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Objective: To document the sociodemographic characteristics and online use patterns of older Australian Internet users as part of an exploratory study of the relationship between Internet communication and access to social capital in later life. Methods: A purposive sample of 154 Internet users aged 55 years or older and not employed full time completed an electronic survey about their social characteristics and patterns of Internet use. A subsample of 30 participated in follow-up in-depth interviews. Results: The majority of participants comprised married, home-owning, English-speaking women and men in good health. They made extensive use of the communication and information functions of the Internet to supplement and enhance their connections with friends and family and their engagement with wider social networks. Conclusion: Policy development should be informed by better understanding of the potential and limitations of the Internet as a tool for generating and sustaining social capital in old age. Key words: information and communications technologies, Internet research, social capital, social networks.



Introduction Social networks and support are known contributors to health in the general population and are of particular importance for older age groups. Recently, examination of the links between social connectedness and well-being has been given new direction through the concept of social capital, and its potential relevance as a theoretical tool for investigating the well-being of older people has been reviewed [1,2]. While debate about its definition and measurement continues, there is consensus that social capital refers broadly to the resources that emerge from one’s social ties and that social networks constitute its structural core [3]. The National Strategy for an Ageing Australia [4] identifies ‘understanding better the way social capital operates and benefits Australian communities’ as a priority for research and policy development. It emphasises the importance of older citizens’ positive ‘engagement in society’ through participation in networks and activities with friends, neighbours and local groups, while noting that social capital may be eroded by individual life events such as retirement, bereavement, housing relocation, illness, disability or caring responsibilities and by community level changes in Correspondence to: Associate Professor Cherry Russell, Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Sydney. Email: [email protected] 78



the character and resources of the neighbourhood. The latter, reflecting increased affluence, mobility and individualised lifestyles, increase vulnerability to isolation from social support and community participation by reducing the integrative function of locality-based networks [5]. However, the concept of ‘community’ itself is being re-thought as new information and communications technologies (ICTs) change our experience of social networks. Building on Webber’s notion of ‘community without propinquity’ [6], some researchers define community not in terms of locality, but as social networks of interpersonal ties that provide sociability, support, information, a sense of belonging and social identity [7]. Available evidence supports a positive view of the capacity for Internet communication to enhance social capital in ways that do not undermine and may in some cases strengthen local connections, although none of this work has had specific focus on older people [8–10]. In the gerontological literature, most interest in the role of ICTs has been directed towards the ‘digital divide’ between younger and older adults [11]. Use of computers and the Internet is highly stratified by age. Only 26% of persons aged 55–64 years and 9% older than 65 access the Internet, compared with 75% of 18- to 24-year olds [12]. The ‘issues of exclusion’ affecting older people on the ‘information superhighway’ [13,14] are seen to be age-related: compared to younger persons, older people have not had the same exposure (through education and work) to opportunities to develop familiarity with and competence in using ICTs and face a particular set of barriers to adopting them in later life such as anxiety about technology, lack of interest, health barriers, lack of opportunity and training, and cost [15]. Yet, while older Australians who use the Internet are a minority of their cohort, they constitute the fastest growing group of Internet users. Between 1998 and 2000, there was a 188% increase in users aged 55 years and older [16]. While we have some limited descriptive information about what these older people are doing online, no previous Australian study has sought to investigate how (or indeed whether) their online ‘task uses’ [17] or participation in ‘virtual communities’ might be related to social capital. The Older People and the Internet (OPTI) project was designed to explore this empirical gap in a preliminary way and to help refine key issues for closer examination in future work. Key research questions were: Does Internet communication provide opportunity for older people to access social capital and how is this related to locality-based forms of social exchange and participation? Australasian Journal on Ageing, Vol 27 No 2 June 2008, 78–82 © 2008 The Authors Journal compilation © 2008 ACOTA
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Methods The research design reflects the exploratory nature of the study. Because our aim was to describe the characteristics, behaviours and evaluations of older Internet users, a selfselected population, drawn through online means, was appropriate. Accordingly, a purposive (non-probability) sampling strategy was used to recruit 154 Australian Internet users, aged 55 years or older and not employed full-time, via Internet search engines and online interest groups for older people, such as Seniors Computing Clubs and online leisure groups. Internet research methodology has been found to be highly reliable and valid [18]. In Stage 1, an electronic survey collected demographic data and information about Internet use patterns. We included indicators of two components of social capital on an individual level that are widely used in studies of the general population and likely, on theoretical grounds, to be of most relevance to older people: relationships with informal networks of family and friends (characterised in the social capital literature as ‘bonding’ capital), and formal ties to voluntary associations (‘bridging’ capital). An 11-item version of the Duke Social Support Index that has been validated in an Australian context [19] obtained information about the nature, frequency and perceived quality of locally based informal and formal contacts and activities; related Internet use items asked about the extent to which ‘virtual’ communication figured in these involvements. These data were collated and analysed using spss statistical software. Persons completing the survey were asked to indicate their willingness to participate in a second stage of qualitative data collection, where emerging themes from Stage 1 were explored in more depth. Those responding positively were invited to join one of four online group interviews or to provide more detailed responses via individual email (n = 30). Full text transcripts of these contributions were captured and imported into NVivo software for thematic analysis. The main focus of this paper is on these qualitative findings.



