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Abstract
Background and Objectives:  Media discourses have the power to construct and perpetuate positive and negative aging 
images and influence public and individuals’ attitudes. This study aims to critically examine the media portrayal of older 
persons’ everyday information and communication technology (EICT) usage during the first and second waves of the 
coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic.
Research Design and Methods:  A total of 51 articles published in 3 leading German newspapers between March 2020 and 
November 2020 were identified from the LexisNexis Academic database. Data were analyzed employing critical discourse 
and thematic analysis.
Results:  EICT use was associated with youthful, consumption-orientated, and active lifestyles, while nonuse was constructed 
as failures on the policy or individual level. The pandemic seemed to have acted as an amplifier, further exacerbating and 
perpetuating stereotypical, dichotomous, but also empowering aging images.
Discussion and Implications:  Neoliberal rational and binary distinctions of active users and nonusers opened and 
encouraged critical discussions on positive aging trends, the concept of the third and fourth ages, and aging-and-innovation 
discourses. Moreover, the crucial educative role of the media in raising awareness about power imbalances and reducing 
EICT-related ageism is stressed.

Keywords:   Active aging, Ageism, Discourse analysis, Media, Technology

For all ages, everyday information and communication 
technologies (EICTs), such as online banking, e-shopping, 
or video calling, are crucial to participate in meaningful 
everyday life activities. The digital divide, describing un-
equal accesses to and benefits from EICT, remains a major 
challenge of the twenty-first century (Fang et  al., 2019). 
Despite promising technological advancements promoting 
active and healthy aging, a significant share of the popu-
lation remains excluded from some crucial EICT and 
experiences subsequent disadvantages in everyday life 
practices (Gallistl et al., 2020). Factors such as age, gender, 

socioeconomic background, ethnicity, and living setting cu-
mulatively contribute to low technology adoption over the 
life course and the subjective notion of being “on the other 
side of the divide” (Fang et al., 2019).

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic 
has more than ever underscored the importance of EICT 
to maintain social ties, health, and well-being (Seifert et al., 
2020). In 2020, media coverage related to older persons 
was more prominent than ever, due to higher expected 
health risks and greater susceptibility to the coronavirus 
in older age, but also due to the severe consequences of 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0644-5145
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3339-7879
mailto:kottl.hanna@biu.ac.il?subject=


414� The Gerontologist, 2022, Vol. 62, No. 3

physical distancing policies for aging individuals (Miller 
et al., 2020). With everyday life rapidly shifting to an on-
line mode, both the empowering role of EICT during the 
pandemic and the negative impacts of the digital divide 
turned into trending media topics, identifying older persons 
as a major risk group for digital exclusion (Lichtenstein, 
2021). According to recent evidence, the pandemic has in-
deed double-burdened many older persons by social and 
digital exclusion, as EICTs have become the only means 
for communication (Seifert et al., 2020). Those individuals 
who lack sufficient experience in using EICTs, who choose 
not to engage in new technologies, or who cannot afford 
technological devices or internet access are particularly 
affected (Seifert et al., 2020). On the other hand, current 
surveys have also identified a rising interest and uptake 
of online activities by older individuals during the pan-
demic (Global Centre for Modern Ageing, 2020). These 
contrasting developments and individual experiences with 
the pandemic only further emphasize the heterogeneity and 
the varying opportunities of older people as well as dif-
ferent policy measures taken to address the digital divide.

Despite the fact that the baby boomer generation is today 
considered the fastest-growing group of internet adopters 
(Vogels, 2019), media discourses on technology adoption 
tend to portray older adults as a homogeneous group, dis-
advantaged in accessing and using EICT and dependent 
on help from the young (Meisner, 2021). Stereotypical 
assumptions depicting older persons as technophobic, inca-
pable, or unwilling to use new EICT are widespread among 
younger and older persons (Neves & Amaro, 2012). On 
the other hand, current evidence has also identified trends 
of extremely positive media portrayal of later life deriving 
from as well as adding to successful aging discourses (Loos 
& Ivan, 2018; Ylänne, 2015). In the context of technology, 
this is reflected in “aging-and-innovation” discourses 
sensing the potential of lucrative future markets (Neven & 
Peine, 2017). As a major site of social discourse production, 
the media can create and perpetuate positive and negative 
stereotypical portrayals, influencing both older adults’ and 
the publics’ attitudes about aging and later-life technology 
usage (Fraser et al., 2016).

