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ABSTRACT

At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, Romania invoked
the 15" Amendment of the European Convention of Human
Rights for emergency situations and issued an Emergency State
Presidential Decree (first put into effect on March 16 and extend-
ed until May 15, 2020). This amendment allowed for exemptions
from broad categories of human rights (e.g., the right to privacy
and intimacy). Older people became the main target of the Roma-
nian government’s plans for isolation. Using data from the Roma-
nian National Institute of Statistics and data gathered prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic from a longitudinal study on communica-
tion technologies used by older people in Romania (Loos, Nimrod,
& Fernandez-Ardevol, 2018; 2020), we examine the digital inequal-
ities faced by Romanian elders. The current study addresses the fol-
lowing specific research questions: (1) what digital opportunities
and limitations were faced by the older population of Romania:
e.g., online shopping, asking for help from various organizations
using online platforms, using online medical assistance, etc., and
(2) how did digital inequalities shape the lives of older people in
Romania? Although the data do not reflect the situation of older
Internet users during pandemics, we used the most recent and de-
tailed data regarding Internet behavior of older adults in Romania.
The current article discusses the opportunities faced by those who
already had access and Internet skills when the pandemic started,
and the limitations faced by older people who were less digitally
skilled. With many of the daily activities moving online during this
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period, older adults with poor digital skills or no Internet access
risked social isolation. Also, we consider policy recommendations
to reduce digital inequalities that affect elders. Although we focus
on Romania, the current study typifies vulnerabilities older people
face in emergent economies during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords: digital inequalities; digital divide; older adults; older
people & Internet use

Adultos mayores y la brecha digital en Rumania:
implicaciones para la pandemia COVID-19

RESUMEN

Al comienzo de la pandemia de COVID-19, Rumania invoco la
15a Enmienda del Convenio Europeo de Derechos Humanos para
situaciones de emergencia y emitié un Decreto Presidencial del Es-
tado de Emergencia (que entré en vigencia por primera vez el 16
de marzo y se extendi6 hasta el 15 de mayo de 2020). Esta enmien-
da permitié exenciones de categorias amplias de derechos huma-
nos (por ejemplo, el derecho a la privacidad y la intimidad). Las
personas mayores se convirtieron en el principal objetivo de los
planes de aislamiento del gobierno rumano. Utilizando datos del
Instituto Nacional de Estadistica de Rumania y datos recopilados
antes de la pandemia COVID-19 de un estudio longitudinal sobre
tecnologias de comunicacion utilizadas por personas mayores en
Rumania (Loos, Nimrod y Fernandez-Ardeévol, 2018; 2020), exa-
minamos el Desigualdades digitales a las que se enfrentan los an-
cianos rumanos. El estudio actual aborda las siguientes preguntas
de investigacion especificas: (1) qué oportunidades y limitaciones
digitales enfrentaron la poblacién mayor de Rumania: por ejem-
plo, compras en linea, pedir ayuda a varias organizaciones que uti-
lizan plataformas en linea, usar asistencia médica en linea, etc. y
(2) ;como influyeron las desigualdades digitales en la vida de las
personas mayores en Rumania? Aunque los datos no reflejan la si-
tuacion de los usuarios mayores de Internet durante las pandemias,
utilizamos los datos mas recientes y detallados sobre el comporta-
miento de los adultos mayores en Internet en Rumania. El articulo
actual analiza las oportunidades que enfrentan quienes ya tenfan
acceso y habilidades de Internet cuando comenzé la pandemia,
y las limitaciones que enfrentan las personas mayores que tenian
menos habilidades digitales. Con muchas de las actividades diarias
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moviéndose en linea durante este periodo, los adultos mayores con
habilidades digitales deficientes o sin acceso a Internet corrieron
el riesgo de aislamiento social. Ademas, consideramos recomen-
daciones de politicas para reducir las desigualdades digitales que
afectan a las personas mayores. Aunque nos centramos en Ruma-
nia, el estudio actual tipifica las vulnerabilidades que enfrentan las
personas mayores en las economias emergentes durante la pande-
mia de COVID-19.

Palabras clave: desigualdades digitales; divisoria digital; adultos
mayores; personas mayores y uso de Internet
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The digital divide and
vulnerabilities of older people
during the time of COVID-19

The digital divide refers to in-
equalities between people from
different social groups (based on
age, gender, ethnicity, etc.) in the way
they access new digital technologies.
The digital divide describes an informa-
tion or knowledge gap and a computer
or media literacy gap between different
groups of people, and it is explained
by structural and motivational factors
(Van Dijk, 2006). Van Dijk (2003) draws
our attention to the fact that the digital
divide refers to relative inequalities be-
tween social groups and not absolute
inequalities, meaning that some “gaps”
are diminished with the pervasiveness
of the information and communication
technologies and inequalities are being
reduced, whereas other gaps are more
difficult to bridge, as they incorporate
more complex factors. For example, the
gaps between generations in access-
ing the new media might be a natural
phenomenon in which each generation
would prefer the use of media they were
familiar with in their formative years
(Loos, Ivan, & Bird, 2020; Sackmann
& Winkler, 2013). Therefore, we agree
with Van Dijk (2006, p. 222) that the
“digital divide” is a metaphor—defining
a dynamic phenomenon in which some
social groups might be left behind in re-
ceiving some of the benefits associated
with the use of Internet. Nevertheless,
the idea of the “digital divide” is rath-
er normative and suggests the fact that
the use of the new technologies is per se

good and it brings only positive aspects
to peopless lives.

