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Abstract: Digital media are part of everyday life and have an intergenerational appeal, entering
older people’s agendas, practices, and habits. Many people aged over 60 years lack adequate digital
competences and media literacies to support learning, well-being, and participation in society, thus
imposing a need to discuss older people’s willingness, opportunities, and abilities to use digital
media. This study explored older people’s media use and repertoires, digital competences, and
media literacies to promote media literacy education across all ages. The article discusses the data
from 24 interviews with older people aged 65 to 98 years in Italy to answer the following research
questions: What kinds of media repertoires emerge? What kinds of competences and media literacies
can be described? What kinds of support and training do older people get and wish to receive?
The analysis of the data produced four specific profiles concerning media repertoires: analogic,
accidental, digital-instrumental, and hybridised users. Media literacy is still a critical framework, but
the interviewees were open to opportunities to improve their competences. The use of digital media
has received a strong boost due to the pandemic, as digital media have been the only way to get in
touch with others and carry out their daily routine.

Keywords: media literacy education; older people; social media; media uses; media repertoires

1. Introduction

Digital media are part of everyday life and have an intergenerational appeal, entering
older people’s agenda, practices, and habits. Societies today are in a rapid process of
digitalisation, affecting public administration, private commercial services, educational
services, and healthcare and welfare services. However, many people over 60 years of
age lack adequate digital competences and media literacies to support their learning, well-
being, everyday life, and participation in today’s digitalised society [1]. Therefore, there
is a need to examine older people’s willingness, opportunities, and abilities to use digital
media in their everyday life. Older people’s digital competences need to be supported
to enable them to live in today’s digitalised media environment with responsibility and
consciousness, to prevent problematic issues, and to promote a healthy media diet [2].
However, as well as making older service users responsible in the process of digital service
delivery, there is also a need to create more accessible and user-centred digital services for
older people [1].

To promote media literacy education across all ages and beyond school contexts [3–5],
this study explores older people’s media use and repertoires, digital competences, and
media literacies. The study seeks to answer the following research questions:

• How do the respondents report combining the use of traditional media and the
internet? What kind of media repertoires emerge?

• What kinds of digital competences and media literacies emerge from respondents’
accounts? Are ethical and aesthetic issues quoted, or just critical ones?

• What kinds of support and training do they get and wish to receive?
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2. Older People’s Media Use and Media Repertoires

A large proportion of older people are internet nonusers, may never have used the
internet, or have used the internet before but stopped for various reasons [6]. The internet
is understood herein as the medium of media [7] and network of networks [8], which
hosts a large and rapidly growing number of diverse media for activities such as social
networking, information retrieval, and the provision of public and private services.

In the context of the present research, in Italy, the situation concerning older people’s
digital media use was summarised by Istat [9]: Within families with people aged 65+
(living alone), the presence of a high-speed internet connection stops at 34% (the average
in Italy is 75%). Of the Italian population, 42% of people aged 65–74 years use the internet,
which drops to 12% for people aged 75+. Age also influences the choice of device used for
accessing the internet: 19% use a personal computer (5% being the average in Italy). Some
differences related to gender have become particularly marked between older people. Of
women aged 60+ years, 40% use smartphones exclusively to access the internet, which is
14% more than their male peers. Men aged 65+ are instead characterised by the exclusive
use of a personal computer (22% compared to 14% of women). Women show an advantage
in the use of communication services, which is particularly marked for women aged 65+
who use messaging services (9% more than men).

Older people often experience technical challenges in using the internet; therefore,
social support networks play an important role in their internet use [10–13]. The line
between internet use and non-use is sometimes hard to define because even if older people
are nonusers, they may let or make others do things for them online (so-called proxy
use, see, e.g., [14,15]). On average, in Europe and beyond, older people’s range of online
activities is narrower than that of younger age groups [16]. For example, older people
use social networking services less than younger age groups [17]. Based on a large cross-
European audience research project, Nimrod described older people’s media use as media
use traditionalism, meaning that most seniors prefer and adhere to traditional mass media,
such as print newspapers and magazines, radio, and TV (see also [18]). However, previous
research on older people’s media use points to diversity in terms of the expectations,
motivation, attitudes, practices, meanings, experiences, and consequences related to older
people’s internet use [1].

Older people often have extensive experience with traditional media, which they
continue to actively follow [17,18]. To cite Giskov and Deuze [19] (pp. 405–406), people
“do” their media: “People grow up and mature with particular media, move through
life phases with media, and form affective relationships with and through their media.”
Therefore, as Nimrod [17] argued, research on older people’s media repertoires—that is,
research on how older people combine the use of traditional media and the internet—is
needed (see also [1]). Looking at older people’s media repertoires contributes to a more
positive view of older people in terms of their media use, digital competences, and media
literacies, which helps to identify and draw attention to older people’s capabilities and
positive attributes, rather than the deficits and problems in using digital media.

