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In this chapter, we propose a reflection on the challenges that doing social 
science research on ageing and digital technologies may pose in terms of 
age-related stereotypes that researchers risk to perpetuate and reinforce. To 
this aim, we draw on three pieces of research that the authors carried out 
in Italy, based on digital methods, social experiments and online methods. 
These methods are currently widely employed in the social sciences (Sal-
ganik, 2018) but less used in social science research on ageing (Peine & 
Neven, 2021).

As Iversen and Wilinska argue:

The creation of academic knowledge, such as media institutions, texts 
and technologies, makes age and ageing socially visible as well as rel-
evant and important to the ways in which we perceive ourselves, others 
and the social reality in which we live. By extension, old age is some-
thing that is done, and this doing involves the processes of categoris-
ing, organising and ranking according to socially and culturally defined 
imaginaries.

(Iversen & Wilinska, 2020, p. 124)

The literature highlights that studies that claim to reject stereotypical repre-
sentations of older digital technology users as intrinsically deficient (Rosales 
& Fernández-Ardèvol, 2020) often tend to: a) exclude some of them –  
usually, the oldest-old, who are assumed to be lacking the digital skills needed 
to take part in the study (Howlett, 2021; Swift et al., 2018) and b) represent 
them as “endowed with a partial agency” in using digital media (Caliandro 
et al., 2021, p. 54).

As a matter of fact, based on the available statistics, older adults can 
be classified as less active users. The fact that their use of digital media is 
limited – in terms of time and variety of tools – when compared to other 
age groups is often linked to a series of “negative” characteristics. Specifi-
cally, they tend to be defined as less interested in digital technologies, less 
prone to learn technology-related skills, and, as mentioned above, less able 
to exercise their agency (Millward, 2003). However, as highlighted by Loos 
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et al. (2012), the centrality of digital media does not depend on the inten-
sity of the use but on the relevance and meaning that the users attribute to 
these tools. When older people become digital technologies users, they can 
be “active users” (Vincent, 2023, in this volume): they use digital technolo-
gies for fulfilling personal tasks and reaching personal goals (Marston et al., 
2020), attribute certain meanings to the use of digital media (Taipale &  
Farinosi, 2018), and contribute to the construction of specific digital cultures  
(Comunello et al., 2020).

The fact that social research on ageing and digital technologies risks re-
producing standard stereotypes on older technology users can be linked to 
the assumptions that inform the research process. First, how age is concep-
tualised, which is reflected in the methodological choices we make (e.g., age 
groups to be included in the study, language used in the interview outline, 
etc.) – and even more to the degree of researchers’ reflexivity about age im-
ages and categorisations (Iversen & Wilinska, 2020). As Fernández-Ardèvol 
et al. (2019) stress, to confront the age “difference” in a positive way, it is 
important to make the assumptions at the base of our works explicit and 
critically discuss them throughout every stage of the study.

How scholars studying stereotypes risk reproducing and reinforcing these 
processes is a matter discussed in the literature (Cecchini, 2019; Chenail, 
2011; Troyna & Carrington, 2005). Nonetheless, in our opinion, a specific 
debate around the reproduction of ageing stereotypes is very much needed. 
Moreover, considerations on how to handle, in practice, these risks are still 
lacking (Cecchini, 2019). Therefore, in this chapter, we wish to contribute 
to kick-starting a discussion about the risks of ageism against older adults 
in social science research practice on ageing and digital technologies and  
to provide researchers with some practical suggestions on how to cope  
with them.