The media, including television, the internet, or 
newspapers, has the power to both propagate and de-
bunk stereotypical notions in society (Fraser et al., 2016). 
Language is seen as a fundamental means through which 
social reality is constructed and through which power 
relations are perpetuated (Ainsworth & Hardy, 2004). 
Discourses are produced and spread in ways that create 
particular kinds of ideal subjects and seek to influence 
peoples’ sense of who they are and who they strive to be 
(Michon, 1988). Hence, discourses have the power to shape 
the way older adults are perceived by society and how they 
view themselves (Fraser et  al., 2016). Drawing from the 
Stereotype Embodiment theory (Levy, 2009), individuals 
start at a young age to internalize positive and negative 
age stereotypes. Continued exposure to those stereotypes 

throughout the life span may lead to the embodiment or 
incorporation of these stereotypes into the individual’s 
self-concept, becoming increasingly more self-relevant as 
people grow older. Alarmingly, embodied age stereotypes 
can eventually act as self-fulfilling prophecies, effectively 
resulting in avoidance, withdrawal, or challenges in per-
forming more complex everyday life activities, such as 
EICT (Lamont et al., 2015). While media discourses about 
older adults convey some positive pictures (e.g., “silver 
economy”), they predominantly address and nurture neg-
ative age stereotypes, portraying older age as a time of 
dependency, frailty, cognitive decline, and loneliness (e.g., 
“the gray tsunami”; Fraser et al., 2016).

Media Coverage in the Context of COVID-19

During the COVID-19 pandemic, negative and stereo-
typical perceptions of older persons intensified on so-
cial media (Meisner, 2021). Catchphrases referring to the 
virus as “Boomer Remover,” “Senior Deleter,” or “Boomer 
Doomer” went viral and revealed ageism and intergenera-
tional tensions. Ageism, defined as the stereotyping, preju-
dice, and discrimination against people on the basis of their 
age (World Health Organization, 2018), however, has also 
been widespread in print and television advertisements, 
television programs, politics, and health care: A study by 
Lichtenstein (2021) investigated ageism in the newspapers, 
media websites, and current affairs magazines, comparing 
responses to coronavirus control in Australia, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States. This research has found 
that ageism took similar forms in all three countries 
depicting older persons’ age as a problem. Segregation, 
name-calling, blame, or acceptance of indefinite isolation 
for older adults were commonplace (Lichtenstein, 2021).

Study Focus

This analysis draws data from newspapers published in 
Germany. Newspapers are the most accessed type of print 
media by Germans, especially in middle-aged and older 
persons. In 2020, 40.25 million Germans aged 14  years 
and older, or 56.6% of the population, have read daily or 
weekly printed newspapers; the share of those aged 50 and 
older even reaches 69.8% (Arbeitsgemeinschaft Medien-
Analyse e.V., 2020). Acknowledging earlier presented neg-
ative media trends on aging and the increased necessity to 
access EICT during the COVID-19 pandemic, the discur-
sive portrayal of older persons’ EICT engagement in print 
news media remains to be examined.

One method to research media narratives is critical 
discourse analysis (CDA). CDA is an established method 
to examine media content by critically analyzing text 
and talk as well as their influence on political and social 
trends and developments (Fairclough, 1993; van Dijk, 
1993). In discourse analysis, language is understood as a 
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form of social practice (instead of an individual activity), 
which, on the one hand, constitutes the social world and, 
on the other hand, is constituted by other social practices 
(Fairclough, 1993). Hence, CDA particularly focuses on 
how social actors use words, grammar, and rhetorical 
devices to construct cultural models and narratives that 
eventually turn into common knowledge (Gee, 2014). 
The critical perspective sheds light on the construction 
of the social, economic, cultural, and political environ-
ment and aims to understand how such constructions 
eventually can constrain, hinder, or disable particular 
population groups (Kushner Kaysi & Morrow Raymond, 
2003). It addresses issues of power and justice, asking 
how age, race, social class, ethnicity, or gender con-
tribute to the construction of social systems in ways that 
privilege or support some groups while disadvantaging 
others (Connidis & Mcmullin, 2002). Moreover, critical 
researchers attempt to identify populations whose voices 
are missing (Parker, 2014). The persisting digital divide 
leading to social exclusion, and unequal access to goods, 
services, and opportunities for personal development 
in older people, reflects power relations and processes 
through which injustice regarding everyday life engage-
ment occurs and persists (Fang et  al., 2019). Media 
discourses can either fuel these inequalities and power 
imbalances or reveal and dissolve them (Hellmich, 2007). 
This study, hence, aims to critically examine how public 
discourse in German print media portrays older persons’ 
EICT engagement during the first and second waves of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Method
A search of three of the five most circulated German 
newspapers, namely, die Sueddeutsche Zeitung, die 
Frankfurter Allgemeine, and Die Welt, was completed, lim-
ited to newspaper publications from March 11, 2020 to 
December 1, 2020. This period reflects the time from the 
World Health Organizations’ declaration of COVID-19 as 
a pandemic to the peak of the second wave by the end of 
November 2020 in Germany. Also, it covers the time span 
when COVID-19 vaccines were not available to the general 
population in Germany and people strongly relied on EICT 
usage to perform everyday activities, to comply with phys-
ical distancing instructions. Die Sueddeutsche Zeitung is 
rated as liberal and left-leaning, die Frankfurter Allgemeine 
as more conservative and right-leaning, while Die Welt 
is considered as conservative (deutschland.de, 2012). All 
three newspapers have a 6-day readership, are published 
in German language, and are distributed across all regions 
of Germany.