Older people’s existing abilities and media preferences will, in the present study,
be considered using a positive and comprehensive approach from the perspective of
media repertoires, enquiring how older people combine their online and offline media
practices into meaningful repertoires [17,19]. For Giskov and Deuze [19] (p. 406), studying
media repertoires means “looking at the various ways people ‘do’ their media, rather than
documenting distinct media usage in generic categories such as time spent, equipment
used, and skills deployed.” Giskov and Deuze [19] (p. 406) further argued that people use
media as ensembles and that media should be studied both in their material and emotional
contexts “in terms of what they are and what they mean.” This focus also entails theorising
media as a practice (see [20]); that is, looking at what people do with or in relation to media
and what they say about media.
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3. Older People’s Digital Competences and Media Literacies

There is significant variation in older people’s digital competences, that is, in their
abilities to access, use, and produce digital media content [14,17,21]. Many older people
use digital media through assisted use, co-use, or proxy use [12,14,15]. In the context
of the present study, research [22] indicates that 57% of older Italian people (65+) have
low competences, 23% have fundamental skills, and 10% claim to have a high level of
competence. For women aged 80+, the use of the internet is almost non-existent and is
very limited for men of the same age. According to research, 79% of people over 65 have at
least one mobile phone or smartphone to communicate with the world. Overall, previous
research has described older people’s digital competences as partly inadequate, albeit
diverse, when it comes to fully functioning in the digital society [1]. For example, research
indicates that some older people’s skills are inadequate for protecting their safety and
data privacy [23].

According to DigComp, the Digital Competence Framework for Citizens, which is
provided by the European Commission [24,25], digital competence refers to “the confident,
critical and creative use of ICT to achieve goals related to work, employability, learning,
leisure, inclusion, and/or participation in society” [25] (p. 2). The latest version of the
framework, DigComp 2.1 [24], defines the following five competence areas: information
and data literacy, communication and collaboration, digital content creation, and safety
and problem solving (Table 1). It is noteworthy that according to the framework, digital
competence is a highly multi-dimensional competence and contains knowledge, skills,
and attitudes.

Table 1. DigComp 2.1 competence areas and competencies [24].

Competence Areas Competencies

Information and data literacy

Browsing, searching, and filtering data, information, and
digital content

Evaluating data, information, and digital content
Managing data, information, and digital content

Communication and
collaboration

Interacting through digital technologies
Sharing through digital technologies

Engaging in citizenship through digital technologies
Collaborating through digital technologies

Netiquette
Managing digital identity

Digital content creation

Developing digital content
Integrating and re-elaborating digital content

Copyright and licences
Programming

Safety

Protecting devices
Protecting personal data and privacy

Protecting health and well-being
Protecting the environment

Problem solving

Solving technical problems
Identifying needs and technological responses

Creatively using digital technologies
Identifying digital competence gaps

Digital competence strongly overlaps with the concept of media literacy, which has
typically been defined as the ability to access and use, understand and evaluate, and create
media content and communications in a variety of contexts, including digital contexts [26].
After the release of DigComp 2.1, the Council of the European Union included media
literacy as one of the digital competences in its recommendations for the key competences
of lifelong learning [27]. However, differences exist between the concepts of digital com-
petence and media literacy, one key difference being that digital competence has been
assessed as being narrower and more instrumental in its focus, whereas media literacy is
understood to represent a more critical approach to digital media [1].
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According to Rivoltella [5], we can describe at least the following three “dimensions” of
new literacies (Table 2), which refer to new media literacies that are necessitated by the new
digital media system: the critical, aesthetic, and ethical dimensions. The critical dimension
“pertains to the access and understanding of cultural forms and represents the continuity
between New Literacy and Media Literacy traditionally seen” [5] (p. 195). The aesthetic
dimension is linked to the concept of “beauty” and the aesthetic form of media products
and artefacts: “Beauty lives a story of repression and lack of consideration throughout the
history of media applications. It is a consequence of the focus on content, on the cognitive
and structural dimension with respect to the history of the West” [5] (p. 196). The ethical
dimension refers to two main elements: responsibility and resistance, both of which are
linked to media activism and digital citizenship. “The issue of responsibility is brought
into play by the authorial nature of digital and social media and by the transformations
linked to the access to public space in the information society” [5] (p. 196).

Table 2. Dimensions of new media literacies.