Regardless of the negative is-
sues discussed in the literature on the
overuse of the Internet (for example:
online-scamming and fraud [Shao et
al., 2019; Whitty, 2018]; online bully-
ing [Juvonen & Gross, 2008]; the risk
of over exposure to fake news [Brashi-
er & Schacter, 2020; Loos, Ivan, & Leu,
2018]), some groups, including older
people, are consistently perceived as
“laggards,” and they are encouraged to
use more of the new technologies. In
some ways, the literature on the nega-
tive effects of the use of digital media
focuses on youth, whereas for seniors
the focus is on the positive aspects. Al-
though we cannot say that using the
Internet is always a sign of emancipa-
tion and progress, and it implicitly gen-
erates well-being in people’s lives, there
are some contexts in which digital gaps
create serious inequalities. The recent
situation of the COVID-19 pandemic
is a typical case in which the digital di-
vide directly affected people’s lives: they
were forced to stay in their homes for a
long period of time, and everyday ac-
tivities such as shopping and the use of
medical services were moved as much
as possible online. Hence, the most vul-
nerable groups, the ones described by
Prensky (2001) as “digital immigrants”
(a term criticized in the literature for
over-homogenization [see Jones, 2010;
Lenhart & Horrigan, 2003; Loos, 2012
—they talk about a digital spectrum not
a digital dichotomy]) were the most af-
fected by the lockdown.

Older people (60 yearsand above)
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were and still are a group facing numer-
ous difficulties during the COVID-19
pandemic. On the one hand, they were
described as a population category at
high risk of mortality (94% of fatalities
are concentrated in the population over
60 years of age, according to European
Commission estimates [May, 2020]).
In some countries, the lockdown con-
ditions were stricter for the group 60
years of age or 65 years and older be-
cause they were considered to be at
higher risk. Children and grandchil-
dren were advised to limit their visits to
grandparents to avoid exposing them to
the virus. In Romania, for example, the
restrictions were stricter for people 65
years and older during the lockdown;
they were advised to leave their houses
only during designated hours. In many
countries, people were reminded that
“we should limit our interactions” and
be “precautious” with older people in
our families and with neighbors and
co-workers who may be older.

There is a general understanding
that older people are the most affect-
ed by the digital divide phenomenon.
For example, the term launched by
Prensky (2001) —“digital immigrants”
—described the presumed digital gap
between older and younger people—
the latter the so-called “digital natives”
(the group that was born when the new
technologies were largely available).
Consequently, the lockdown situation
and the subsequent measures of social
isolation would have affected older peo-
ple to a larger extent, as they lagged in
using Internet-based tools.

Generally speaking, the digital
divide is “a division between people

who have access and use of digital me-
dia and those who do not” (Van Dijk,
2020, p. 1). There are different types of
digital divide (see Van Dijk & Hacke,
2003; Van Dijk, 2005; 2012) generated
by differences in motivation, physi-
cal access, digital skills, and use of the
new technologies. Those types of digital
gaps have had different dynamics over
the past 15 years and have generated
different degrees of unequal participa-
tion in societies. Van Dijk (2012; 2020)
stated that there has been a shift from
motivation and access to inequalities
in skills and different usage. In other
words, people’s motivation and physical
access to digital technologies is a bridge
that “has been crossed” in many soci-
eties, including developing countries,
whereas other bridges are more difficult
to cross: for example, older people still
are behind in skills and usage opportu-
nities—a situation that will probably be
maintained in the future.

The evolution of the digital di-
vide at the level of the general popu-
lation over the past 15 years explains
the current situation of older people
and how digital inequities could have
shaped their lives during the lockdown.
The first level of the digital divide (1995
- 2004) has been described as a gap in
the adoption of computer and Internet
connections between different social
groups. During this period of time, the
adoption rate increased exponentially
and the “divide” between people along
the lines of education, income, ethnic-
ity, and age decreased both in Europe
and in the U.S. (Eurostat, 2019; Pew
Research Center, 2019a). At the same
time, the general attitude toward Inter-
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net use and digital technologies became
positive: people of different ages and
socio-economic backgrounds were mo-
tivated to learn to use computer-based
technologies and to benefit from using
the Internet.

The divide continued to be an is-
sue for social groups that could not af-
ford computers and Internet access or
those without Internet access. The issue
of costs for some social groups, such
as retirees and older people in nursing
homes, is still a problem not only in
developing countries (see studies con-
ducted in Latin America regarding dig-
ital technology, affordability, and costs:
Barrantes, 2007; Barrantes & Matos,
2020). Costs and affordability continue
to be a barrier also in some developed
countries (see for example Sawchuk,
Joy, & Hebblethwaite, 2019). Although
the number of broadband subscriptions
has grown significantly in practically
every country, depopulated rural or re-
mote areas are difficult to reach. In East-
ern European countries, for example,
strongly affected by migration for work,
older people were the ones left behind.
Many rural localities face a demograph-
ic decline, and an increased number in
the oldest-old population who neither
have the resources to purchase digital
technologies nor the skills to benefit
from Internet opportunities. For such
groups of people, the COVID-19 pan-
demic would have probably increased
their isolation or brought no chang-
es at all. To quote from an interview
conducted in April 2020 with a person
from a remote rural area in Romania
(Ivan & Mandache, submitted): “they
[the village hall] wanted to isolate us

in houses, but we are already isolated.”
Many of these people have the moti-
vation to learn to use the new digital
devices (sometimes the Internet is the
only way to communicate with families
abroad: see for example Ducu, 2020;
Ivan & Fernandez-Ardévol, 2017), but
they lack the opportunities.