Newspaper articles were collected using the LexisNexis 
database for newspapers. In this research, we focused on 
older adults and EICT use. We did not specifically add 
terms related to COVID-19 to the search string, as all ar-
ticles were published during the first and second waves of 

the pandemic which defined and set the overall context of 
this study. A first search included relatively broad search 
strings, such as “older people” and “aging,” while in the 
subsequent search new terms detected in the initial search 
were added to the search string (e.g., “baby boomers,” 
“seniors”). Regarding EICT engagement, we again focused 
on both broad and specific terminology (e.g., internet use 
vs. online banking or video calling).

In the original search, a total of 785 newspaper articles 
met our search term criteria. Duplicates, advertisements, 
obituaries, and invitations (e.g., “Termine,” “Service,” 
“Rat und Hilfe”) were excluded, leaving 135 articles for 
screening. Screening procedures were performed by the first 
author. In doubtful cases, the second author was contacted 
for consultation. Articles were not considered for further 
analysis if EICT was barely addressed or if the article’s 
focus was primarily on children and younger adults. All 
kinds of contexts and settings were included (e.g., EICT 
courses, nursing home, or family contexts). Eventually, 
52 articles were considered for in-depth review and final 
analysis (Table 1). Of all included articles, 33 have been 
published in die Sueddeutsche Zeitung, 11 in die Frankfurter 
Allgemeine, and six in Die Welt.

Analysis
CDA as proposed by Fairclough (1993), van Dijk (1993), 
and Parker (2014) was employed in order to understand 
how aging and EICT use in later life are discursively 
constructed in German news media during the first and 
second waves of the COVID-19 pandemic. For this study, 
the full texts were critically analyzed by two authors (H. 
Köttl and V. C. Tatzer). Basic situational data were organ-
ized in a coding grid similar to the one used in the work 
of Fraser et al. (2016). It included (a) publication date, (b) 
type of article, (c) article length (word count), (d) section 
of the newspaper, (e) author’s name and gender, (f) age 
and gender of individuals mentioned in the article, (g) the 
overall tone of the article (positive, neutral/mixed, and neg-
ative), and (h) type of EICTs addressed. Authors first in-
dividually allocated articles into the overall tone scheme. 
An article was perceived as positively toned if it presented 
an optimistic and nuanced picture of later life and EICT 
usage. On the contrary, an article’s tone was categorized as 
negative in case of pessimistic future outlooks, victimiza-
tion of older people, and overly negative depictions of later 
life and/or technological advancements. The neutral/mixed 
tone scheme accounted for articles that were initially neg-
ative and changed to positive and vice versa. After coding 
the articles’ overall tone, we had an initial discrepancy of 
21% across raters. However, only one article was coded 
with the opposite tone (positive vs. negative), and all other 
dissonances were owed to the neutral tone scheme (neutral 
vs. positive or neutral vs. negative). Conflicts related to the 
specific article were discussed among authors, and a con-
sensus was found.
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We performed a thematic analysis, following the steps 
suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006). Thematic analysis 
is suitable for constructionist analytical approaches (Braun 
& Clarke, 2006) and provides a clear structure to frame 
media content. The combination of thematic analysis with 
(critical) discourse analysis has been employed previously 
and proven to be an effective approach to deconstruct 
power relations and societal inequities (see, for instance, 
Allen & Ayalon, 2020; Taylor & Ussher, 2001).

As a first step, articles were read by the first two 
authors several times to get acquainted with the mate-
rial. Second, we developed initial codes, distinguishing 
between semantic and latent codes. Semantic codes are 
verbally expressed meanings and latent codes address 
underlying meanings. In line with CDA, we searched 
the texts for hidden power structures (e.g., Who has 
a voice? Whose voices are missing? or How are older 
people being addressed?) and linguistic strategies used by 
journalists to emphasize their interpretation, including 
emotion-provoking narratives, suggestive questions, or 
specific terminology (e.g., anglicisms, youth language). 
Moreover, latent codes also acknowledged the various 
contexts in which discourses took place (e.g., finance, 
health care). In the third step, we organized the codes 
into various themes, while the fourth step focused on 
breaking down the themes into subthemes. We labeled 
the themes to highlight their actual meaning. The sixth 
step focused on presenting the results of the procedures. 
Coding was performed iteratively over a period of 
3 months. All authors were involved in discussions and 
finding consensus. MAXQDA (2020) was used to code 
the data.

Results
Our CDA involved 51 news articles that reported on older 
persons’ EICT engagement during the first and second 
waves of the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 1). Metadata 
on type of article, section of newspaper, author’s gender, 
voices of discourse (persons “speaking” and adding jour-
nalistic content to the articles aside from article authors), 
and overall tone of the article are described in Table 2. 
Definitions of older age and older people varied across 
articles, applying terms such as “seniors,” “older people,” 
“elders” (Ältere), “pensioners” (Rentner/in), “grandma” 
(Oma), “grandpa” (Opa), “older and demented people,” 
“older and lonely people,” or “baby boomers.” Reporting 
on nonuse or lower EICT use was commonly accompanied 
by ascriptions to a certain age group, but throughout the 
51 articles, no consensus was found on who is considered 
“old” with regard to EICT (non-)use. Overall, 35.3% 
(n = 18) of articles mentioned a certain chronological age 
when defining older people. The suggested chronological 
ages ranged from 50 and older (n = 2), 60 and older (n = 7), 
to 65 and older (n = 6); while in the context of work, older 
age was commonly conceptualized as 40 and older (n = 3; 

D9, D13, D34). COVID-19 was mentioned in almost all 
articles.