Dimensions of New Media Literacy Focus

Critical Analysis, understanding
Aesthetical Form, creativity

Ethical Responsibility, resistance

4. Methodological Framework

The research is framed within the qualitative research methodology: Data were
acquired through a method that we conceptualised as a “warm intergenerational interview”
(cf. [28]). We recruited students enrolled in the master’s degree programme in Media
Education at Catholic University of the Sacred Heart to conduct interviews with older
people. From a media literacy education perspective [3–5], we understand the interview as
a pedagogical action that is based on intergenerational interaction and aims to promote
both the interviewees’ and the interviewers’ media literacies. As Gubrium and Holstein [29]
noted at the end of the 1990s, the research interview has become a means of contemporary
storytelling, where people divulge life accounts in response to interview inquiries. The life
storytelling approach [30] is fundamental, above all, for older people to express and make
sense of the digital world. Interview participants are “actively” constructing knowledge
around questions and responses [31], to cite Fontana and Frey [32] (p. 647): “Each interview
context is one of interaction and relation; the result is as much a product of this social
dynamic as it is a product of accurate accounts and replies.” Questions are never neutral
and are a powerful means of calling on members’ cultural repertoires of ways of speaking.
“By analysing how people talk to one another, one is directly gaining access to a cultural
universe and its content of moral assumptions” [33] (p. 108).

Looking at the digital world, we consider that a “digital native” [34] who could even
be close to the interviewee can act as an interviewer to set up intergenerational interaction.
We understand intergenerational activity as a “social vehicle that creates purposeful and
ongoing exchanges of resources and learning among older and younger generations” [35]
(p. 306) and enhances the interviewer’s speaking and listening skills [36]. Previous research
has pointed to several benefits that result from this kind of interaction. Among these, we
highlight the following, which are most closely connected to media literacy education:

• Sharing part of everyday and personal life [37];
• Responding to ongoing problems and barriers [38];
• Introducing approaches where all individuals have the capacity to contribute and

benefit [39];
• Providing and promoting the inclusion of older people to participate [40,41];
• Fostering positive perceptions of each other [41];
• Encouraging communication through sharing stories and memories [36]; and
• Increasing desired participation and enjoyment and experiencing generativity [42].
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In addition, as shown by Zhong et al.’s [43] systematic review, intergenerational
activities spurred by this interview could have positive impacts on older people; they are
positively associated with older people’s physical health, psychosocial health, cognitive
function, social relationships, and well-being/quality of life (Figure 1).
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Our concept of a “warm intergenerational interview” was inspired by Bakardjieva’s [10,44]
notion of “warm experts,” who mediate between the technology, the situation, and the
needs of novice users. Warm experts are close friends, relatives, or other personal acquain-
tances who can assist in the process of learning and appropriation of digital technologies.
Warm experts are particularly relevant with older people, who tend to prioritise strong
ties in finding support they need. Inspired by the concept, we use the concept “warm
intergenerational interview” to refer to a research interview where a young person na-
tive to the digital world acts as the interviewer but simultaneously practices “warmness”
through carefully attending to what the interviewee is saying and how s/he is saying
it. The interviewer should practice the specific sociolinguistic frame of interviews and
the participants’ communicative norms and interpretive frameworks to determine the
meaning of the interview talk [45]. The interviewer can also help the interviewee navigate
in and understand the digital world and, in this way, resembles a warm expert, as defined
by Bakardjieva [10].

The aim of a warm intergenerational interview is to develop a secure and respect-
ful relationship between the interviewer and the interviewed, who should develop their
interactions organically without structured guidance in a nurturing, safe, and calm environ-
ment [46]. From a media literacy education perspective, secure, respectful, and reciprocal
relationships are the first principles of learning: A positive contact transfers cultural un-
derstanding and develops the ability to communicate across cultures [38]. In a warm
intergenerational interview, the relationship between interviewers and interviewees is
used as a bridge to make the last mentioned most comfortable and the first mentioned
more attentive. The interviews can also be viewed as occasions to get closer and reinforce
the bonds between people. As teachers, we believe that engaging our learners in direct
experience and focused reflection is a meaningful way to increase knowledge, develop
skills, clarify values, and develop students’ capacities to contribute to their communities.

