to
forget that from what you learn,
unless you keep [repeating] it,
maybe every other day. But if you
learn something today, and you
don’t [reinforce it], you're just
going to lose that again because

it’s just part of growing old. That's
[why] you need the hands-on
thing.

It was also mentioned peripherally that,
if possible, it helps to have people in the
same class also using the same devices
because it makes the class more efficient
if, for example, those using an Android
don’t have to wait while those using
an iPhone get different instructions
unique to their device, and vice versa.
This was not a deal-breaker, but it was
noted as a “nice to have” Having “cheat
sheets” made available seemed to be
more important to participants of the
SEGs, although EFG participants noted
that writing things down for themselves
was one thing they did to help them re-
member how to do things:

Yeah, sometimes I want to find
certain things on the computer
and ... I can’t. It makes me upset.
So, I had to call my daughter to
help me Google it. And then once
I know it already, then it’s easy for
me to ... follow the instructions.
Most of the time I tell her to write
down the instructions, so I will
not be asking so many times, you
know? So that's what I do.

Another notable difference was that,
while SFG participants preferred class-
es consisting of small groups with some
time dedicated to each student, EFG
participants preferred one-on-one in-
struction, including many who said
they needed “hand holding,” not so
much to learn, but to remember how to
do things:
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I think it has to be all eclectic the
way we were going to be taught.
And the main one is one-on-one.
But the lectures help it overall,
and even little groups help. But
sometimes you need a real one-
on-one. You know, the young peo-
ple can grab this stuff real quick
and understand how to do it. This
is much harder, and I find that 1
have to have it over and over.

The need for repetition, especially if
a participant was more of a beginner,
was something participants felt was
a key factor in managing their digi-
tal lives, but they also expressed some
guilt around having to ask someone to
go over something multiple times. This
pertained more to family members than
instructors they had taken classes with,
but there was the sense in some partic-
ipants that not remembering how to do
things made them feel like they might
be an annoyance.

Age, Cohort, and Group-
Appropriate Content

Another important factor was that the
content and approach were appropriate
for an older adult cohort. For example,
an older adult in one of the EFGs told
us about a class at a community college
where the instructor focused on things
like Microsoft Excel and PowerPoint.
She felt out of place because she had
no background using those programs
in her daily life and because she felt the
instructor took basic knowledge of her
skill level for granted, saying:

This particular instructor, he

wanted to take it like it was a col-
lege level and, when you're learn-
ing something, it’s like learning a
new language if you dont know
the foundation of it or the basics.
It’s like all Greek to you, and I felt
that not only that, he didn’t make
me feel welcome in the class, he
made me feel as if I was an alien
from another country, another
planet.

Being grouped in classes where every-
one is at the same level was equally im-
portant to both EFGs and SFGs. One
EFG participant put it like this:

Theress different levels of expertise,
even among people like us who
would like to have a class to learn
a little more. And so, you know,
maybe divide it into [similar skill
levels] because you're going to get
bored. If you have to sit through
somebody who's starting at ‘point
zero, and you're already relatively
proficient.

Notably, people with fewer skills and
lower levels of comfort with a device
didn’t like the idea of being in a class
where everyone was more advanced
than they were, and where they might
feel lost or feel like they cannot keep up.
On the other hand, people with high-
er skill levels said they would get im-
patient if the class was too basic or did
not move fast enough, or covered skills
with which they were already facile, as
the participant above put it.
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Peer-to-Peer Engagement

For participants of the SFGs, the oppor-
tunity for peer-to-peer engagement was
over three times more important than
it was for EFG participants. Encour-
agement and advice from peers engen-
dered a sense of companionship. Simi-
larly, if their peers recommended a class
in which they had a positive experience,
they were more inclined to join. They
also liked the idea of joining a class
with a friend or companion to have the
“sense of not being alone” Classes in-
volving peer-to-peer engagement were
far less important for EFG participants
but not insignificant compared to other
factors.