The thematic analysis resulted in three major themes: 
(a) (non-)stereotypical images of aging and EICT use, (b) 
aging actively in the digital era, and (c) EICT use is power. 
The first theme accommodates the two subthemes dichot-
omous aging images and breaking the stereotypes. Under 
the second theme, the subthemes the debate around the ne-
cessity of EICT for societal participation and older users as 

Table 2.  Metadata of Included Articles (N = 51)

Item n %

Article typea

  Interviews 8 15.7
  Letter to the editor 2 3.9
  General article 41 80.4
Newspaper section
  Finance 4 7.8
  Economy 9 17.7
  Business 4 7.8
  Regional 20 39.2
  Politics 4 7.8
  People/culture/lifestyle 5 9.8
  Career 3 5.9
  Letter to the editor 2 3.9
Author’s gender
  Female authors 30 59.8
  Male authors 10 19.6
  Both genders 2 3.9
  No gender details given 9 17.6
Voices in discourseb

  Members of older people  
organization/ICT project leaders

16  

  Experts and researchers 14  
  Directors or persons in any 

other leading position
14  

  Politicians 12  
  Older persons themselvesc 12  
Article tone
  Overly positive tone 22 43.1
  Overly negative tone 15 27.5
  Neutral or mixed tones 14 27.5

Note: n = number of newspaper articles that address the item; ICT = informa-
tion and communication technology.
aArticle length ranged between 129 and 1,993 words with an average word 
count of 927.4.
bSeveral articles represented multiple voices. Though some older persons had a 
voice in current media discourses, the oldest old and persons in care facilities 
were barely represented. Moreover, voices of older immigrants and older per-
sons with disabilities were missing.
cThose older people who were to a certain extent given “a voice” in the jour-
nalistic discourses (usually one short statement), were an older male politician 
(D1), older male technology trainers (D4, D2), two female technology course 
participants (D4, D27), older journalists (D11, D23), so-called “granfluencer,” 
active older Instagram users or blogger (D18, D13), a female university stu-
dent at the age of 51 (D34), an older woman with dementia (D19), as well as 
an oldest-old woman living in a residential care facility and her caring daugh-
ter (D20).
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consumers were addressed. The third theme included the 
subthemes EICT—a fundamental right and old technology 
for old people.

Theme 1: (Non-)Stereotypical Images of Aging 
and EICT Use

The COVID-19 pandemic hit Germany in March 2020 and 
appeared to have intensified both negative and positive 
images of aging in news media discourses on older people 
and EICT usage. Some articles constructed seemingly bi-
nary distinctions into users versus nonusers, overlooking 
the great heterogeneity of later-life EICT engagement. 
Other articles explicitly promoted positive aging images 
and the need to overcome EICT-related ageism.

Dichotomous aging images
Journalistic discourses commonly portrayed older active 
users as participating and contributing members of so-
ciety. Nonusers, on the contrary, were depicted as “left be-
hind” or victims of technological advancements (D2, D3, 
D6, D19, D24, D26). Images of older persons as lonely, 
excluded, isolated, and dependent were widespread (e.g., 
D8, D16, D42) and seemingly reinforced through both the 
COVID-19 pandemic and low access to EICT (D8, D11, 
or D42). While both journalists and interviewees raised 
awareness about the truthfully detrimental consequences 
of digital exclusion of certain populations during the pan-
demic, they commonly drew on generalizing language, 
ignoring the diversity of older persons, or differentiating 
between age groups. This came, for instance, forward in an 
EICT trainer’s statement:

Communication via internet and Smartphone are ex-
tremely important these days [of the pandemic]. One 
can only really communicate through digital media. And 
particularly the seniors should not be abandoned like 
this. (D8)

Another common assumption appeared to be that older 
persons are incompetent and helpless when it comes to 
engaging in EICT. This was, for example, reflected in in-
terview questions posed by journalists, “Mr. Meckler, are 
your seniors lost completely when experiencing difficulties 
with smartphones or computers?” (D8), but surfaced also 
in older active users’ reflections (in this case an older tech-
nology instructor) when talking about other older persons 
with less EICT experience:

I then see faces of people older than 70, who desper-
ately sit in front of their screens or stare into their 
smartphones. They are aghast and seem helpless (…). To 
help those people, I have initiated the foundation Digital 
Chances. (D2)

Aside from competence, the idea that cognitive functioning 
declines with older age was implicitly reflected in journalistic 

discourses. Remembering passwords or symbols was under-
stood as more complex in older age. For example, an EICT 
instructor argued that “with increasing age and declining 
memory, the willingness to engage [with EICT] drops 
while insecurity increases” (D2). Regarding a Germany-
wide coronavirus warning application for the smartphone, 
politicians advocated for “understandable instructions to 
also address older people’s needs” (D4).