In practice, for the data collection process, we engaged the students enrolled in
the course module “Supporting older people’s digital competences and media literacies”
(2 ECTS, responsible instructor: the third author), which was part of the larger course titled
“Information Literacy and Web Languages” (12 ECTS, responsible instructor: the second
author). Among these, 23 people decided to participate voluntarily as interviewers. From
the ethical perspective, the 24 voluntary interviewees were reached by the standard research
protocol adopted by our university, which is the “information notice for the processing
of personal data.” The students asked the respondents for their informed consent and
explained that the respondents’ identity would not be revealed in any of the research
reports and that the interviewee was free to withdraw from the research at any time.
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The four-week module was delivered through hybrid seminars, online video lectures,
and students’ independent study in May 2021. The aim of the module was to help students
gain a deeper understanding of older people, their digital competences and media literacies,
and the media literacy education that is best suited to the older population. For their
assignment, the students interviewed Italian people aged 65+. The interviews targeted
older people’s media use and preferences, digital competences, media literacies, and
how these were acquired. The data collection process proceeded through the following
four steps:

1. Formative session. The authors presented and discussed the interview protocol with
the students and pointed out the conditions required to set up a warm intergenerational
interview. The protocol included instructions regarding the age of the interviewees (65+),
the mode (face to face/online) of the interview, the maximum length of the interview (appr.
60 min), the interviewee’s informed consent, and how to audio record the interview. The
students were also provided with a list of questions and materials to cover and deliver
during the interview. However, we encouraged students to be flexible during the interview
in terms of its structure and content (e.g., [47]). We encouraged the students to use their
personal concerns and knowledge and to respond carefully to what the interviewees were
saying. Prior to the interviews, students were offered hybrid seminars, video lessons, and
readings on the topics of the course module.

2. Interviews. The students selected one person (65+) from their family or social
environment (neighbours, family, friends) with whom to conduct and record an interview.
The students delivered the audio recording of the interview to the authors. The interview
protocol included questions grouped under the following six topics: (1) background
information (age, gender, place of residence, housing situation, type of relation with
the interviewer), (2) conceptions of digital media, (3) use of media, (4) digital media
appropriation (i.e., learning to use digital media), (5) media literacy, and (6) the meaning of
the COVID-19 pandemic in the use of media. Examples of interview questions include the
following: How have you learned to use digital media such as the internet? Have you come
across the concept of “media literacy”? In your opinion, what is media literacy? Where do
you think it is most needed nowadays? Would you like to learn some media literacy skills?

3. Sharing and discussing the interviews. At the end of the module, the students shared
and discussed their interviews with their peers and the three authors in a hybrid two-hour
seminar. The aim of this activity was to foster a media literacy education perspective.

4. Reflection. Finally, we administered a questionnaire to foster in students the reflective
practitioner perspective [48] and to develop a meta-reflective process. “Students who
participate in the intergenerational interview process have the opportunity to discover
and identify the roots of their own values and to examine and reflect on the values of an
individual more experienced at living. At the same time the process is illuminating for the
older person who is given the opportunity to talk to someone who was just beginning this
lifelong discovery process” [28] (p. 145).

The first two authors analysed the respondents’ media repertoires by coding the types
of media they used, the time spent on each medium, and the motivations for use (leisure,
work, relationship, information). Second, the data were coded in terms of the aspects of
digital competences and media literacy presented earlier in this manuscript. The interview
questions were co-produced by the authors.

5. Results

The interviewees were 24 older people (5 men and 19 women) aged 65 to 98 years old
(average age = 75) from Italy. Apart from one person living in a big city, the interviewees lived
in small cities or villages close to main municipalities (Milan, Brescia, Aosta, and Trento). All
participants were from the north of the country from west to east, and 12 lived alone, nine
lived with their spouse, two lived with a daughter, and another lived with her sister and
brother-in-law. The sample under study is presented in the following table (Table 3).
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Table 3. Sample of the study.

ID Gender (Q1) 1 = F,
2 = M

Age
(Q2)

Place of Residence (Q3)
1 = Town, 2 = Small City,

3 = Big City

Living Condition (Q4)
1 = at Home with Relatives,

2 = at Home alone,
3 = in Hospice

Relationship with Interviewer (Q5)
1 = Father/Mother, 2 = Grandfather/

Grandmother, 3 = Uncle/Aunt,
4 = Neighbour,

5 = Great-Grandfather/Mother,
5 = Family Friend, 6 = Cousin,

n.a. = Not Answered

1 2 69 Piedmont, 1 1 5
2 2 65 Piedmont, 2 2 2
3 2 65 Lombardy, 1 1 1
4 1 98 Piedmont, 1 1 5
5 1 75 Piedmont, 1 1 2
6 1 77 Lombardy, 1 2 2
7 1 73 Lombardy, 1 1 5
8 1 74 Emilia-Romagna, 1 2 2
9 1 73 Lombardy, 1 1 2

10 1 65 Piedmont, 1 2 n.a.
11 1 66 Lombardy, 1 1 5
12 2 73 Trentino Alto Adige, 2 1 4
13 1 81 Lombardy, 1 2 2
14 1 65 Friuli, 1 1 5
15 1 77 Lombardy, 1 2 2
16 1 66 Emilia-Romagna, 1 2 6
17 1 73 Lombardy, 3 2 3
18 1 82 Lombardy, 3 2 2
19 1 67 Lombardy, 1 1 3
20 1 77 Valle D’Aosta, 2 2 5
21 1 65 Lombardy, 2 1 1
22 1 75 Liguria, 1 2 4
23 1 68 Lombardy, 1 1 5
24 2 68 Sardegna, 2 1 1

5.1. Media Repertoires: Four Emerging Profiles

In the analyses of the data, media repertoires were coded with the following cri-
teria: types of media owned by the interviewee, time spent with the media, apps, and
media preferences.