Context, objectives and methods

As previously mentioned, our reflection draws upon three empirical studies 
carried out in Italy. Specifically, we present three pieces of research devel-
oped within the project Aging in a Networked Society: Older People, Social 
Networks and Well-being (https://ageingsocieties.unimib.it/) (2018–2020), 
funded by Fondazione Cariplo. Overall, the project was aimed at investigat-
ing the impact of offline (traditional and face-to-face social networks) and 
online social networks (social relationships developed using social network-
ing sites (SNS)) on older adults’ well-being, as well as at exploring the role 
of smartphone and SNS use on older adults’ social inclusion and intergen-
erational relationships, in Italy. Italy represents an interesting and relevant 
context in which to observe the relationship between older adults and dig-
ital technologies – and thus reflect on the methodological challenges that 
may arise when studying these topics. In fact, not only is Italy one of the  
European countries with the highest percentage of people aged 55+ in the 
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total population (Eurostat, 2020), but also older adults living in Italy show 
lower percentages of Internet and social media use when compared to their 
European peers (Sala & Gaia, 2019).

The first study – the AUSER (Associazione per l’invecchiamento attivo) 
study (the study was named after AUSER, the major Italian association 
for the promotion of active ageing, whose volunteers were involved as 
participants; https://www.auser.it/) – employed smartphone-based digital 
methods with the aim of understanding the role of smartphones (and espe-
cially of social media used via smartphone) in older people’s everyday life, 
as well as the way in which such devices shape their social relationships 
(Caliandro et al., 2021). Specifically, the AUSER study aimed at explor-
ing the forms of sociality with peers and family members older adults 
put in place through smartphones in their everyday life, as well as the 
meanings they articulate around smartphone-mediated forms of sociality. 
To meet the study’s aims, the researchers installed on the smartphones 
of 30 volunteers aged 62–76 an ad hoc app, RescueTime (https://www.
rescuetime.com/), to “observe” and measure their daily patterns of use. 
The app remained installed on the participants’ phones for one month 
(24/01/2019–24/02/2019). Then, to understand the motives behind the 
use of a given app/website, as well as to gain a broad understanding of 
the socio-cultural practices the participants developed around their smart-
phones in everyday life, 3 focus groups and 20 semi-structured interviews 
were conducted.

The second study – The Aging in a Networked Society-Social Experiment 
(ANS-SE) – was a randomised controlled trial conducted on older adults 
residing in Abbiategrasso, a town located in the Milan area, aimed at as-
sessing the short and long-term impact of SNS use on older adults’ loneli-
ness and social isolation. The experiment was structured into one treatment 
group and two control groups; the intervention consisted of participation 
in a training course on SNS use (treatment group) or on lifestyle and brain 
functioning education (active control group). The inactive control group 
was constituted of a waiting list. The study was constituted by two stages, 
i.e., the baseline and the follow-up (see Zaccaria et al. (2020) for details on 
the study protocol).

The third study is the Italian Longitudinal Study on Older People’s Quality 
of Life during the COVID-19 pandemic (ILQA-19): a qualitative case study, 
with a longitudinal design, conducted on older adults through online quali-
tative interviews. It involved a cluster of ten villages in Northern Italy that 
experienced the first lockdown in Europe. ILQA-19 investigated the social 
consequences of the pandemic on older adults’ everyday life, focusing on the 
resources employed to face social distancing measures and the role played 
that ICT use plays within this process. This study, carried out fully remotely 
and ongoing at the moment of writing, was conducted on a panel of 40 older 
adults – a purposive sample heterogeneous in terms of age (65–80 years old), 

https://www.auser.it
https://www.rescuetime.com
https://www.rescuetime.com


Contrasting ageism in research on older adults and digital technologies 251

gender, social background and ICT skills. Wave 1 started in spring 2020, 
while wave three is currently fielded.

(Methodological) lessons learned

We will now give more details about the characteristics of the methods em-
ployed in the three studies and discuss, for each of them, the challenges en-
countered in our work – in terms of reproduction of ageist biases against 
older people – and how we handled them.