EICT usage was constructed by journalists as a discrim-
inator between the young and the old, but also between 
the young-old versus the oldest old. This came forward 
in descriptions about a recent phenomenon of so-called 
“granfluencer,” older Instagram users promoting themselves 
or their ideas on social media by celebrating their older age 
(D18), just like the “British David Cyril, 87, with a like-
able pot belly (…) and the sweetest grandpa-smile north of 
the South Pole” (D18). Terminology such as “sweet,” “like-
able,” “grandpa,” or “grandma” shaped the journalistic 
discourse, seemingly conveying a message that these older 
people are not “invading” social media, “the empire of 
the young,” but rather are providing “cute contributions.” 
Sayings by older persons themselves, such as “a good hip 
swing does not know age” by Ross Smith, an American 
internet-grandma, 94 years old (D18), indicated how these 
individuals use their older age as a kind of brand and a 
way to distinguish themselves from the young. Journalists 
usually mentioned chronological age in the context of 
active older users, just like a proof of group affiliation. 
Positive images of aging related to EICT usually depicted 
older users as “young at heart” through descriptions such 
as “hipster-pensioner” or “snotty little madame,” fashion 
items like latex clothes, sneakers, sunglasses, and cutoff 
jeans as well as activities usually associated with a youthful 
lifestyle, such as clubbing (D18). In contrast to descriptions 
of these active users, the oldest old were overly depicted as 
nonusers by article authors. Discourses about the oldest old 
took place mainly in residential care homes, emphasizing 
the catastrophic digital exclusion experienced by this pop-
ulation group during the pandemic (D14, D2).

Breaking age stereotypes
The discursive portrayal of EICT use in later life also 
involved explicit attempts to counter age stereotypes 
arguing that “the image of the senile senior who does not 
know how to turn on a mobile phone is outdated” (D21). 
One article in the context of the coronavirus warning 
smartphone application explicitly warned of ageism 
(D4). Against widespread stereotypes that older persons 
are less willing to use EICT, a course instructor reported 
great openness and willingness toward new technology, 
for instance, toward the corona smartphone applica-
tion: “Many ask, when will it eventually come and when 
trainings will be offered” (D4). Educational researchers 
and technology trainers also emphasized that perceiving 
oneself as too old or left behind can be seen as a defect 
within a person’s situational self-esteem and needs to 



420� The Gerontologist, 2022, Vol. 62, No. 3

be tackled directly. They argue that “age prejudices are 
often wrong—neither do older adults necessarily learn 
slower nor are they automatically wise” (D34).

Age stereotypes were also countered by journalists 
through nuanced and comprehensive portrayals of EICT 
usage in late life, respecting the heterogeneity of older 
people as well as experiences and disadvantages cumulating 
over the life course (e.g., D5, D14, D41). This came for-
ward, for instance, in the following statement:

Within the group of older people, the access to and use 
of digital services and devices are distributed unevenly 
with regard to educational level and income—signifi-
cantly more unequal than in younger age groups. (D1)

Articles aiming to promote a positive image of aging in the 
context of EICT commonly reported on older celebrities 
promoting products, fashion, or political activities on social 
media platforms (D18, D13, D47). While the journalists of 
these articles obviously intended to shed a positive light 
on older internet users, the terminology indicated a cer-
tain connotation of surprise and reprobation. It was, for 
instance, acknowledged, that “even” “the 82-year-old Jane 
Fonda uses the platform [Instagram], to raise awareness 
about her activities on climate protection” (D47). In the 
same article, it was argued that TikTok has been increas-
ingly invaded by famous people “who are actually a bit 
too old for the teenager platform” (D47). Considering the 
title of the earlier mentioned article about “granfluencer” 
(D18), “Hey old boy! Instagram is only for the young with 
well-toned bodies? As if! Techy seniors have discovered 
social media,” journalists clearly aimed to change aging 
images about later-life EICT usage by transporting a sense 
of youthfulness and coolness. The rise in older celebrities 
posting, blogging, or applying fun filters was to a certain 
extent ascribed to the corona crisis (D47). Self-isolation 
and the need to stay in touch with family members were 
presented as the major reasons for older people to start 
sending “fun cat-videos or emoji messages” (D18).

Theme 2: Aging Actively in the Digital Era

Most articles applied a positive or mixed tone, emphasizing 
the many positive aspects of being an active EICT user 
in later life. Active EICT engagement was associated 
with a young aging identity by journalists. It was widely 
constructed as desirable for aging individuals, presented as 
a growing trend and a social necessity to achieve positive 
outcomes (e.g., social participation, independence, and au-
tonomy) as well as to avert undesired outcomes in older 
age (e.g., social exclusion, unemployment, or dependency). 
The COVID-19 pandemic was to a certain extent under-
stood as a positive driver for older people to eventually get 
acquainted with new technology and appeared to have fur-
ther fostered directives toward more active EICT engage-
ment in later life.