The second level of the digital
divide (2004-present), which describes
differences between usage and skills, is
a way of “rethinking the digital divide”
(Hargittai, 2002; Selwyn, 2004; Van Dijk,
2012). With the pervasiveness of the In-
ternet and digital technologies (for ex-
ample, in ten years’ time, 2004-2014, In-
ternet users around the globe increased
from 15% to 45% and it reached 53.6%
in 2019, according to the International
Communication Union 2019) the prob-
lem of access became rather peripheral.
Also, the groups previously considered
as “vulnerable” were the ones that re-
corded the highest increases of Internet
users: women, seniors, persons with
lower levels of education, and people
who have lower incomes. To provide an
illustration, the percentage of people 65
years and above who use the Internet
has tripled during 2004-2019, from 20%
to more than 60% (Eurostat, 2019; Pew
Research Center, 2019b), the largest in-
crease compared to other age groups.
With many countries reaching 90% of
the population having Internet access
(even in developing countries, the per-
centage is above 60), the emphasis has
moved to the gap between different
groups in digital skills and the type of
usage. In order to benefit from the In-
ternet-based technologies, people need
“digital literacies” (Hargittai, 2002; Van
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Deursen & Van Dijk, 2010). The usage
gaps create gaps in knowledge and op-
portunities, and the vulnerable groups
are the later adopters: people who are
older, have lower levels of education,
have lower income, and are members of
minority groups.

It is obvious that usage gaps are
much more difficult to bridge. In the
past seven years, authors (Morales, Al-
bero, & Molina, 2010; Van Deursen &
Van Dijk, 2014) have drawn our atten-
tion to the third level of the digital di-
vide—a gap that reproduces classic so-
cial inequalities (e.g., between rich and
poor, majority and minorities, old and
young)—and describes the supremacy
of the groups who hold digital skills at a
level that allows them to convert those
skills in all political, social, cultural, ed-
ucational domains. The third level of
digital divide shows that it is those with
higher levels of education, those who
already have good jobs, and the young
who will benefit more from the use of
the Internet than will those who have
lower levels of education, those who
populate the lower classes, and older
persons. Thus, the lack of digital skills
reinforces an existing structure of social
stratification. It is no longer a matter of
access, affordability, and availability,
but a matter of the relevance and readi-
ness when using the Internet (Van Dijk,
2020). Examples of how people convert
access to and skills in using digital tech-
nologies would be the ability to find
better products and services at lower
prices, more information regarding
health issues, the ability to distinguish
between reliable and non-reliable in-
formation, more chances to get a job, or

even better chances to find new friends
and a romantic partner.

The COVID-19 pandemic could
be seen as a typical case in which the
relevance of and readiness to use the
Internet is particularly important. The
second and third levels of the digital
divide became essential, as people were
forced to make use of their digital skills.
Again, older people were most probably
a more vulnerable group. Globally, pol-
icy makers try to estimate the percent-
age of people who are at risk of being
laggards due to the second and the third
level of the digital divide in order to cre-
ate a more inclusive Internet. According
to Van Dijk (2020), the estimation of
the “digitally excluded” varies between
10% and 20% in developed countries,
whereas in the developing countries,
it is significantly higher—from 50% to
90%—creating serious concerns about
how the digital divide deepens already
existing social inequalities.

The vulnerability of older peo-
ple to the second and third levels of the
digital divide is worthy of study also
because countries face an accelerating
increase in older population. For exam-
ple, in the European Union, the popu-
lation over 60 years of age is estimated
to double by 2050. The COVID-19 pan-
demic created an unexpected pressure
to move many activities online. Though
governments had to face serious chal-
lenges with “restarting” the economy in
the new situation, preserving people’s
working places to avoid an increase in
unemployment, and reinventing the de-
livery of education, they have generally
overlooked the importance of the dig-
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ital divide in the current situation and
how this might affect the lives of older
people.

Current study

digital divide of older people from

Romania, and we discuss the im-
plications of digital inequalities for the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic.
We aim to answer the following ques-
tions:

In the current study, we explore the

1. What digital opportunities and lim-
itations could be faced by the older
population of Romania when daily
life activities move online: e.g., on-
line shopping, asking for help from
various organizations using online
platforms; using online medical as-
sistance, etc.?

2. How did digital inequalities shape
the lives of older people in Ro-
mania?

We use data gathered prior to
the COVID-19 pandemic from a lon-
gitudinal study on communication
technologies of older people (the ACT
cross-national, longitudinal study,
Loos, Nimrod, & Fernandez-Ardeévol,
2018; 2020) and, for comparative pur-
poses, data from the Romanian Nation-
al Institute of Statistics regarding the
total population of older adults.