The AUSER study

The AUSER study employed smartphone-based digital methods and, more 
specifically, tracking techniques. Tracking techniques are increasingly em-
ployed in social research insofar as they allow to study people’s digital prac-
tices in (nearly) real-time, within the natural environment in which they 
occur, and with an exceptional degree of granularity (Bouwman et al., 2013). 
By installing an ad hoc app or software on participants’ digital devices, it 
is possible to directly observe and keep track of a wide variety of (key) 
digital practices, such as patterns of smartphone use, browsing behaviours, 
clicking behaviours, and styles of navigation within websites, etc. (Aipper-
spach et al., 2006). In particular, apps/software for device tracking have 
demonstrated to be particularly helpful and popular in social research on 
smartphone use (Stier et al., 2020). As a matter of fact, studying patterns of 
smartphone use through tracking techniques brings along several methodo-
logical advantages. Specifically, it allows the researcher to (a) observe social 
actors’ everyday digital practices which would be otherwise unobservable 
(e.g., the number of times a person accesses a smartphone in a day); (b) get 
very granular data that would not be possible to obtain through analogue 
methods (e.g., number of seconds a user spends on a given smartphone app 
each time they access it); (c) overcome the measurement errors occurring 
when measuring everyday digital practices with analogue methods, such as 
questionnaires or self-tracking sheets (Boase & Ling, 2013) (e.g., it is very 
unlikely that the interviewees would remember exactly the amount of time 
spent on their smartphone over a week and/or the number of apps daily 
accessed).

Tracking techniques fall in the broader epistemological framework of 
digital methods (Audy Martínek et al., 2022). Digital methods consist of the 
“deployment of online tools and data for the purposes of social and medium 
research. More specifically, they derive from online methods, or methods of 
the medium, which are reimagined and repurposed for research” (Rogers, 
2017, p. 75). The digital methods paradigm is premised on the principle of 
follow the medium, that is, to take advantage of the natively digital meth-
ods that digital environments (e.g., search engines employ to gather, order, 
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organise, rank, and rate digital data – as with APIs, algorithms, links, likes or 
hashtags (Rogers, 2019).

The use of tracking devices is also gaining traction within digital research 
on older adults and digital media. For example, exploiting the functionali-
ties of ad hoc tracking devices, Rosales and Fernández-Ardèvol (2019) sys-
tematically investigated everyday habits of 238 Spanish smartphone users  
aged 20–76, highlighting different patterns of use within different age cohorts.

With specific reference to this field of research, we believe that drawing 
exclusively on the principle of “following the medium” carries some risks of 
ageism against older adults. Let us imagine that after tracking the smartphone 
of an older participant for a week, we find out that for most of the time they 
used only WhatsApp. This mere quantitative datum compels us to make as-
sumptions and speculations. Two kinds of assumptions can be made based 
on common sense or on literature. If we reason through the lens of common 
sense, it would be easy to jump to the conclusion that such excessive use of 
WhatsApp is linked to a lack of digital skills – preventing older users from 
taking advantage of all functions offered by the device. On the other hand, if 
we look exclusively at the literature, we could be tempted to think that the 
participant used WhatsApp (and so the smartphone) to stay in touch with 
some younger relatives from which they can get help and support (Doyle & 
Goldingay, 2012). Not to mention that focusing exclusively on quantitative 
data leads researchers to overlook exploring the cultural dimension of smart-
phone practices, which is crucial when studying the use of digital technology 
in everyday life (Madianou & Miller, 2013).

To prevent the risk of reproducing stereotypes on older technology us-
ers, in the AUSER study, we decided to combine digital methods (tracking 
techniques) with qualitative methods, i.e., focus groups and qualitative in-
terviews (Caliandro & Gandini, 2017). More specifically, instead of follow-
ing the medium only, we decided to follow the users, too (Caliandro, 2018,  
p. 55). Speaking in more practical terms, to “follow the users”, methodologi-
cally, means: (a) making the users your co-researcher; (b) paying attention 
to users’ practical usage of digital technologies in everyday life; (c) paying 
attention to the systems of meanings users attach to digital technologies;  
(d) define with the users the ethical boundaries of your digital research 
(Caliandro, 2021). Let us explain this in detail.