The interviewee’s media repertoires were not computer-driven: five of the 24 people
owned and used a computer, three of whom were 65; eight had a personal computer, five of
whom were under 70. In our case study, lower age was connected to the use of computers
and PCs. Furthermore, the uses were connected to previous jobs and they were deeply
linked to the professional life of each interviewee. This group of interviewees had an inter-
est in technical lexicons related to innovative technologies, as one interviewee explained:

“I am interested in ‘wearable’ media, as they say, like smartwatches, Bluetooth
headphones, but the cost is still a bit high.”

(65 years old, male)

The interviewees appeared to be a “smartphone generation”: 20 of the 24 had a
smartphone (two more people had a mobile phone, but likely with no internet connection,
so not properly a smartphone), and two answers were missing. Of the 24 interviewees,
13 had a tablet computer. However, three did not use it at all. Three interviewees had
an e-book reader, one mentioned Alexa (77 years old, female), and one had a smartwatch
(67 years old, female). The interviewees reported that smartphones are easy to use and
important for personal safety:

“My mobile phone has become indispensable for me since I am alone: even
when I travel by car, it gives me security, whether or not I have a possible health
emergency.”

(77 years old, female)
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Social media formed a moderate part of the interviewees’ media repertoires (Twitter:
1 user; Instagram: 2 users; TikTok: 1 user). One interviewee (73 years old, male) reported
using a mix of social media applications: TikTok, YouTube, Instagram, and Facebook. Seven
interviewees reported using YouTube, not as prosumers (persons who both consume and
produce) but as users, accessing content online and sometimes on the television set: “In the
evening, in particular, if there is nothing interesting on television I try to watch something
on YouTube” (65 years old, male). The other three people who mentioned YouTube used it
in combination with other social media:

“I have a profile on Twitter, but I use it very little; Facebook, at least three or four
times a week, then sometimes I am more connected, I use social channels if I
want to contact friends, and I stay in contact with former colleagues. I use social
media in these forms, I don’t use them for nonsense; I don’t have Instagram, a
lot of time it’s a waste of time. Then Messenger [on Facebook] and YouTube,
sometimes when there is something interesting.”

(66 years old, female)

“Mainly Facebook, but I also have Instagram for photos and YouTube to see
something, but I don’t produce or rarely.”

(73 years old, male)

Only four interviewees reported using games on their devices (one decided to quit),
as they mostly preferred puzzler magazines. The interviewees talked about social media as
a sort of diversion, a means to spend time and to get in contact with friends. Six of them
had a Facebook profile, as one reported:

“Let’s say, you have Facebook [always available]: you’re on the bus, you don’t
know what to do and you go to Facebook and play a little bit rather than answer
to someone, but it’s a use . . . I don’t use Facebook to do anything other than have
social contact.”

(66 years old, female)

As for other social media applications, 14 interviewees quoted WhatsApp as their
favourite app and eight defined video call/chat apps as a new entry to their repertoires
since the start of the pandemic. Four interviewees mentioned banking apps and two used
Google to obtain news and information. Residual apps included Duolingo, Booking, apps
connected to transportation, and forecast and supermarket apps (due to the pandemic
for online shopping). This shift led us to a specific form of use: interest-driven, practical,
and goal-oriented.

Concerning their favourite device, smartphones appeared to be valuable resources
because they are portable and offer a combination of different functions in one tool. Smart-
phones appeared as the most favourite device for 11 interviewees, eight of whom chose
the smartphone and one other device, such as a tablet computer (3), television set (3),
or computer (2):

“If they give me the phone instead, I will stay there for hours. Because I like to
chat a lot, loneliness gives me sadness, even if my husband is in the house, but
we are always [only] the two of us.”