The ACT cross-national longi-
tudinal study is, to our knowledge, the
only longitudinal and cross-national
study targeting older adults and their
use of new media. In Romania, it is the

first study investigating media use of
older adults (60 years and above) using
a nationally representative sample. The
ACT cross-national, longitudinal study
gathers panel data in three waves (2016,
2018, and 2020). It involves teams from
Austria, Canada, Denmark, Israel,
Netherlands, Romania, and Spain. The
aim of the project is to explore possi-
ble processes of displacement of tradi-
tional dominant media by innovative
communication practices among older
people. In the current study, we use data
from two waves (2016, 2018), and we
focus on the Romanian case. The two
waves were conducted by telephone
with non-institutionalized Internet us-
ers aged 60 years and older. Data were
collected by local commercial firms be-
tween November and December 2016
for the first wave, and in November
2018 for the second wave. The sample
consisted of 800 participants for the
first wave and 608 participants for the
second wave.

The questionnaire included
mainly closed-ended questions explor-
ing media use, places of media use,
media preferences, background char-
acteristics, and subjective well-being
(Nimrod, 2017). Translation into Ro-
manian was undertaken by one of the
co-authors of the current article. To
validate the translation, a native En-
glish-speaking person re-translated it
into English.

The sample in Romania was
over-represented by people with me-
dium to high levels of education, with
medium or high economic status, and
persons living in urban settings. As the
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sample consisted of Internet users se-
lected using a CATI technique among
the population of older people (60+),
we believe that such over-representa-
tion is due to the fact that older Inter-
net users tend to be persons with me-
dium to high levels of socio-economic
status and persons who live in urban
areas. Data regarding Internet users of
this age group provided by the National
Institute of Statistics indicated that this
might be a possible explanation for the
over-representation of some socio-de-
mographic groups in our sample.

In the following, we will present
the relevance of the case and aspects
regarding the regulations during lock-
down which directly affected older peo-
ple. Then, we will present data regard-
ing older people and digital media use
in Romania, exploring the first, second,
and third levels of the digital divide.

The Relevance of the Case
and the Context

omania is a typical example of a
Rdeveloping country with older

people being the later technol-
ogy adopters. A cluster analysis of the
Eurostat data on technology adoption at
the country level (Fernandez-Ardevol,
2011) found that Romania was placed
in the last cluster (4" cluster) when
mobile phone adoption by older peo-
ple was considered, together with five
other countries (Bulgaria, Croatia, the
former Yugoslav Republic of Macedo-
nia, Greece, and Poland). This particu-
lar cluster gathers countries where the
adoption of mobile telephony by older

persons was below the EU average. Spe-
cifically, Romania had 62.5% users in
the 55-64 cohort but only 35% in the 65-
74 cohorts. Such a gap between ICT use
by older adults in Romania and the EU
average is maintained today and could
be found not only in the adoption of the
mobile phone, but also in digital tech-
nologies in general. Data from Eurostat
(2019) show that 82% were Internet us-
ers in the 55-64 cohorts at the EU level
as compared with 68% of users in Roma-
nia in the same cohort. In the 65-74 co-
hort 63% were Internet users at the EU
level compared with 40% users in Ro-
mania for the same age cohort. During
the period 2011-2019, the digital gap in
terms of access and frequency of use has
continuously diminished between EU
countries and Romania among younger
age cohorts to less than a 5% difference,
but it remained at approximately 15%
for the 55-64 cohort and approximately
20% for the 65-74 cohort.

Some authors (Bunker-Hellmich,
2015) speak about three categories of
older adults within the third age: the
“young old” (65-74), the “old” (74-84),
and the “oldest-old” (85+). However,
when it comes to Internet users, we
lack data on people 85 years and above,
and such a limitation does not apply
only to Romania. The issue has been
criticized already in the literature as a
serious limitation when studying the
Internet behavior of older adults. As
we emphasized above, some of the im-
portant bodies which gather data about
Internet access and use (e.g., Eurostat)
present data on the category 55-64 year
of age. In the ACT longitudinal study,
we compared persons 60 to 64 years of
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age (i.e., those who are still in the la-
bor market) with those 65+ (those who
were most probably retired, as the man-
datory retirement age is 65 in many EU
countries, including Romania).

Romania is also a critical case
when talking about the demographic
predictions for 2050-2060 and for the
evolution of the older population. UN
(2019) estimates show that the percent-
age of persons above 60 years of age
will be the highest in Eastern Europe-
an countries. Romania will also have
the highest median age of any Europe-
an country and the population over 80
years of age will triple in Romania by
2050. Additionally, a large percentage
of the older population currently lives
in rural areas of Romania: more than
20% of the total population of Romania
is currently 60 years and approximately
and approximately 48% of them live in
rural areas (INS, 2017).

Since the Emergency State Pres-
idential Decree was first put into effect
in Romania on March 16, 2020 (and
subsequently extended until May 15,
2020), there have been several Military
Decrees issued. These Military Decrees
have addressed various restrictions
(largely related to mobility) on the gen-
eral population and on specific popula-
tion categories, mainly older persons.
Romania invoked the 15" Amendment
of the European Convention of Human
Rights for emergency situations such as
the COVID-19 pandemic. This amend-
ment allows for exemptions from broad
categories of human rights (e.g., the
right to privacy and intimacy). Older
people became the main target of the

Romanian government’s plans for iso-
lation. At the beginning, elders were
not allowed to leave their houses; then
they were allowed to go out exclusively
to shop for food and medicine, but only
for two hours per day; finally, there was
an extension of the time period they
could shop for basic goods.