Rescue Time – which, as mentioned before, we installed on the smart-
phones of 30 volunteers –retrieved many rich and valuable data, such as the 
whole list of apps/websites participants accessed every day and the exact 
amount of time they spent on them. However, analysing these data would not 
allow us to know the exact motives behind the use of a given app/website, nor 
to obtain a broad understanding of the socio-cultural practices participants 
developed around their smartphones in everyday life. To fill this gap, we took 
advantage of qualitative research techniques: focus group and face-to-face 
interview. Through focus groups, we gained an understanding of our dataset, 
which would have been impossible to get otherwise. For example, through 
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Rescue Time, we noticed a dramatic drop in smartphone activities during the 
weekends. We brought up this odd result in one of the focus groups, as well 
as in some face-to-face interviews and the conundrum was immediately clari-
fied by participants. They explained to us that during the weekends, they are 
usually more engaged in “real life activities” (e.g., relaxing in front of the TV 
or hanging out with friends/relatives) and so, physiologically, they have less 
time to spend on their smartphones. Qualitative methods were also useful to 
set the ethical boundaries of our research. Given the invasiveness of Rescue 
Time, we were worried about the (legitimate) privacy concerns participants 
harboured about the research. Surprisingly, during the focus groups, partici-
pants admitted not being so worried about privacy issues. Instead, they had 
many “technical” matters they wanted to discuss with us. For example, they 
wanted to be reassured that the app would have not consumed their data 
and/or battery – (something that Rescue Time does not do). This “incident” 
taught us a valuable lesson about our own (ageist) conceptions of older tech-
nology users. In fact, when we started the research, we did not consider shar-
ing such technical details with participants because we presumed they would 
not be interested in them.

In conclusion, this research experience helped us reflect on the fact that, 
as social researchers, we must be the first ones to make an effort to overcome 
the image of older users as tech illiterates. In doing so, we could concretely 
contribute to contrasting the rhetoric of compassionate ageism (Binstock, 
2010) that tends to be still prevalent when discussing older adults and ICTs.

The ANS-SE study

The ANS-SE study was a randomised controlled trial. Experimental research 
draws its origin from the scientific method and lies at the heart of the so-
called positivistic approach. Experiments can be defined as “ways of assess-
ing causal relationships, by randomly allocating ‘subjects’ to two groups and 
then comparing one (the ‘control group’) in which no changes are made, with 
the other (the ‘test group’) who is subjected to some manipulation or stimu-
lus” (Payne & Payne, 2004, p. 85). Social experiments are characterised by 
three main elements (Lewis-Beck et al., 2004, p. 2): (a) manipulation of the 
amount (as in the case of quantitative independent variables) or the level of 
the independent variable (as in the case of qualitative independent variables); 
(b) control of nuisance (or confounding) variables using random selection 
and random assignment of subjects into treatment conditions; and (c) care-
ful recording or observation of the change in the dependent variable. We can 
distinguish between different types of experiments and experimental designs 
(see, e.g., Coleman, 2018). The ANS-SE study is a field experiment.

Despite the limited role that experimental research attributes to study par-
ticipants (often considered as passive research subjects), there are examples of 
innovative research methods that use experimental research in combination 
with other qualitative methods (e.g., Harrits & Møller, 2021; Levy Paluck, 
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2010; Prowse & Camfield, 2013; Steils, 2021). These new approaches to 
experimental research implicitly recognise the relevance of study participants 
as active actors of the research process. However, for a number of reasons, 
older adults are still often underrepresented/excluded from these studies, with 
many published articles reporting unjustified upper age limits when designing 
clinical trials (Bloch & Charasz, 2014; Van Spall et al., 2007). Indeed, some 
argue that older age is often associated with non-response (e.g., Golomb 
et al., 2012; Herzog & Rodgers, 1988). Even when researchers involve older 
adults in their studies, they continue to passively engage with them, often 
only requiring advice or feedback in the early or later phases of the study 
(Merkel & Kucharski, 2019). Grigorovich et al. (2021) have recently called 
for gerontechnology research to adopt study designs and guarantee a partici-
patory engagement of older people.