Results Figure 1 shows characteristics of the sample by age group. Nearly two-thirds were aged 60–69 years. There were almost equal numbers of men and women and, across all groups, the



Figure 1: Age range of participants.
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Figure 2: Internet function use of participants.



large majority was Australian born, married or in a de facto relationship, lived in homes that they owned and self-rated their health as ‘good’, ‘very good’ or ‘excellent’. The most frequently mentioned disability, reported by nearly one in three participants, was ‘difficulty seeing/reading up close’. Only three people needed help from others to get around in the community. The great majority reported at least one person in their locality (apart from family members) they felt they ‘can depend on or feel very close to’. Nearly all had spent time with someone not living with them at least once in the past week, with more than two-thirds having done so more than three times. More than three-quarters had attended at least one meeting of a social, religious or other group to which they belonged in the past week. Nearly half had used the Internet for more than 7 years, almost a third between 5 and 7 years, with only a tiny minority less than 1 year (mean = 3.26 years). This pattern did not differ significantly across age and sex. Participants reported a mean Internet usage of seven out of seven days for a wide range of functions (Figure 2). Nine in 10 used it to communicate with friends, 70% to communicate with relatives, around half to communicate with people who share a hobby or interest, and more than two-thirds to do voluntary community service. Two survey items explored whether online communication affects other ways of maintaining relationships. Most reported ‘no change’ since they began using the Internet in the amount of time they spend talking to people face-to-face (81.5%) or going out (84.2%). When asked if using the Internet had changed how satisfied they felt with their contact with family and friends, more than three-quarters (78.7%) reported better satisfaction and the remainder reported ‘no change’; none felt contact was worse. Internet access was reported to have led both to an increase in time they spent pursuing hobbies or interests (50.7%) or voluntary work (30.4%), and to feelings of satisfaction around these activities: nearly three-quarters reported better satisfaction with their leisure involvements and two-fifths felt more satisfied with their contribution to the community. 79
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Because length of Internet use showed no clear age-related pattern, we asked Stage 2 participants to elaborate on their history of Internet use, including how and why they got started and what help they received. A substantial number had used computers at work, transferring and extending their knowledge and skills to the home environment following retirement. Several reported extensive histories of computer use, in one case ‘going back to the days of punched cards’. One woman alluded to popular stereotypical constructions about the relationship between age and ICTs usage: I don’t seem to fit into the category of ‘seniors and computers’, with seniors having a lot to learn. Computers have been around for ages – I’m 63 and computers have been part of my life for over a quarter of a century. I’ve found that the Internet is just another extension of their use. Other pathways to ICTs usage included using computers as a preretirement hobby or buying a computer for children. One woman traced her involvement to: . . . listening to my grandchildren and having a six-year-old give me such a look when I asked what he meant when explaining how he was learning the computer at school. Around one-third had taught themselves through a combination of reading magazines and articles, ‘asking around’, and ‘willingness to experiment’. For others, friends and family members (typically children) were the most frequently reported sources of informal help, while classes run by technical colleges, adult education programs, local PC user groups and seniors computer clubs were most often mentioned as having provided more formal instruction. The survey had shown email communication with friends and relatives to be a major reason for Internet use and that most participants felt more satisfied with these contacts as a result. Asked to comment on this finding, Stage 2 participants made clear that they did not see online communication as replacing face-to-face contacts. As one man who reported ‘no change’ in face-to-face time put it: I still meet with real bodies. While Internet communication is another tool in keeping in touch, nothing replaces the faceto-face meetings where you can read the body language, hear the nuances of the spoken word, and feel the embrace. But at a distance, a lot of our family are in UK, email and picture swapping has to suffice. As his final remark suggests, one of the main values of the Internet is its ability to maintain geographically dispersed connections. This was often the main initial motivation, especially to facilitate family contacts: I use email for most of my communications now. All my family, apart from one 88 years old aunt, are on the Internet and we communicate more often now by email than by 80
