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CHAPTER 6 

6.5. Potential Impacts 

Two aspects of our social world have become even more salient with the COVID-19 pandemic: 

(1) older people are stereotypically perceived in negative ways (e.g., vulnerable), especially 

regarding their competence (Swift & Chasteen, 2021); and (2) contemporary societies are 

increasingly dependent on technology (e.g., telework), with digitally excluded individuals 

facing greater challenges (Beaunoyer et al., 2020). Findings from six studies suggest that these 

seemingly unrelated trends actually converge towards the digital exclusion of older adults. Both 

the fear of confirming negative stereotypes about their age group (stereotype threat, Studies 1 

to 3) and the internalization of these age stereotypes into perceptions about themselves and their 

ageing experience (stereotype embodiment, Studies 4 to 6) can turn older adults away from 

information and communication technology, preventing or at least hindering its regular use in 

their daily lives. This detachment from the technological domain has important implications for 

older adults at different levels. On one hand, it keeps them from taking full advantage of the 

benefits of using technology to their social, emotional, functional, and subjective health and 

well-being (e.g., Chopik, 2016; Hartanto et al., 2020; Heo et al., 2015). On the other hand, it 

limits their ability to live independently in an increasingly digital society that, more than ever 

before, expects its citizens to use technology in various contexts. Taken together, these findings 

reinforce the notion that ageist stereotypes affect older adults in a myriad of ways and in a 

multitude of domains, ultimately impacting their quality of life (for reviews, see Barber, 2020; 

Levy, 2003). 

The scientific relevance of this work is substantial and manifold. Research on the 

influence of age stereotypes in late adulthood has largely focused on health and functioning as 

the main outcomes (for meta-analyses, see Lamont et al., 2015; Westerhof et al., 2014). 

Hence, most studies have focused on how to minimize their effects on cognitive and physical 

performance and functioning (e.g., Abrams et al., 2008; Abrams et al., 2006; Levy, 1996; Levy 

et al., 2014). Simultaneously, research examining the determinants of technology use by 

older adults has rarely taken into account the role of stereotypical perceptions about age and 

ageing (for reviews, see Chen & Chan, 2011; Wagner et al., 2010). Adding to this literature, 

associations between 
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age stereotype-related constructs and technology use in late adulthood were repeatedly found 

across six studies, extending previous research on stereotype threat and stereotype embodiment, 

as well as on technology acceptance and usage by older adults. Incidentally, these findings also 

provide evidence that technology use contributes to health and well-being in this age group 

(e.g., cognitive functioning, Studies 4 to 6), further emphasizing the need to address the adverse 

effects of age stereotypes in the technological domain. 

Importantly, this work contributes to inform policies and interventions. Fostering positive 

intergenerational contact and spreading positive information about age and ageing (for reviews, 

see Burnes et al., 2019; Marques et al., 2020) emerge as promising strategies to promote 

technology use behaviours among older age groups, ultimately contributing to their quality of 

life. Programs encouraging direct and indirect forms of quality contact, including extended and 

imagined contact, between younger and older generations, from early childhood to late 

adulthood, should challenge the negative stereotypes about older people and their detrimental 

influence on technology use (e.g., Abrams et al., 2008; Abrams et al., 2006). Likewise, 

initiatives disseminating positive facts and portrayals of older people and the ageing process, 

including multiple older role models demonstrating technological competence (e.g., Marx & 

Roman, 2002; McIntyre et al., 2005), or information about gains and growth that come with 

ageing (e.g., Brothers & Diehl, 2017; Levy et al., 2014), should result in similar benefits. More 

research is needed to evaluate the effectiveness of these and other strategies in promoting 

technology engagement and, indirectly, health and well-being in late adulthood, so that relevant 

stakeholders can implement policies and interventions addressing the negative views on age 

and ageing and their insidious consequences. 

Although older age groups would be the main beneficiaries of such efforts, the findings 

reported in this thesis are relevant to virtually everyone. Everybody ages. Most people aspire 

to live long and healthy lives, which inevitably means reaching old age. As future targets of 

ageist stereotypes in later life (and their adverse effects on health and behaviour), ageism should 

concern people of all ages. On one hand, age stereotypes and ageing narratives have become 

more negative over the last two centuries (Ng et al., 2015; Ng & Chow, 2020), a tendency that 

is likely to continue with population ageing (North & Fiske, 2015). On the other hand, existing 

and emerging technologies, such as virtual and augmented reality, artificial intelligence, and 

robotics, will continue to evolve and become widespread (Czaja, 2017a). As younger 

generations grow older and reach late adulthood, future older individuals may also experience 

the effects of age-based stereotype threat and stereotype internalization, possibly distancing 

themselves from technological innovations that will emerge in the future. This challenges the 
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argument that the digital divide between generations is a temporary phenomenon that will 

eventually disappear over time, as younger cohorts who are more technologically literate grow 

older. In fact, this positions age-related stereotypes on a par with age-related declines as 

important risk factors for the digital exclusion of both present and future older adults. 

The United Nations has proclaimed 2021-2030 as the Decade of Healthy Ageing (Dixon, 

2021; World Health Organization [WHO], 2020), a global collaboration that brings together 

governments, civil society, international agencies, professionals, academia, the media, and the 

private sector to improve the lives of older people, their families, and the communities in which 

they live. Combatting ageism is one of its four priority action areas. With the publication of the 

Global Report on Ageism (Mikton et al., 2021; WHO, 2021), the World Health Organization 

has launched its Global Campaign to Combat Ageism (de la Fuente-Núñez & Officer, 2021), 

which aims to change the way we think (stereotypes), feel (prejudice) and act (discrimination) 

towards age and ageing. This constitutes an unprecedented and timely opportunity to combat 

ageism in its different forms, including its damaging effects. Specific efforts should be made to 

prevent the contribution of age stereotypes to the digital inequalities between age groups. 

In conclusion, this thesis and the publications resulting from this work provide an important 

basis on which to build further research and novel interventions aiming to promote technology 

use among older adults. 