The debate around the necessity of EICT for societal 
participation
The reasoning that “digital sovereignty is a prerequisite for 
societal participation” (D14) was particularly prominent in 
policymakers’ statements; however, it was barely mentioned 
by older people themselves. Besides the highly recurrent ref-
erence to the German Ageing Report or other survey data 
to emphasize the importance of EICT use for active aging 
(e.g., D14, D15), politicians, such as the family minister or 
the federal minister of seniors repeatedly stressed that the 
digitalization offers a big potential for the everyday life of 
older people. This must be made more accessible as it “sig-
nificantly contributes to an autonomous life and full soci-
etal participation until old age” (D12).

Yet, two letters to the editor written by older persons 
criticized that active EICT usage is often automatically 
equated with active participation. They both claimed to be 
active members of society but to not use smartphones due 
to perceived negative consequences of EICTs, such as lack 
of data security and fear of surveillance, energy consump-
tion, and complication of communication (D11, D23). One 
of them, an older journalist, raised awareness about public 
labels of persons that are not active EICT users:

I object to the insinuation that those older people who 
withhold the alleged progress are disparaged as “left be-
hind,” because even the young gradually realize the side 
effects of digitalization. (D11)

Older Users as Consumers

Media reporting on older adults’ EICT usage within the 
context of banks, businesses, or start-ups was overly op-
timistic, expecting a developing new market of future 
consumers and customers (e.g., D3, D30, D37, D41). 
Commonly these articles started by acknowledging 
that markets have so far neglected the group of older 
consumers, regarding both the design and user interfaces 
as well as targeted customer services addressing older per-
sons’ needs. The COVID-19 pandemic was often depicted 
by the journalists as especially harmful to older people, 
depriving them from important services and goods (e.g., 
“Older bank customers are particularly affected by the 
corona-related closures of bank branches” (D3)). At the 
same time, discourses in this context conveyed empowering 
messages, promoting a specific product or service to en-
able older persons to actively participate in everyday life 
(e.g., D25). Titles such as “The saving robots are coming” 
(D36) emphasized the promising nature of technological 
advancements for an active lifestyle in older age. Many 
of these consumption-orientated articles provided concrete 
solutions to get older future consumers on board. Most of 
these solutions targeted the design or interfaces of devices 
as well as simplification of processes to access services, for 
instance by demystifying and facilitating the two-factor 
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authentication in online banking (D3) or by using bigger 
font sizes in applications (D6).

A particular focus was put on the role and development 
of health care technology, discursively constructed as a ne-
cessity and particularly important to age actively. The role 
of technological solutions to support persons with dementia 
and their carers was repeatedly mentioned in this context 
(e.g., D28, D30). In contrast to these depictions of illness 
and the need for technology to stay active, journalists also 
portrayed older persons as active, healthy, and consuming, 
promoting fashionable products and goods of consumption 
on social media (D13, D18).

Theme 3: EICT Use Is Power

The COVID-19 pandemic revealed differences in later-life 
opportunities to access and use EICT. Active older EICT 
users were depicted as being in a position of power, while 
nonuse and a lack of technological equipment were associ-
ated with disempowerment and dependency.

EICT—A fundamental right
Throughout the media discourses, access to EICT was 
constructed as a fundamental right, necessary to live a good 
life in older age (D1). Especially gerontologists and those 
involved in the German Aging Report shared this reasoning 
(D1, D12). In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, politicians 
and experts suggested free internet access in public spaces 
and in citizens’ homes. Improvement with internet access 
was especially perceived as necessary in socioeconomically 
disadvantaged populations, rural areas, as well as in resi-
dential care homes (D14, D2).

Residential care homes appeared to be at the very bottom 
of the power hierarchy, being portrayed by journalists as 
deprived from Wi-Fi access and unprepared to meet older 
residents’ digital needs during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
While older residents themselves were not interviewed per-
sonally, some family members had the chance to share their 
fears and concerns with the media, repeatedly emphasizing 
the difficulty to receive information from the institution 
and to stay in touch with their loved ones.

We have tried since more than ten days to reach some-
body in charge who could provide information about 
the well-being of my 93-years-old father. Everyone is 
straightaway dismissed on the phone. (D20)

Some emotion-provoking statements even further 
emphasized the powerlessness of both residents and family 
members:

People were dying and could not say goodbye to their 
relatives because there was no internet connection. (D4)

Although differences in opportunities to access EICT were 
acknowledged, nonuse was commonly constructed as 
individuals’ problems and responsibilities to be overcome 

through personal initiative, engagement in EICT courses, 
and openness to change. For instance, the Federal minister 
of family affairs emphasized that “it is in older people’s re-
sponsibility to be open towards digital technology” (D14).