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phone. I think email has been beneficial to the family as a whole. A message to one sibling is copied to all siblings, keeping all in contact. Communications with my 82 years old father certainly has been improved by email, particularly during the 4– 6 months of the year that he spends traveling the world. In one case, the Internet helped overcome barriers created by caregiving responsibility: My wife had a stroke last year and now cannot be left alone and this has restricted my outside activities . . . The internet provides me with world wide communication with a number of special interest groups . . . Since my wife became so dependent it has resulted in me being able to keep in touch with many friends that I would otherwise find it difficult to keep in contact. Many participants made the point that the Internet itself had been responsible for expanding the network of close relationships and, often, led to face-to-face interactions that would not otherwise have occurred: As I am 80 years old I mainly communicate with friends and distant relatives discovered by using the Internet. It’s great for connecting with the committee of my family history group and family history groups overseas. I have discovered relatives in [several countries] and have connected with one of them. Also have contact here in Australia with members of my family I never knew existed and a family reunion was convened recently. Some felt that Internet communication could lead to enhanced quality as well as quantity of relationships: No, I don’t think I spend any less time with people face to face. If anything, communication via email enhances the time I spend with people as we talk about info we have exchanged. Finally, one woman’s response suggested that the Internet may enhance communication for those whose personality characteristics might preclude regular contact through other, more socially interactive, means: I don’t spend much time around other people and don’t make regular phone calls – I’m a ‘loner’ – but perhaps a quick email gives me more contact with online family and friends than without email. Following on from the survey findings of increased activity and satisfaction with connections outside the immediate circle of family and friends associated with Internet use, we sought more detailed information from Stage 2 participants about leisure, voluntary work and community engagement. In comparison with the close networks of bonding capital, the concept of bridging capital refers to weaker, more distant Australasian Journal on Ageing, Vol 27 No 2 June 2008, 78–82 © 2008 The Authors Journal compilation © 2008 ACOTA
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connections that cross social groups. The ‘strength’ of such ‘weak’ ties, according to Granovetter [20], lies in their capacity to facilitate diverse social contacts and opportunities, including access to new ideas and information. They are typically established through ‘context-specific engagements such as work, community-based organisations, or leisure activities’ [21]. We received numerous accounts of how online activities had generated new connections with secondary networks based around leisure interests or voluntary work. Here too our participants typically used computer-mediated communication to supplement face-to-face contact, either building on already existing locality-based connections or developing online links into face-to-face interaction. For example: Genealogy is my main hobby, and the lists I belong to have opened a whole new group of friends, and this has led to my husband and I, taking our caravan and joining other like-minded people at Cornish festivals, which I found out about on the Internet. As we have become more involved in our new community, I am using blind-copy email lists to distribute community news and information and have included subpages on my website for community information. Email is now the primary means of communication for our community with our shire council, located some 100 km away. As noted above, the survey showed a very high rate of usage of instrumental functions of the Internet such as shopping online, accessing medical and health information, keeping up-to-date with news and current affairs and online banking and billpaying. Many Stage 2 participants elaborated on these activities as in the following examples: Living in a rural community and still involved in business, the Internet has saved me a lot of time, expense and travelling for banking, lodging tax forms, etc. As some of our family business is international, the ability to design and update a website ‘in house’ has also been an asset. Information gathering via Google, etc., is a great help in finding out information on health issues, for instance, my wife has Parkinson’s disease and she browses the net for new drug availability, and associated treatment issues.