In the ANS-SE study, when recruiting participants, implementing the ex-
periment, and evaluating the findings, we drew on considerations and guide-
lines entailing older adults’ involvement in research, with a specific focus 
on best practices concerning ageing research on technology use (e.g., Man-
nheim et al., 2019; Poli et al., 2021). At the recruitment stage, older adults 
are often excluded for two main reasons, i.e., age and lack of digital skills. 
On the one hand, the oldest-old (aged 80 and over) are often considered 
as a homogenous population with frail health, cognitive problems, and less 
motivation, being therefore very likely to refuse (or interrupt) taking part in 
experimental research (Cuddy et al., 2005; Swift et al., 2018). On the other 
hand, poor digital skills may represent a technology-driven barrier to par-
ticipation because of study design requirements (e.g., technologically savvy 
participants (Poli et al., 2021). In adopting an age-inclusive approach, the 
ANS-SE population was constituted of the oldest-old (i.e., individuals aged 
between 80 and 84), who were recruited from an ongoing population-based 
longitudinal study – i.e., the Brain Ageing in Abbiategrasso Study (InveCE.
Ab study) (Guaita et al., 2013). This strategy also allowed us to overcome the 
problems of external validity (e.g., selection bias) that arise when conducting 
research on convenience samples (Chen & Schulz, 2016). We also included 
in the study older adults with poor digital skills, who were provided with the 
training needed to effectively use the study devices (i.e., smartphones) before 
the start of the intervention. Thus, previous experience with technology use 
was not considered an inclusion criterion.

Also, the procedures developed for obtaining informed consent may dis-
courage older adults’ participation in research. Communicating the study 
objectives in a clear way or simplifying consent forms can facilitate consent 
procedures and increase understanding and participation (Dunn & Jeste, 
2001). In our experiment, we drafted the consent documents in plain Ital-
ian in collaboration with geriatricians and neuropsychologists and organised 
individual (telephone and face-to-face) meetings to provide further details on 
the experiment. This strategy proved to be effective in obtaining participants’ 
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signed consent forms. However, due to the lack of confidence in technology 
use, about 20% dropped out of the study, especially in the early stages of 
the intervention. Devoting more time to explaining to study participants the 
potential of smartphone use and the benefits derived from the study partici-
pation may have led to higher retention rates.

At the implementation stage, it is important to tailor the interventions 
according to older adults’ needs. Indeed, ignoring sensory decline in older 
age (e.g., in vision or hearing loss) can influence active participation in ex-
perimental activities and, eventually, can have a detrimental impact on the 
research findings. Therefore, study materials should be written using fonts, 
colours and sizes suitable for all participants, and background noises should 
be minimised to facilitate better understanding (Mannheim et al., 2019). 
The appearance and aesthetics of the devices/tools used while carrying out 
experiments are important too. Indeed, they can be symbols of frailty and, 
therefore, can be considered stigmatising, reducing the willingness to be 
involved in a study (Zwijsen et al., 2011). In the ANS-SE, we conducted 
all research activities (e.g., meetings, training activities, etc.) in a friendly 
environment, already familiar to the participants (because of the previous 
participation in the already mentioned InveCE.Ab study), with a sound 
amplification system and protected from noise sources. We also used an 
overhead projector with a large screen to accommodate the needs of study 
participants with poor eyesight and difficulties in reading written materials. 
To avoid using stigmatising devices, we provided participants in the treat-
ment group with a smartphone with a special design: despite having some 
simplified functions, its aesthetics was quite similar to that of the most com-
mon smartphones.