Discussion

his study examined both pri-

mary and secondary facilitators

and barriers to digital adoption
among a diverse group of English- and
Spanish-speaking older adults in Los
Angeles. While the literature demon-
strates that lower rates of adoption are
associated with older age, we would
argue that most participants in our ur-
ban-dwelling sample were exceptions
to the norm. Access to the internet and
to digital devices, which challenges 23%
of older Californians (Mackovich-Ro-
driguez, 2021), was moderated by fam-
ily members, friends, neighbors, and
availability of community resources.
Across both the EFG and SFGs, com-
munication and social connection with
family and friends were, without excep-
tion, the key drivers for technology use.
Family and friends not only motivated

initial uptake of digital technology but
also facilitated sustained use through
their proxy roles of “tech support” for
many participants. These informal
trouble-shooters functioned as buffers,
preventing lack of know-how, technical
difficulties, or other secondary barriers
from discouraging participants from
using digital devices.

Another element that contrib-
uted to lower “tech anxiety” and nar-
rowing the digital skills gap was prior
experience using technology at current
or former jobs; even in cases where that
technology would now be considered
“outdated,” work experience served as a
mechanism to embrace current technol-
ogy use. Although adopting new tech-
nology was not necessarily easier for
those with prior experience, it seemed
to reduce fear and increase confidence.
It should be noted that EFG participants
were disproportionately advantaged in
this sense, as they were four times more
likely to have used technology in their
jobs and were more likely to have had at
least some college education compared
to SFG participants.

Despite being touched on in all
focus groups, primary factors, such as
lack of money, time, and interest in tech-
nology were not the biggest barriers to
uptake among these participants. Simi-
larly, the differences in opportunity, re-
sources, and digital literacy, even among
participants who expressed an extreme
lack of confidence, or who admitted
technology “terrified” them, most were
undeterred by these secondary factors.

While it was true that informal
support among all participants was
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both motivating and substantive, there
was also a considerable amount of guilt
around being an annoyance or a bur-
den to family members when asking for
help, especially about things they had
gone over in the past. Because of these
feelings of guilt when it comes to in-
formal, or “warm” support, our inqui-
ry about formal or “cold” training was
enlightening, not because the preferred
learning methods were unconven-
tional, but because the nature of these
methods (e.g., intensive hand holding,
constant repetition, directed task mas-
tering) engenders a sense of guilt when
it comes to warm support. Conversely,
our participants did not have a sense
of guilt when talking about how they
would want a teacher in a formal setting
to provide instruction. Some partici-
pants likened learning new technology
to learning a new language, noting that
repetition is not only a normal way of
teaching, but also expected in order for
the learner to progress and gain a sense
of mastery.

Policy and Practice Implications

ur findings have several policy
Oimplications for state and mu-

nicipal governments in Califor-
nia and across the United States. First,
they indicate that subsidizing access to
affordable internet and digital devices
for older adults remains a top priori-
ty for older Californians. COVID-19
opened a policy window around dig-
ital access, spurring multi-level gov-
ernment initiatives to improve dis-
parities in digital access among older
adults. Federal legislation in response

to COVID-19 such as the Coronavirus
Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act
and the American Rescue Plan Act of
2021 created new sources of technology
funding (Advancing States Aging and
Disabilities Technology Workgroup,
2020; Colello & Napili, 2023; Phillips,
2021; Shea & Tripp, 2021). This new
funding, in addition to temporary pan-
demic-related Older Americans Act
funding flexibilities, has enabled aging
service providers to innovate and ex-
pand digital access services since 2020
(Colello & Napili, 2023; Gallo & Wilber,
2021).

More recently, the Biden-Har-
ris Administration announced the al-
location of $42.45 billion dollars in
funding, “to deploy affordable, reliable
high-speed Internet service to everyone
in America” (The White House, Office
of the Press Secretary, 2023). This ini-
tiative is part of the Broadband Equity,
Access, and Deployment (BEAD) pro-
gram under the new infrastructure law
passed in 2021, and clearly states that
once connectivity goals are met, “any
remaining funding can be used to pur-
sue eligible access-, adoption-, and eq-
uity-related uses” (“Broadband equity,
access, and deployment (BEAD) pro-
gram,” n.d.). Key stakeholders, includ-
ing State Units on Aging (SUAs), Area
Agencies on Aging (AAAs), communi-
ty organizations that serve older adults,
businesses that provide digital devices
and services, and older adults them-
selves can leverage this directive within
the BEAD program to fund meaningful
digital access initiatives in California
and nationally.
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Second, our findings illustrate
the important role of local communi-
ty-based aging service organizations
in implementing federal digital access
initiatives such as BEAD. These orga-
nizations are uniquely equipped to as-
sist clients in navigating both primary
barriers to initial digital device uptake
and secondary barriers impeding con-
tinued usage. Community organiza-
tions are also uniquely well-positioned
to build relationships at the local level
with businesses and academic institu-
tions to design creative programs that
can assist their clients in bridging the
digital divide (Mullins, 2022). These
organizations can engage not just older
adults but community stakeholders of
all ages to inform the design and im-
plementation of programs and services
that address barriers to digital inclusion
from a life course perspective. Accord-
ingly, government agencies should al-
locate federal funding for digital device
training and technical support locally
to give AAAs and their contracted com-
munity organizations the ability to offer
the individualized and sustained tech-
nology support programs and services
that older adults need to thrive in an
increasingly digital world.