Discussion The extent and nature of their patterns of Internet use clearly support a categorisation of our participants among those ‘confident and competent ICT users’ popularly described as ‘silver surfers’ [11]. Their socioeconomic circumstances (largely English-speaking, married home owners) are consistent with previous research showing that income, education and ethnic background are strongly associated with Internet use in the general population [22] and that ‘silver surfers’ in comparable other countries are generally from higher socioeconomic status backgrounds [23]. Our participants also appear to be people with good stocks of locality-based social capital and Australasian Journal on Ageing, Vol 27 No 2 June 2008, 78–82 © 2008 The Authors Journal compilation © 2008 ACOTA
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few experience health-related limitations that affected either their access to local networks and services or their capacity to use a computer. Their Internet use patterns suggest that electronic communication has become an important supplement to close primary relationships with friends and family. They also reported substantial use of the online environment in relation to connections that involve looser forms of associational participation and community engagement and for access to services and information. Moreover, it is possible to conceptualise the Internet itself as a source of bridging capital, irrespective of its capacity to link individuals into virtual networks of some kind. According to Granovetter [20], ‘information flow’ may be one of the most important functions of bridging social capital insofar as heterogeneous social networks provide access to new information that can be converted into practical benefits at the individual level. There was strong evidence from our data that the Internet significantly enhanced the ability of our participants to access the economic, social and political institutions and services of their community. For older people such supplementation is theoretically of particular significance for maintaining quality in life. It is important to emphasise, however, that our participants are not representative of all older Australians. Currently, they face none of the documented ‘issues of exclusion’ around computers and the Internet such as disability, cost and lack of technological proficiency. However, it is not possible to know from our data whether, in coming years, they will be able to translate their online activities into enhanced capacity to deal with the social losses that normally accompany waning functional capacity, increased caregiving responsibilities, or neighbourhood changes that affect ‘the constancies of a local community and . . . intergenerational connectedness’ [5]. There are obvious limits, for instance, to the capacity of geographically distant family members to provide the kind of regular practical help that prevents or delays institutionalisation when people become very frail. However, it is plausible to hypothesise that virtual connections can continue to provide a sense of purpose, identity and engagement, while access to online services can help to minimise everyday stresses and support continued independence in many instrumental activities of daily living. Better understanding the characteristics, motivations and use patterns of older people who have crossed the ‘digital divide’ is an important starting point for policy makers who see the Internet as a potential tool for generating and sustaining social capital in old age.



Acknowledgements The Older People and the Internet project was funded by The University of Sydney Research and Development Scheme.



81



aja_284.fm Page 82 Tuesday, April 8, 2008 4:11 PM



R u s s e l l



8



Key Points • Older Australians are the fastest growing group of Internet users. • Participants in this study were mainly Englishspeaking, married home owners with good selfreported health and access to local social networks. • The Internet enables older people to maintain satisfying contact with geographically dispersed friends and family, enhances leisure activities, provides opportunity for voluntary work and improves access to information and services. • The Internet is not a panacea for ageing-associated social losses but has potential to generate and sustain social capital in old age.
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