(75 years old, female)

In terms of traditional media, 13 interviewees reported reading magazines, 17 read
newspapers and books, 23 watched television, and 9 preferred the radio (4 used to listen to
radio programmes, but they moved to television in recent years). Radio is still a “media of
their memory”:

“I like to listen so much to the radio, which is my favourite medium, the first
[technological] thing I had in my youth. It was the first instrument we had in the
family. Dad bought it. I was not even fifteen-sixteen years old and for me it was
an immense joy because there was nothing in the village where we lived. So we
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were one of the first families to have this mobile radio. It was beautiful: there
were transmissions, there was the record player and I put the records and I spent
the day like this, especially in the morning when I was doing crafts at home.”

(75 years old, female)

Somehow, television and digital media represented an easy match and the combination
was not coincidental:

“It depends on what I have to do and see: if it is a show I did not see last night, I
open the computer; if it is less challenging, I take the phone; and if I want to play
some games, I do it with the computer or with the smartphone if I do not have
the computer. I turn on the TV to have company as I live alone in my house.”

(65 years old, female)

Television was the absolute favourite device for four interviewees, whereas radio
was the favourite device and media for only one person. This finding is quite interesting
because many of them declared themselves to be radio lovers.

The analysis of the data produced four specific profiles concerning media repertoires:
the analogic user, the accidental user, the digital-instrumental user, and the hybridised
user. The analogic profile is based on a definite analogic media repertoire dominated by
newspapers, television, and radio with no expansion to the digital world. The accidental
user profile came to use digital devices just by chance, for example, when there is nothing
interesting on TV and they have no specific interest or skills. The digital-instrumental
profile includes a relatively broad use of digital technologies and the internet, especially
to meet specific practical needs linked to bank issues or payments and the use is very
goal-oriented (traveling, shopping etc.). Finally, the hybridised profile manifests clearly
hybridised media repertoires with an assortative integration of digital and traditional
media in daily practices. This is interesting because it reveals a specific focus: someone
who chooses media devices and services and consciously moves from one to the other and
knows how they work.

Our sample was quite balanced if we consider the mix of media uses and the meaning
of the media themselves (material and emotional contexts). The hybridised profile was
representative of a minority (5), followed by the accidental user profile and the analogic
profile (6 each), followed by the digital-instrumental (7), especially if we consider the
massive use of smartphones and the internet via mobile devices. Age was a variable, but
not so clearly: It was evident in the analogic profile, quite important in the hybridised
profile, and very balanced in the other profiles (see Table 4).

Table 4. Distribution of profiles.

Profile N Age Gender

Analogic 6 73+ (5), 65 (1) F (6)
Accidental user 6 65−68 (3), 73+ (3) F (5), M (1)

Digital-instrumental 7 65−68 (3), 73+ (3) F (6), M (1)
Hybridised 5 65−68 (3), 73+ (2) M (3), F (2)

Six people were strictly analogic (no smartphone, just an old mobile phone and just
for talking; no internet; and no other digital media, with a declared analogic practice and
somehow a very distant idea of technologies and the internet). They were all female and
aged over 73 years (except for one), and commented on their repertoires, for example, in
the following way: “I really never thought to use them (other digital media), also because I
don’t need them” (65 years old, female). The accidental user profile was represented by six
people, and the following excerpt sheds light on their perspectives:

“In the morning, as soon as I wake up, I send my friends a good morning with
my phone through WhatsApp. Then maybe I have other jobs to do because I’m
not in the house all day. When I am at home, I turn on the TV, so I hear talking
and I feel a bit of background noise. TV provides me with some company. ( . . . )
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The thing I definitely use the most is the TV because I turn it on and let it talk all
day, more to hear someone talking.”

(65 years old, female)

A digital-instrumental profile was manifested in seven people’s accounts, as the
following excerpts demonstrate:

“I also make payments on the phone. The phone is easier and faster because I
have it to hand and even if I’m out I can do everything.”

(67 years old, female)

“Today, I used the computer to check my emails and order some useful products
for the family from Amazon, [and I used] the smartphone to check the bank
account and the tablet to read the news of the local newspapers.”

(68 years old, male)

Five people corresponded to the hybridised profile. One respondent had an extensive
past with computers for work reasons:

“I started with the PC when there was no Windows, eh . . . because of my job, I
had to take all possible and imaginable courses and, in particular, get a PC . . .
immediately.”

(77 years old, female)

The following is another example of a hybridised profile:

“[I use the internet] mainly to process my hobbies, create, research, information,
communicate, read the various newspapers and integrate paper stuff.”

(77 years old, female)

5.2. Digital Competences and Media Literacies

Ten respondents claimed to understand the concept of media literacy (or at least were
able to cite a definition). They were mainly women, whose age had no impact on this
aspect: four corresponded to the hybridised profile, two to the accidental users, one to
the analogic profile, and three were digital-instrumental users. The respondents reported
interesting ideas about media literacies, particularly about their ability to critically analyse
media contents:

“I mean the ability to understand what can be the consequences of the use of
that specific medium or that application (good or bad use); critical competence is
also the ability to dominate that medium and not to be dominated, right?! Or to
acquire information and critically analyse it in terms of truthfulness.”