Old technology for old people
Further attributions of power were related to EICT and 
technology design itself. Newspaper articles distinguished 
between individuals with new, well-functioning technology 
and those with old, poorly functioning EICT including 
those individuals without EICT devices. A  shared under-
standing seemed to be that older individuals are disad-
vantaged or sometimes even powerless in this pandemic 
because they do not own some crucial EICTs or at least 
do not have the latest technology (D2, D3, D23). This was 
reflected in COVID-related initiatives to provide older 
people with EICT. For example, the news media presented 
a Munich telecom company collecting and donating old 
tablets and smartphones to older people as a role model 
initiative (D22). It became clear from other articles that 
older individuals often receive cast-off EICT from younger 
family members (D2, D3). “Hence, the grandmother 
‘inherits’ the old smartphone or tablet of the grandchild 
who already keeps an eye on the latest model” (D3). While 
this was overly portrayed as a noble and generous act of 
solidarity, no article critically shed light on the potentially 
disempowering and challenging experience of learning to 
use a smartphone or tablet on an old and cast-off device.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to critically examine media 
discourses addressing older adults’ EICT usage from arti-
cles published in three major German newspapers during 
the first and second waves of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Role of the Media in (De-)Constructing 
Aging Images

Newspapers may be seen as a window to current public 
views, culture, politics, and social life, strongly influencing 
and contributing to policy agenda setting and the formation 
of public attitudes (Fairclough, 1993). This may be partic-
ularly formative in times of a worldwide crisis such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which forces all of us to reformulate 
our thinking. As presented in the results of this study, the 
news media seemed to powerfully shape and perpetuate the 
public imagery of older age and aging. This comes forward 
in stereotypical descriptions of older people, intergener-
ational comparisons, or in the varying chronological age 
ascriptions related to who is considered old when it comes 
to EICT use. In line with earlier research, the findings 
of this study identified a variety of technology-related 
age stereotypes, devaluing older persons as incompetent, 
helpless, dependent, cognitively impaired, or less affluent 
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(Fraser et al., 2016; Neves & Amaro, 2012). While EICT 
usage clearly contributed to preventing the coronavirus in-
fection and mitigating the negative effects of social isola-
tion and loneliness imposed by COVID-19 confinements 
(Llorente-Barroso et  al., 2021), an additional image was 
further pronounced in our data, namely, that older adults 
are socially isolated and lonely due to lack of access or in-
ability to use EICT. Discourses on residential care homes 
conveyed particularly negative images of socially isolated, 
lonely, and technology-alienated older adults. This is in ac-
cordance with recent research on media discourses about 
residential care homes during the COVID-19 crisis (Allen 
& Ayalon, 2020) and a general rise of ageism during the 
pandemic (Meisner, 2021).

Our discourse analysis found that the media also 
functioned as a medium to debunk and combat age 
stereotypes by providing nuanced information about the 
various potential reasons for nonuse in later life and by ex-
plicitly warning of ageism and the dangers of internalizing 
negative age stereotypes. Especially, educative inputs pro-
vided by gerontologists, experts, and other researchers 
played a crucial role in changing the narrative and 
promoting the diversity of older age in the analyzed articles. 
Earlier research has proven that ageism can be combated 
through educational inputs and interventions that foster 
intergenerational exchange (Burnes et  al., 2019). Hence, 
by adding evidence-based educative elements to journal-
istic reporting and portraying the heterogeneity of later-life 
EICT usage, the media may counteract the internalization 
of negative age stereotypes and empower both younger and 
older people.

EICT Usage, a Discriminator Between the Third 
and the Fourth Ages

Discourses around “granfluencers” clearly highlighted how 
active EICT usage functioned as a medium and discrimi-
nator to rejuvenate and distinguish oneself from other old 
people, particularly from those who are very old, disabled, 
inactive, and not contributing to society anymore. Older 
active EICT users were portrayed as healthy, participating 
members of society, raising awareness about critical topics, 
such as climate change, while contributing to the economy 
through active consumption. Ascriptions to a certain age 
group and dichotomous thinking of older people as ac-
tive/inactive, able/disabled, or empowered/disempowered 
members of society may result in marginalizing older 
nonusers and “othering” them from active older users and 
younger EICT users (Pickering, 2001). Realizing that one is 
ascribed a position as “the other” because of one’s age or 
ability may significantly influence the subjective experience 
of aging. The two analyzed letters to the editor reflect this 
paradox of internally feeling “young and active” but still 
being degraded by society as “old and not participating” 
because of not using some EICTs. Being deemed an older 
nonuser may, however, negatively affect older people’s age 

identity and ability or willingness to engage in EICT (Köttl 
et al., 2020).