Another key aspect to consider when designing interventions in experi-
mental research on older adults is the provision of adequate training and 
tutoring because some participants may not be familiar with the devices and 
the tools used in the study. In our case, we organised supplementary classes 
on smartphone use (e.g., some participants had difficulties with the “touch” 
function) and specific telephone and in-person tutoring on smartphone and 
SNS use. Older adults’ high participation in tutoring classes may suggest 
that our introductory classes were not successful in meeting their training 
needs. Specifically, we should have dedicated more time to provide basic 
skills for using and maintaining smartphones (e.g., recharging or putting it 
on standby).

At the evaluation stage, including both study participants’ assessment and 
(quantitative) data analysis, many tools and tests to evaluate older adults’ 
well-being and performance are not “older adult friendly” (Ben-David et al., 
2018). Specifically, some tests can be very strenuous or have instructions 
that are difficult to understand; in some cases, verbal explanations may in-
clude age-related cues driven by ageist stereotypes (e.g., emphasising that 
a given test is in a simplified version to meet older adults’ specificities). At 
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the evaluation stage, we carefully designed our procedures to avoid age 
stereotypes activation. First, we measured participants’ performance us-
ing only validated international scales specifically suitable for older adults. 
Second, we designed the procedures to explain and administer the tests in 
collaboration with a team of geriatricians and neuropsychologists. Third, 
before starting the study, we tested all procedures with a handful of volun-
tary oldest-old not involved in the ANS-SE project. This served to finalise 
the administration methods and evaluate the time needed to complete the 
tests, to avoid participant cognitive and physical burden. When researching 
older adults, qualitative methods are also suitable, especially to investigate 
attitudes towards technologies. This approach has the potential to reduce 
interviewees’ stress if older participants have any memory impairment or 
difficulties in answering questions that involve particular skills (e.g., maths 
or logic). To overcome this problem, we designed pre-post evaluation pro-
cedures that also included some open questions to collect participants’ at-
titudes and expectations on SNS use. However, to better grasp participants’ 
attitudes towards technology and receive their feedback on the experiment, 
we could have designed a more balanced quantitative-qualitative assessment 
making the experiment more inclusive and participative. The choice of in-
cluding open-ended questions in the assessment needs to be balanced against 
costs and evaluations on the interview length and participants’ psychologi-
cal discomfort.

Adopting a participatory approach also means involving older partici-
pants throughout the study duration, including its final stages, i.e., reporting 
and disseminating the results, to avoid a “hit and run” approach (Mannheim 
et al., 2019). This is especially the case when participation lasts over time, 
as in the case of our experiment, which covered two months. To involve 
study participants in the dissemination activities, we appointed a member of 
the research staff who informed the participants about important news and 
updates, interacting with them through Facebook or WhatsApp. In addition, 
we organised in-person meetings to present and discuss in plain Italian the 
main results; participants also had the opportunity to share their experiences 
in using technology with others. Furthermore, we disseminated the research 
findings through the local press, also available online, to reach participants 
unable to attend the meetings in person.

Finally, ethical issues play a key role in experimental research on older 
adults. First, researchers must guarantee study participants the possibility to 
leave the study at any time. In the case of media studies, an important issue 
concerns granting the possibility of being disconnected from the device (Van 
Hoof et al., 2018). In fact, if participants feel that their privacy is excessively 
violated, they may become too suspicious and decide to withdraw from the 
study. In the ANS-SE, all participants had the opportunity to choose when to 
keep their smartphone connected; in addition, we did not fix any minimum 
time threshold for SNS use (e.g., no minimum number of posts on Facebook 
or messages to be sent on WhatsApp).
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Furthermore, to guarantee access to the technology even after the formal 
end of the study, we offered participants the opportunity to keep their smart-
phones for free. To avoid the rise of digital inequalities, older participants in 
the two control groups could attend an SNS course.