Opportunities and limitations
for digital media use by older
people

First level of the digital divide:
access and use

In 2016, when the ACT project started,
official statistics (INS, 2016) showed
that 60% of the 16 to 74 years of age
population were Internet users in Ro-
mania, whereas the EU mean was 82%
for the same year. Data regarding the
older population and the use of Internet
were scarce. There were estimates that
between 25% and 30% of the people 60
years and over would have used the In-
ternet in Romania. The difficulty in esti-
mating the number of Internet users 60
years and older came from the way data
were recorded: either there were data re-
garding the population 55 to 74 years of
age or from 65 to 74 years of age. More-
over, data on people above 74 years of
age were and still are scarce. All data in-
dicated a gap of 15% to 20% between the
whole population of Internet users in
Romania and older users. This gap was
maintained into 2018, when the percent
of Romanian Internet users increased by
11%, one of the largest increases among
the countries in the European Union.

Table 1 shows the distribution of
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Table 1. Older Internet users by age group and gender (ACT project wave 1/2016; wave
2/2018), compare with the total population of older adults in Romania (%)

Women, ACT study Men, ACT study Total, ACT study Total population 60+ (INS,
group
Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 1 Wave 2 | Woman Men Total
60-69 41.9 36.7 39.1 35.2 81.0 54.6 25.5 25.1 51.3
70-79 7.1 11.0 7.6 11.2 14.8 40.9 15.5 14.2 30.3
80+ 1.7 2.5 2.6 34 4.3 4.5 11.0 8.7 18.4
Total 50.7 50.2 49.3 49.8 100 100 52 48 100

Note: N wave 1 (November- December 2016) =800; N wave 2 (November 2018) = 608. The popu-
lation of people over 60 in Romania (January 2018) = 5.6 million (25.4% of the total population)

older Internet users in December 2016
by age and gender (wave 1) and fol-
lows this sample two years later in 2018
(wave 2). These data show evidence of
the dynamics of the first level of the
digital divide (access and use), and the
way this gap is bridged by the natural
process of aging: younger people are
aging, and they would then fill the gap
between digital users and non-users.
Also, when moving from the first wave
to the second wave, Internet use has
changed for the older adults in the ACT
longitudinal study (Table 2). The on-
line behavior of older adults has slightly
changed between the two waves. The
most prominent uses of the Internet,
consistently between waves, are getting
news, writing email, using social media
and chat programs, and accessing web-
sites related to one’s hobbies. Duration
of use for each listed activity, however,
decreased between waves. Therefore,
the assumption is that more study par-
ticipants are engaging in more diverse
activities on the Internet, but spending

less time doing so. The was an increase
in the reported rates of use of all type
of Internet activities, most visibly in the
case of using chat programs and web-
sites that concern one’s hobbies. Pre-
sumably, such a dynamic has continued
in 2019 through the current time and
created some opportunities for online
activities of older adults using the In-
ternet, as opposed to non-users.

The data raise some important
questions about the way the first digi-
tal gap could be reduced for the oldest-
old population. In the context of the
COVID pandemic, people 80 years of
age and older would have faced serious
difficulties in handling the lockdown in
their homes, as only a small percentage
of them used the Internet (see Table 1).
Note that for this age category, women
may face particular vulnerabilities as they
outnumber men (the difference in life
expectancy in Romania between women
and men is 6 years [INS, 2017]), and they
use the Internet to a lesser extent.
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Table 2. The use of Internet by older adults from the ACT longitudinal study (Wave 1/2016

versus Wave 2/2018)
Time spent

Total (%
Activity (%) (hh:mm)

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wavel | Wave2
Getting news 30.8 41.0 0:49 0:44
Writing and reading e-mails 31.4 36.0 0:27 0:22
Downloading music, films, or 5.4 6.4 0:54 0:32
podcasts
Playing computer games online 14.1 12.7 1:12 1:02
Using social network sites (Face- ) )
book, LinkedIn) 33.8 33.7 1:09 0:44
Using chat programs (Skype, ) .
WhatsApp) 16.4 24.0 0:33 0:28
Reading entries at debate sites, 13.0 13.7 0:41 0:25
blogs
Writing entries at debate sites, 53 75 0:31 0:19
blogs
Online §hopp1ng, banking, travel 24 48 0:30 0:15
reservations
Usmg websites concerning my 3.1 29.9 0:44 0:24
interests or hobbies

Note. N (Waves 1 and 2): 608. Average time excluding outliers, calculated for those who used the

medium the previous day

When comparing the structure
of the ACT longitudinal survey sample
and the total population of older adults
on other variables (level of education,
income, and residential area), we find
new evidence for the first level of the
digital divide among older adults (Ta-
ble 3). We use data from the second
wave because it is a panel sample and
the differences in the respondents’ edu-
cational, income, and residential status
from the first wave (2016) to the second
wave (2018) were small. The data show
that the older Internet users are more
educated than the general older popu-
lation: the percentage of older Internet
users having a tertiary (i.e., graduated

from college) education was 44.6%,
whereas at the general level only 8.3%
of the total population of older adults
had tertiary education. The same pat-
tern is found when we look at income
and residential area of older Internet
users versus the general older popu-
lation: older Internet users tend to be
found more in the “above the average”
income category (20.4% compared with
only 9.1% in the general older popula-
tion), and the majority of them live in
urban settings (only 16% of older Inter-
net users living in rural areas, whereas
48.2% of the total population 60 years
and above resides in rural settings).
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Table 3. Older Internet users by level of education, income, and residential area (ACT
wave 2/2018), compared with the total population of older adults in Romania