Finally, our findings suggest that
messaging to older adults, their fami-
lies, and others whom older adults rely
on for technical assistance should work
to dispel the myth that older adults and
digital devices are like oil and water,
and also emphasize how digital devices
facilitate intergenerational social con-
nections. Several participants reported
consistent and varied digital device use
yet described themselves and others in

their age group as lacking the ability
to be tech-savvy. Messaging that chal-
lenges negative stereotypes about old-
er adults and technology may help to
change internalized perceptions that
limit digital self-efficacy. Messaging
that promotes the role of digital device
adoption in fostering reciprocally sup-
portive intergenerational relationships
between older adults and younger fam-
ily and community members may also
appeal to older adults and caregivers.
Simply the process of receiving digital
device instruction from others, regard-
less of adoption outcome, can act as a
catalyst for strengthening social ties
(Francis et al., 2018; Tsai et al., 2017).
Considering the often-detrimental
health effects of social isolation and
loneliness, digital access services that
dually function as social support pro-
gramming are multiply valuable.

Limitations

ue to COVID-19 safety mea-
Dsures, the research team had

to conduct all interviews and
focus groups remotely. This was a shift
from preliminary plans for hybrid
in-person and remote data collection.
To accommodate participants’ techno-
logical restrictions and communica-
tion preferences, we conducted several
one-on-one phone calls and audio-only
conference calls. While using the phone
allowed us to research our desired sam-
ple, it required researchers to take a
more active role as facilitators to main-
tain focus without visual cues. It also
posed challenges to rapport building
and precluded us from observing body
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language to assist in data interpreta-
tion. Additionally, it prevented us from
speaking with older adults who used
neither digital devices nor analog tele-
phones. Although these format restric-
tions were imperfect, we aimed to meet
the challenge, similarly to our partici-
pants, with adaptation and persistence.

Conclusion

ur goal in this study was to

gain insight from older adults

on how to support older adults
who are hard-to-reach for econom-
ic, educational, or personal reasons in
crossing the digital divide. Given that
the greatest facilitator of digital device
adoption was family and friends, peo-
ple who live alone, or people who do
not have easily accessible immediate
or extended family, may be among the
hardest to reach.

Older people are frequently ste-
reotyped as being resistant to learning
new things, especially when it comes to
digital technologies. Our findings sug-
gest however, that this is not an accu-
rate appraisal. Most of our participants
demonstrated a tenacious commitment
to overcoming obstacles in order to
achieve full digital participation and in-
clusion. However, their perspectives on

digital device use and the barriers they
faced in using digital devices were het-
erogeneous, with distinct differences in
sub-themes between SFG and EFG par-
ticipants. For example, lack of formal
education, wasting time, and language
barriers only came up in the SFGs, not
in the EFGs, which indicates that future
studies should explore how cultural and
language factors influence in digital de-
vice adoption.

Our findings indicate that effec-
tive digital device instruction for older
adults first crossing the digital divide
is often, to a large extent, a bespoke
endeavor. To promote sustained dig-
ital adoption, aging service providers
should offer comprehensive training
that is adaptive to individual levels of
experience and expertise and is paced
to the learner’s abilities. As one EFG
participant epitomized with this advice:

[A class] has to feel like, ‘Okay,
I've got all this information, now
what do I do with it? Can I go into
more individualized instruction?’
If [someone] gets a little over-
whelmed ... how do you start to
make it personal? Its [about] con-
necting it down to the person.
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