The ILQA-19 study

The ILQA-19 study was based on online qualitative interviews (Hine, 2005). 
In these years, most qualitative studies have gradually pivoted to online forms 
of data collection, as social distancing measures due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic have limited traditional face-to-face research designs (Roberts et al., 
2021). Recent literature provided a series of best practices and innovative 
solutions to the limitations on qualitative methods of data collection caused 
by social distancing measures. Specifically, literature in the field of sociology 
of disasters and online synchronous interviewing addressed the ethical issues 
related to the choice of video-calling software, e.g., the challenges in terms of 
data security and informed consent (Dodds & Hess, 2020; Lobe et al., 2020; 
Roberts et al., 2021), the efforts needed to establish trust through remote in-
teractions, and the call for more ethically driven research to mitigate the trau-
matic experiences arisen from social distancing (Lawrence, 2022; Moran & 
Caetano, 2021). Some amendments to research designs have been discussed, 
e.g., innovative attempts to remote recruitment procedures (Kobakhidze 
et al., 2021) or flexible study timelines (Roberts et al., 2021) to meet research 
targets. Also, some scholars illustrated the limitations of online recruitment, 
especially concerning the risk of under-representation for social categories 
with low or no access to online technologies (Newman et al., 2021; Saberi, 
2020; Sy et al., 2020), but without any practical suggestion to overcome 
these difficulties.

Specifically, little is known about strategies to successfully engage older 
adults in online interviewing. Actually, research teams have often cut older 
adults out from their online interviews-based studies, with the explanation 
that they did not meet the digital skills required to participate (Dodds & 
Hess, 2020; Howlett, 2021). Despite the request for more empirical data on 
older adults’ experiences of the pandemic (Richardson et al., 2020), this ten-
dency was particularly evident in pandemic-related research, as some schol-
ars pointed out (Ng & Indran, 2022; Pentaris et al., 2020; Silva et al., 2021).

In the ILQA-19 study, we tried to address these very methodological 
gaps. When wave 1 of the study started in spring 2020, a widespread study 
advertising campaign was enacted among main community stakeholders: 
we informed local authorities, newspapers, and community leaders of the 
study and invited them to collaborate with the recruitment. This was part 
of the preliminary trust-building activities: while socially distancing, local 
gatekeepers could represent a guarantee for potential participants instead of 
in-person preliminary interactions with the research team. During the first 
contact with study participants, this common ground of trust was key when 
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convincing them to participate through video interviews: we had, in fact, to 
overcome some reluctances due to various reasons, such as different media 
ideologies (Gershon, 2010), e.g., personal preference for a normal telephone 
call, shyness, and/or auto-assessed low digital competences, so trust enabled 
a successful interviewer-interviewees interaction.

In our original research design, we fell prey to ageist misconceptions, lim-
iting the recruitment only to older people aged 65–75 in the belief that only 
the youngest old would be able and willing to participate in our online study. 
However, as the recruitment process started, some 75+ individuals called us 
expressing their will to participate in the study. To adapt to a heterogeneous 
population and make space for an extended age range, we implemented a 
non-invasive protocol to preliminary assess participants’ abilities and enable 
them to contribute regardless of their ICT skills (more details in Melis et al., 
2021a). In the interactions before the interviews, we investigated preferred 
devices and software and personal or external resources that they could ac-
tivate to prepare for the video interview, if necessary. The protocol had the 
emancipatory aim to allow our panel to experiment without a patronising 
approach, e.g., by selecting the platform they felt more confident with, asking 
a family member for specific assistance, and ultimately seeking technical help 
from the interviewer. We adapted to their preferences and intervened only if 
needed, allowing them to autonomously consider alternative solutions. We 
sent preliminary instructions in different formats depending on the prefer-
ence (e.g., via email, text message, etc.) and tailored interview reminders ac-
cordingly (e.g., through step-by-step instructions or a phone call right that 
guided through the video call). Right before the interview, the interviewer 
provided assistance in case of anxious participants or should any problem 
arise, assuming an emphatic role (Lo & Fan, 2021). During the interviews, 
only minor difficulties were experienced (mostly due to poor reception), and 
even the less ICT-savvy users were able to contribute to the study. By vir-
tue of the trustworthy relationship, study participants felt more confident in 
experimenting with ICTs even when not directly necessary for the research, 
i.e., by autonomously playing around to attend online dissemination activi-
ties or asking the interviewer for assistance to satisfy ICT-related curiosities. 
During wave 2, in spring 2021, they experimented even more, to the ex-
tent of nearly reversing traditional interviewer-interviewees power dynamics: 
as study participants experimented with ICT use practices to adapt to their 
daily habits (see also Melis et al., 2021b), we observed them while actively 
suggesting their preferred video-calling platforms, proposing alternatives or 
autonomously working out a solution in the case of technical difficulties (Me-
lis et al., 2022).