(%)
Education level * ACT study,  Total popula-
wave 2/ 2018 tion 60+
(INS, 2018)
Primary or less (up to 8-9 years of education) 6.9 35.9
Secondary (between 10 and 14 years of education)  47.0 55.8
Tertiary (15 years of education or more) 44.6 8.3
Income level ®
Above the average (A lot above + Slightly above) 20.4 9.1
Similar to the average 11.3 ®23.2
Below the average (A lot below + Slightly below) 59.9 67.7
Residency area
Urban 81.4 51.7
Urban - a big city and suburbs 43.9
Urban a town or a small city 37.5
Rural -a country village, a farm, a house in the 16.0 48.2

countryside

*The only available data on the level of education at the national level were for the population 55 to
74 years of age and we include these data in the table

®70% of median equivalized income (adjusted for household size and composition) has been used

to estimate the average income

In the case of older people, the
first level of the digital divide replicates
classic inequalities, maybe to a great-
er extent than in the case of other age
categories. Internet users compared
to non-users are more educated, more
economically resourceful, and they live
more often in urban settings. In other
words, the digital vulnerabilities of the
two groups (users and non-users) in
the time of the COVID-19 pandemic
and lockdown might have been differ-
ent and corresponded to the differences
between the socio-economic status of
the older adults with those having low-

er socio-economic status being more at
risk of being excluded from the benefits
of Internet use.

Second and third levels of the
digital divide: converting skills
to outcomes

In the longitudinal study, older Inter-
net users had to choose, in both waves,
among 20 different functions they nor-
mally use on their mobile phone (as the
majority of them had a mobile phone
and this was the most commonly used
communication technology device). Al-
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though such an approach assesses digi-
tal skills only at the general level, it has
been previously used in comparative
cross-national research (for example by
Eurostat, 2019). The results showed that
older people from Romania who were
using the Internet in 2016 did not di-
versify their digital skills (as measured
by the number of applications they used
on their mobile phone) between 2016
and 2018. We conclude that the dynam-
ics of crossing the digital gap in terms
of skills is much slower. However, some
changes have been recorded in the use
of the mobile phone functions: the per-
centage of users using phones to take
photos has nearly doubled from 2016 to
2018 (from 26.8% of the total respon-
dents in 2016 to 46.7% in 2018). Also,
between the two waves, the percent-
age of users sending SMSs has more
than tripled (from 20.3% of the total
respondents in 2016 to 66.9% in 2018).
Presumably in the process of learning
new digital technologies acquiring new
skills, some Internet based applications
are more appealing to older people than
others.

In the ACT longitudinal study,
older adults were asked to describe the
type of media they use by presenting
situations that might be common in
everyday life, such as notifying an ac-

quaintance about changes to a party or
a dinner to asking for help when sick
with the flu. Here, we consider that such
questions could be indicators of the way
people convert skills to outputs. We se-
lect three such situations—retrieving
factual information about an issue,
helping with home chores, and asking
for help when sick with the flu—which
could be relevant in the context of the
COVID pandemic and lockdown. Data
are presented in Tables 4-6.

When analyzing the situation in
which someone needs “to retrieve fac-
tual information about an issue” (Table
4), the data show a shift from “calling
somebody” (a decrease from 452 %
to 30.9% between the two waves) to
“look it up via Google” (100% of the
respondents chose this option in 2018
compared to 45.6% in 2016). Interest-
ing also is the finding that older people
did not use social network sites (the
percentages of those who chose this op-
tion decreased from 5% to 1.5% from
2016 to 2018). There is evidence that
people have managed to improve their
abilities to convert their digital skills to
outcomes in different situations. Also,
when converting digital skills to out-
comes, there might be preferences for
the use of different media that could be
specific for this age group.
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Table 4. Most likely actions taken to retrieve factual information about an issue * (%) —

ACT longitudinal study

Retrieving factual

Actions ® information
Wave 1 Wave 2

Send text, voice or video message via mobile phone to someone
who is likely to have this information 6.7 32
Call someone who is likely to have this information 452 30.9
Send an email to someone who is likely to have this information 2.1 1.0
Use social network sites (Facebook, LinkedIn) 4.9 1.5
Use a computer-based chat program (Skype) 1.6 0.0
Look it up in a printed encyclopedia 9.7 6.6
Look it up via Google or other search engines 45.6 100
Look it up at a specific website (Wikipedia) 15.1 7.2
Don’t know 10.4 3.6

Note. N (Waves 1 and 2) = 608. * Respondents had to select three options. ® Non-exclusive categories.

Table 5. Most likely actions taken to ask for help with home chores * (%) — ACT longitu-

dinal study
Asking for help
L with home

Actions chores

Wave 2¢
Send text, voice or video message via mobile phone to someone

- . 3.1

who is likely to give help
Call someone who is likely to give help 67.8
Send an email to someone who is likely to give help 0.5
Use a computer-based chat program (Skype) 0.3
Meet someone who is likely to give help 15.1
Use social network sites (Facebook) 0.2
Check websites 5.6
Other 11.3
Don’t know 6.4

Note. N (Waves 1 and 2) = 608. * Respondents had to select three options. ® Non-exclusive catego-

ries. ¢Question not asked in Wave 1.

