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Summary 

 

Information and communication technology holds great promise in supporting the growing 

population of older people. Yet, older adults are less likely to use technology compared to the 

general population. This digital exclusion not only prevents them from taking advantage of its 

potential benefits, but also limits their ability to live independently in an increasingly digital 

world. Besides being commonly stereotyped as less technologically competent than younger 

age groups, older adults often mention their age or being “too old” as reasons for not using 

technology. Surprisingly, the potential influence of stereotypical perceptions about older people 

and the aging process on older adults’ use behaviours remains largely understudied. This work 

aimed to fill this gap by investigating whether and how age stereotypes determine technology 

use in late adulthood. To this end, we independently tested the predictions of two major 

theoretical approaches to the effects of stereotypes on behaviours: stereotype threat and 

stereotype embodiment. 

According to stereotype threat theory, the fear of confirming negative stereotypes 

associated with their age group may lead older adults to avoid using technology. We examined 

the relationship between stereotype threat and technology use across three studies conducted as 

part of two applied projects in the aging field. As expected, higher levels of stereotype threat 

were associated with lower rates of technology use (Studies 1 to 3). This was shown using 

longitudinal (Study 1) and cross-sectional (Studies 2 and 3) designs, objective (Study 3) and 

subjective (Studies 1 and 2) behavioural measures, and across different types of technology, 

namely desktop and laptop computer use (Studies 1 and 2), tablet use (Study 3), and internet 

use (Study 2). In line with the technology acceptance model, this relationship was mediated 

more distally by anxiety (Study 3) and perceived ease of use (Studies 2 and 3) and more 

proximally by perceived usefulness and behavioural intention (Studies 2 and 3). 

In turn, as implied by stereotype embodiment theory, the internalization of negative age 

stereotypes endorsed earlier in life into negative self-perceptions of aging later in life may deter 

older adults from using technology. We examined the relationship between self-perceptions of 

aging and technology use across three studies based on secondary data from the Health and 

Retirement Study and the German Ageing Survey. As predicted, more positive self-perceptions 

of aging were associated with higher levels of technology use and cognitive functioning 

mediated this relationship (Studies 4 to 6). Self-perceptions of aging, both more general 



(Studies 4 and 5) and more specific to competence (Study 6), were positively linked to general 

computer use (Studies 4 and 5) and specific internet uses (Study 6). This was shown using 

longitudinal designs (Studies 4 to 6), samples from the United States (Study 4) and Germany 

(Studies 5 and 6), and over time intervals of eight (Study 4) and three years (Studies 5 and 6). 

By confirming the assumptions of both theories, these findings suggest that age stereotypes 

determine technology use in late adulthood through distinct, yet complementary processes. 

Future studies should further explore these effects by integrating both theoretical approaches. 

Interventions and policies promoting positive intergenerational contact and positive views on 

age and aging should thus contribute to the digital inclusion of older adults. 