Finally, in our experience, two main elements are to be taken into consid-
eration when planning qualitative online research with older adults: tailored 
procedures and positive interaction between the research team and study 
participants. First, a flexible research design helps adapting to older adults’ 
different backgrounds in terms of ICT use practices, providing personalised 
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procedures before and during online video interviews. Second, dedicated ef-
forts to build participants’ trust are crucial in mitigating possible difficulties 
in online qualitative research. A positive interaction with study participants 
might also help negotiate and co-construct tailored procedures, enabling 
them to request eventual interventions that allow them to fully participate. 
All in all, these elements proved successful in our online research, helping us 
recruit a heterogeneous panel of older adults that felt at ease participating 
in a video interview and felt confident asking for technical assistance rather 
than withdrawing from participation.

Concluding remarks

To conclude, drawing on our research experience, we would like to propose 
some methodological suggestions that might be useful to the social researcher 
interested in studying ageing and digital technologies – but also digital tech-
nology use among different age groups – and avoiding reproducing standard 
age-related stereotypes. Despite the methods discussed in this chapter being 
very different, there are some commonalities that are worth highlighting. We 
identified three key aspects to be taken into account:

1 When starting a research project on ageing and digital technologies, the 
researchers shall discuss their own definition of the concept “older per-
son” to be sure not to exclude people from specific age groups and to 
take into account the profound differences among individuals classified 
as older adults. A reflection on the diversity that characterises the older 
adults group is not only crucial for guaranteeing an inclusive approach 
to the recruitment of participants but also to the preparation of research 
materials and the very collection of data – e.g., the implementation of tai-
lored procedures might enable the inclusion of different ICT users from a 
heterogeneity of age groups and take into account specific needs.

2 The research undertaken has also highlighted the importance of adopt-
ing a participatory approach: older participants need to be consulted at 
each stage of the research process to allow the discussion of the empirical 
procedures, the meanings that researchers attribute to the data collected, 
and the ethical boundaries of the research itself. Adopting a participatory 
approach often requires mixing quantitative and qualitative methods, to 
ensure taking into account participants’ digital media cultures and their 
own images of themselves as technology users.

3 Last, a flexible research design helps adapting to older adults’ differ-
ent backgrounds in terms of ICT use practices, providing personalised 
procedures.

As previously mentioned, our experience is based on research undertaken in 
Italy. This is a context in which trends in the ageing population and digital 
technology use make research on ageing and digital technologies particularly 
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relevant – and thus also a reflection on the risks of reproducing ageism against 
older adults while researching these topics. Nonetheless, in our opinion, the 
reflection developed and the suggestions provided might inspire a broader 
debate on what we would call “methodological ageism”, that is, the risk of 
reproducing and reinforcing, through our methodological choices, standard 
stereotypes on age and technology use. As far as ageism against older adults 
is concerned, acknowledging this risk is crucial to recognise older adults’ full 
agency in the use of digital technologies while doing social research. In fact, 
like any other social actor, older adults might use digital technology to fulfil 
specific tasks they confront during the contingency of everyday life. Similarly, 
they might not necessarily use digital devices simply to join social groups but 
instead to actively participate in their construction.
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