145



Journal of Elder Policy

Table 6. Most likely actions taken to ask for help when sick with the flu*(%) - ACT lon-

gitudinal study
Asking for help
when sick with
Actions® the flu
Wave 2¢
Send messages (text or video) via mobile phone to 56
friends or family '
Call friends or family on the phone 71.7
Chat online via a computer with friends or family
0.3
(Skype)
Write emails to friends or family 0.2
Meet friends or family 3.9
Use social network sites (Facebook) 0.0
Other 12.2
Don't know 7.3

Note. N (Waves 1 and 2) = 608. * Respondents had to select three options. ® Non-exclusive catego-

ries. °Question not asked in Wave 1

The question regarding “asking
for help with home chores” (see Table 5)
appeared only in the second wave in the
ACT study. Still, the findings are partic-
ularly relevant for understanding how
older Internet users from Romania pro-
ceeded with doing home chores during
the lockdown. We notice the fact that
almost 68% will “call somebody who
is likely to give help.” A relatively small
percentage of people (5.6%) would have
used websites asking for help with the
home chores, whereas 15% would meet
someone for the same reason. The same
pattern appears when people had to
choose which media to use to “ask for
help when sick with the flu” This situa-
tion was also not mentioned in the first
wave, but it is relevant when talking

about the COVID pandemic. Again,
most of the older Internet users (71.7%)
would choose to “call friends of family
on the phone,” whereas sending a mes-
sage via the phone was chosen by only
5.6% of the participants. Interesting also
is the fact that 12.2% of the participants
would prefer other options, such as “go-
ing to the doctor” or “asking a pharma-
cist,” but none of the choices involved
using digital communication means.

“Asking for help” situations (in
the case of chores and illness) is mostly
associated by older persons with “calling
family and friends” or meeting someone
in person. Those who did not have fam-
ily and friends in close proximity to help
would have encountered serious diffi-
culties during the COVID-19 lockdown.

146



Older Adults and the Digital Divide in Romania: Implications for the COVID-19 Pandemic

Discussion

r'- I .'1he current study explores the
digital opportunities and limita-
tions older people from Roma-

nia would have encountered during the
COVID-19 pandemic, especially in the
context in which many everyday activi-
ties have been recommended to be per-
formed online. We used the theoretical
framework of the digital divide suggest-
ed by Van Dijk (2006; 2012; 2020) and
distinguished between the first level of
the digital divide (access and use) and
the second and third levels of the dig-
ital divide: types of use and the ability
to convert digital skills to outcomes. We
present data from a unique cross-na-
tional and longitudinal study on the
new media use of older adults (60 years
of age and older) already conducted in
two waves (2016 and 2018). In the Ro-
manian case, the initial sample consist-
ed of older adults, it was representative
at the national level, and we selected
those who declared that they have ac-
cess and use Internet at least once per
week.

We asked in the beginning how
digital inequalities shape the lives of
older people in Romania. Our data sup-
port the idea that the digital divide rein-
forces classic inequalities by providing
opportunities for users who are medi-
um to highly educated, below 80 years
of age, have above average economic re-
sources, and live in urban areas. In con-
trast, the oldest-old populations who
live in rural areas, and who have low
levels of education are the most vulner-
able because they lag in in digital use.
Regarding the first research question,

our analysis shows the fact that, when
facing COVID pandemics, some older
people could have found opportuni-
ties in their relatively diverse Internet
behaviors, whereas others would have
faced serious difficulties to go on with
the daily life activities. Older adults, al-
ready skilled and more sophisticated in
their online behaviors (usually younger,
connected with the labor market, with
medium to high socio-economic status,
living in urban areas) probably would
have found opportunities during pan-
demics to learn and acquire new digi-
tal skills. In contrast, for non-users and
those with basic Internet skills (older,
from rural areas, with lower education
and economic status), the COVID pan-
demic would have accentuated the risks
for social exclusion.

We presented the Romanian case
as a typical case of what might hap-
pen with older adults in the context of
a pandemic from the point of view of
digital opportunities and limitations.
We believe that similar situations could
be found in other developing countries,
and not only in Europe. Also, the case
study presented here shows that al-
though the first level of the digital divide
is expected to diminish with the ubiqui-
tous digital connectivity, some catego-
ries will experience risks of being left
out of the benefits of the spread of tech-
nology. The situation of the oldest-old
who have low levels of education and
low incomes and who might be con-
sidered to be “digital immigrants” may
be encountered in developed countries
as well. Current policies that aim to re-
duce the digital divide no longer target
access and use.
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Regarding the first research ques-
tion and the opportunities or limita-
tions older people could face in relation
to their digital skills, we found evidence
of the fact that the digital divide, at least
insofar older persons are concerned, is
a “moving concept.” In a relatively short
period of time (2016-2018), older peo-
ple tended to diversify their Internet
use by engaging in more activities. In
particular, chat programs and websites
for hobbies had the stronger ascendant
dynamics. As Internet activities be-
come more diverse, older people tend
to spend less time doing each of them.
It is worth exploring whether such In-
ternet behavior is shared by other age
categories. We lack comparative data on
other age categories to conclude wheth-
er this is a universal pattern or specific
to older adults.