(69 years old, male)

“There is a problem, which, however, comes much further, as it also occurred
with old media: the ability to read a newspaper or an article and try to understand
the right meaning, what can be true or not. I mean, the internet is a very powerful
tool and therefore also a tool of disinformation and therefore [it is necessary] to
have knowledge and critical knowledge.”

(73 years old, male)

One respondent expressed her concern about the difficulties in trying to analyse the
overflow of information and determining which information concerning the COVID-19
pandemic was trustworthy:

“The media have burdened the situation: especially about vaccines, they have
said ‘yes’ and ‘no’; people are already stressed, not understanding the situation
they are experiencing, so they do not understand if they should do one thing or
the other.”

(65 years old, female)
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Notably, some respondents confused digital competence with having a digital “alphabet”:

“Critical competence for me is when your PC crashes and you don’t have the
basic notions to work on it and you always have to ask for external help.”

(77 years old, female)

Therefore, the main terms were the ability to understand the consequences of media
use, to analyse information, and to reflect on a wide range of nuances within the media
architecture (with a specific focus on privacy). The pandemic made information literacy a
huge topic even in the mainstream media: If we consider the Italian scenario, we assisted
in the diffusion of fake news, misinformation, and incorrect information on COVID-19,
vaccines, and many other issues related to the situation worldwide.

Most interviewees saw social media as somewhat problematic due to privacy and
security issues, which can be interpreted as distrust of digital communication systems and
as insecurity about their digital competences in protecting their safety (e.g., protecting de-
vices, personal data, and privacy) (see [24]). The following interview excerpt demonstrates
these concerns:

“I have a lot of distrust and I am very protective of my privacy. I don’t like
conflict situations, so I never wanted to get close to these tools, which may have
some positive aspects, but with respect to which I have a great distrust.”

(77 years old, female)

5.3. Support and Training

We asked the respondents whether they wanted to improve their competences con-
cerning digital media and media literacy. The interviewers, when needed (in 15 cases),
explained the meaning of digital competence and media literacy to make the interviewees
more aware and to give them a framework through which to answer the question. The
majority (11 people) were open to new courses and opportunities to improve or build
their competences, nine people were not interested, and three were unsure (one did not
respond). This result supports that collected by a recent study of older people, COVID-19,
and technologies [49] in which many of the Italian respondents stated that they did not
need to learn more about the use of new technologies (12%), a fact worth reflecting on to
avoid taking “learning need” for granted.

The reasons for the unwillingness to learn new media literacies ranged from “laziness”
to a self-perception of being unable to learn, which reflected an age-related representation
of old people and digital media as living in two very different worlds. Some respondents
reported that they could resort to proxy use; in other words, asking other people to perform
digital tasks for them (see also [12,14,15]: “I don’t find it necessary at my age” (81, female,
analogic); “not anymore, you know?! My mind is too tired” (75, female); “I am not against
the use of digital tools, but out of laziness and the fact that I have a favourable situation
that allows me to solve problems having others solve them, I do not intend to develop
[further competences]” (69, male).

Among those who knew little about media literacy and digital competence, seven
people claimed to be interested in developing their competences (all female, four were 73+
years old, three were accidental users, and two were in the analogic profile). Some of them
wanted to be “more autonomous,” without having to depend on others to run procedures
and manage practical actions such as organising data and using digital tools for images
and photographs. Trying to imagine the structure of media literacy training (cf. [50]), one
respondent suggested having a peer-to-peer situation (with people of the same age) and
other training performed by young people (as they know more about digital issues). The
interviewees suggested that the course should not be online.

Are digital competences and media literacies a matter for young or older people? The
findings show that the respondents had mixed views, but many considered these issues to
be transgenerational:
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“Young people and children must be helped to avoid them accessing websites
that can be described as particularly harmful, such as pornographic sites or other
platforms that they should not open on their own.”

(68 years old, male)

“No, I think everyone [old and young people]. Because even a child, well, maybe
a little one, just plays games, but the older ones must know that they cannot post
just anything on social media because it can have serious consequences. And
also posting images of people, you can’t do it without asking them . . . I mean
photos, for privacy issues.”

(67 years old, female)

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic had a strong positive impact on almost all the
respondents’ digital media uses and practices. This impact has also been found in other
European countries [51]. Many of those who previously considered digital media some-
thing unfamiliar or unimportant started to access it more frequently and made digital
media part of their daily routine in terms of practical procedures and emotional investment.
Some respondents discovered new digital applications (e.g., Classroom, Google platforms,
and Jamboard) and invested more time in video conferencing and WhatsApp to see their
relatives and reinforce family bonding, as this interview excerpt demonstrates:

“It has changed, yes, because I have used them more, as there was no physical
contact and you had to get in touch through your smartphone.”