Distinctions of older populations into the “third age” 
and “fourth age” have on the one hand been praised for 
highlighting the diversity of older age, but on the other hand 
have been criticized for further exacerbating stereotyping 
and “othering” as well as intensifying intergenerational 
ageism (Higgs & Gilleard, 2020). Indeed, differentiations 
between an “aspirational” and a “feared” later life allow 
individuals with a young subjective age to retain their soci-
etal status and to distance themselves from group members 
of the “fourth age,” representing the “real old age” (Higgs 
& Gilleard, 2020). In our data, this came forward in pri-
mary accounts of older politicians, older technology 
instructors, or retired researchers whose reporting added to 
the understanding that older nonusers are victims of tech-
nological changes and in need of greater support to become 
active EICT users. By doing so, they promoted their own 
positive aging identity and distinguished themselves from 
members of the “fourth age.” Besides, discourses about ac-
tive older social media users were portrayed as “young at 
heart,” following youth trends while transporting a mes-
sage of positive aging. To a certain extent, these kinds of 
media discourses may counter the public image that older 
people are avoiding technology and lack tech-savviness. 
However, they may also further marginalize and discourage 
nonusers, conveying the message that EICT usage is only 
relevant or accessible for “third agers,” the young, the rich, 
the famous, or able-bodied.

Aging Discourses in Neoliberal Contexts

Neoliberal political trends, emphasizing individual respon-
sibility and privatization instead of collective responsibilities 
and state involvement, have also fostered successful, posi-
tive, and active aging discourses, partly contributing to an 
unrealistic framing of older age (Rubinstein & de Medeiros, 
2015). In the results of this study, this comes forward in 
comments of active EICT users and politicians as well as 
in suggested policy measures to close the digital divide. 
Depictions of active EICT engagement as an individual 
choice and indirect blaming of nonusers for not engaging 
and profiting from existing EICT training opportunities 
were omnipresent and may intensify (self-)stereotyping and 
the internalization of negative aging images (Köttl et  al., 
2020).

Moreover, neoliberal and antiaging rational was re-
flected in contexts where older people were sensed as fu-
ture consumers/customers, for instance, in health care, 
finance, or fashion. In recent years, the promise of the 
“silver economy” and “aging-and-innovation” discourses, 
including the design of technology for older people, has 
been on the rise and often constructed by the media and 
policymakers as the solution to “problems of aging” (Neven 
& Peine, 2017). In our data, this narrative became evident 
in the presentation of technological advancements, such as 
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robots to foster later-life independence or applications for 
older people to stay in touch with their loved ones during 
the pandemic. Media discourse in this context was in-
formed by an overly positive and optimistic tone, usually 
providing developers’ or policymakers’ primary accounts 
that promoted a certain technology product. Neven and 
Peine (2017), however, warn that “aging-and-innovation” 
discourses have contributed to the construction of an 
overly negative imagery of older persons as frail and needy, 
due to the fact that the majority of designed products for 
older people focuses on health care/assistive technologies.

The data of this analysis also revealed that older 
individuals were portrayed as not needing the latest 
EICT and being satisfied with old, cast-off devices. The 
consequences of using old technology, however, may be 
severe. User-unfriendly interfaces, outdated software sys-
tems, or slow data processing of the device may impair 
successful use and prevent a positive user experience, po-
tentially leading to nonuse and further amplifying existing 
age stereotypes that older people are unwilling or incapable 
of using EICT. Future research should further explore the 
potential association between the use of old technology 
and self- or other-directed ageism. Policy initiatives that 
aim to empower older adults who lack EICT devices are 
encouraged to promote the use of the latest models of tech-
nological products to enable barrier-free user experiences. 
Moreover, participatory and inclusive EICT design 
initiatives can prevent ageism in the design process of EICT, 
contribute to the development and design of technologies 
older people actually want and need, and ensure barrier-
free use of contemporary EICTs (Neven & Peine, 2017).

The findings of this study should be interpreted with a 
certain degree of caution, as only three major newspapers 
in one country were included in the analysis. The German 
tabloid newspaper with the highest coverage, namely 
BILD, was excluded due to its primary use of graphics, 
pictures, and short texts. Future studies may explore EICT 
usage by analyzing other types of media (e.g., online media) 
as well as graphics and pictures. Another limitation of this 
research is the single focus on print media, disregarding the 
role of online media. As the percentage of online readers 
has significantly increased over the past years (Loos et al., 
2019), future news media analysis should investigate even-
tual differences in online versus print reporting.

Conclusions
The goal of this study was to analyze German news-
paper discourse on older people’s EICT usage during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Overall, stereotypical and dichoto-
mous images of aging were widespread and seemed to have 
contributed to the construction of the older EICT user and 
nonuser. EICT engagement was portrayed as a social and 
cultural necessity, crucial for engagement in everyday activ-
ities, social interactions, access to goods and services, con-
sumption, and simply indispensable in times of a pandemic. 
Nonuse, in contrast, was depicted as a failure of policies 
that “left older people behind” and fell short in addressing 

their needs and, on the other hand, as the failure of older 
individuals themselves for not catching up with the latest 
developments. Discourses commonly distinguished be-
tween young and old, but also between “third agers” and 
“fourth agers.” This study has added to the understanding 
of how technology-related ageism in the media may af-
fect older people’s age identity and ability or willingness 
to engage in EICT. Our analysis also highlighted that ev-
idence-based educative journalistic elements and nuanced 
reporting on the heterogeneity of aging and later-life EICT 
usage have the potential to counteract the internalization of 
negative age stereotypes and promote a world for all ages.
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