Regarding the dynamics of peo-
ple’s skills, older people may become
familiar and use some applications (as
for example, taking photos or sending
SMSs) in a relative short time (as here,
between 2016-2018), whereas for oth-
er applications the percentage of users
could remain rather low or constant
over the same period of time. Further
investigations will clarify older peo-
ple’s interests and the mechanisms by
which they appropriate different digital
functions. In previous studies (Nimrod
& Ivan, 2019; Ivan & Hebblethwaite,
2016), when we have investigated pat-
terns of use and motivations by inter-
viewing older people from Romania, we
found that taking photos and uploading
and editing video materials were the
skills most older people would like to
acquire. When talking about improving

digital skills of older adults, policy mak-
ers and developers should take into ac-
count what skills older people are mo-
tivated to acquire and what skills they
might need in critical situations.

When trying to improve digi-
tal skills of older people, thus bridging
the digital gaps between different age
groups, we should not consider older
people as a homogeneous group. We
tend to represent them in a stereotypical
way, as laggards. Still, older Internet us-
ers, as the current study also shows, are
a group with relative heterogeneous dig-
ital skills and with decided preferences
for using some of the digital functions.

Limitations

We are aware of the fact that the data
presented here were collected prior to
the COVID-19 pandemic and therefore
our arguments regarding opportunities
and limitations older people might have
faced during the lockdown are rather
speculative and seriously limit the cur-
rent study. However, we conducted a
series of interviews with older people
during the lockdown period in Roma-
nia (March-April, 2020) and the pre-
liminary findings (Ivan & Mandache,
submitted) suggest that older people
did not diversify their online behaviors
during the pandemics, but only inten-
sified their already existing skills. Also,
the ACT longitudinal study has just fin-
ished the data collection for the third
wave (November-December, 2020), and
we will be able to analyze the potential
changes in the Internet behavior of our
sample as compared to the second wave
(prior to the COVID-19 pandemic).
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Further developments

Currently, the digital divide is discussed
more in relation to people’s abilities to
convert skills to outputs in various do-
mains from daily interactions to pub-
lic participation. In the current study,
we explored older people’s digital op-
portunities in connection with the
COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown.
We conclude that when it comes to
“retrieve factual information about an
issue,” a large majority of older people
who were using the Internet consulted
Google, although “calling someone”
was also a largely used alternative. How-
ever, when it comes to asking for help
in the case of chores and illness, “calling
family and friends” or meeting people
were the preferred ways of acting. It
will be interesting to discover if these
behaviors change after the COVID-19
lockdown ends. In fact, data collection
for the third wave of the ACT longitu-
dinal study is scheduled for November
- December 2020, and it will capture
potential changes in how older adults
use the Internet and how their media
preferences may have changed during
this period of time.

Nevertheless, the current study
draws attention to some aspects that
need to be improved in the future if we
aim to understand older people’s digital
behavior and needs. We lack the data to
understand digital preferences of older
people, particularly the oldest-old. We
agree with Maria Sourbati (2019) that
older people—non-users, people over
74, and particularly people over 80 - are
simply invisible in data regarding pub-
lic policies. We have encountered diffi-

culties in obtaining data at the national
level from the National Institute of Sta-
tistics regarding the classic socio-de-
mographic variables for the older pop-
ulation (60 years of age and older). Even
when other sources were consulted, as
for example the Eurostat data base, it
was difficult to retrieve data about peo-
ple older than 74 years. In addition,
data regarding people 80 years and
above, including their online behavior
are scarce. We urge that there be greater
data inclusiveness and share the point
of view formulated in the new Manifes-
to for Digital Inclusion (Micklethwaite,
2020)—the need to bridge the different
digital gaps and to create digital inclu-
siveness is connected to having more
reliable data about digital behaviors of
older people, especially about those be-
ing most at risk of exclusion.

Policy recommendations

he analysis presented here sug-

gests the fact that differences in

the digital skills are a source of
inequalities between different catego-
ries of older users and lie at the inter-
section of the classic inequalities with
socio-economic and residential status
as key factors. The article illustrates that
it is not necessarily a matter of age, but a
matter of opportunity to develop a dig-
ital sophistication which is more and
more required in societies nowadays.
Consequently, we suggest some policy
recommendations which we believe do
not apply only to the Romanian context

First, the role of community cen-
ters where older people could gather af-
ter retirement and acquire new digital
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skills could be accentuated. Such cen-
ters were mostly active in large urban
settings, whereas the need for commu-
nity gathering places is higher in iso-
lated rural areas. The COVID-19 pan-
demic almost closed the few existing
community centers, as they were not
digitalized, leaving older adults outside
of the community support.

Second, our previous studies
with involving older adults revealed the
importance of university courses for
older adults, short-term courses, and
courses addressing digital skills that
older people might need in daily life.
There is only one university in Romania
offering courses for older adults, with
no focus on digital literacy in particular.
Still such examples, presented rather as
exceptions, could attract more attention
from policy makers, at least after the
experience we had with the COVID-19
pandemic.

Nevertheless, policy makers
should address categories of older peo-
ple facing higher risks of social exclu-
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