(82 years old, female)

In particular, during the COVID-19 pandemic, YouTube was experienced by some
respondents as a “remedial” element. Many Italian institutions streamed live or made
content accessible online:

“I often attend the Teatro No’hma in the Lambrate area and now I’m watching
their programmes on YouTube. I mean, they were important in pandemic times.”

(66 years old, female)

Connected media helped them connect to the world. There was another node, as well—
many people, especially the ones already working, discovered that they had a lot of time:

“Yes, you definitely use them more because you have more time. I never had
time before. Now, with the pandemic, you are at home and use them more.”

(67 years old, female)

6. Discussion

This study examined older Italian people’s media use and repertoires, digital compe-
tences, and media literacies. The study sought to answer the following research questions:
How do the respondents report combining the use of traditional media and the internet?
What kinds of media repertoires emerge? What kinds of digital competences and media
literacies emerge from respondents’ accounts? Are ethical and aesthetic issues quoted, or
just critical ones? What kinds of support and training do they get and wish to receive?

The interviewees reported that traditional media (television, newspapers, radio, maga-
zines) were significant in their everyday lives, thus corroborating Nimrod’s [17,18] findings
about older European people’s media-use traditionalism. The findings corroborate previous
research (e.g., [16,17]) in that social media formed only a moderate part of the interviewees’
media repertoires. Most of the interviewees reported that they experienced social media as
somewhat problematic and had concerns about privacy and safety issues, thus pointing to
possible insecurities about their digital competences to protect their safety (see [24]).

The results include four specific profiles concerning older people’s media repertoires:
the analogic, accidental user, digital-instrumental, and hybridised profiles. These profiles
corroborate previous research by making visible the diversity of older people’s digital
media use [1,9]. However, the digital-instrumental and hybridised profiles in particular
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support looking at older people’s media use from a positive viewpoint, as these profiles
show how older people successfully use a relatively broad array of digital technologies
and the internet for purposes meaningful to them. In particular, the hybridised profile
shows how older people successfully integrate digital and traditional media into their
daily practices. These results are worth capitalising on, since very often researchers have
addressed older people’s digital competences and media literacies from the viewpoint of
deficits and barriers of use. Here, the positive outlook is inspired by how, for example, social
gerontology and educational gerontology have accentuated diversity and heterogeneity as
well as positive aspects and strengths related to ageing and old age [52–54].

7. Conclusions

In terms of the respondents’ digital competences and media literacies as well as their
willingness to develop these skills, there was variation between the respondents. This is
in line with previous research [1,14,17,21]. Furthermore, our study corroborates studies
indicating that older people often need social support and resort to proxy use of digital
technologies and media [12,14,15]. Notably, social support and proxy use are not always
welcomed by older people, as some of the respondents of the present study reported
an interest in developing their digital competences to be “more autonomous” and not
having to “depend on others.” In terms of media technologies, most of the respondents
had and used a smartphone. Notably, smartphones appeared to be the favourite device of
many interviewees.

At the methodological level, this research tested the “warm expert intergenerational
interview,” which was useful for the following:

• Introducing and discussing complex themes—the interviewers were able to make
digital issues accessible to older people by providing experiences taken from their
life, using a common language (and some dialect expressions), enabling storytelling,
and making the interviewee comfortable with conversational adjustments (rephrasing
and clarifying);

• Increasing competence in students as warm-media experts—in the interviews, by
discussing with peers and with teachers, they started a metacognitive process on their
on their attitude as researcher;

• Creating a more accessible and user-centred digital service [1] in designing meaningful
media educative activities. The students followed different approaches with older
people; thus, when dealing with people aged 65+, media education should start and
be strictly linked to people’s competence. As such, media educators should start from
an instrumental/functional approach and move to a critical and ethical dimension.
However, with people over 80 years old, media educators should propose methods
close to early childhood approaches (playfulness, storytelling, and memoires).

This study has some limitations. For a more comprehensive and representative
knowledge of older Italian people’s media repertoires, digital competences, and media
literacies, data from a larger number of respondents, as well as complementary data
collection methods such as participant observation, log data, and performance tests, are
needed. The findings of the present study show that some older people do not fully
understand what is meant by digital competence and media literacy and that some are
unwilling to develop their competences due to, for example, a negative perception of
themselves as old-age incompetent learners. However, the study also showed that some
older people would be willing to learn new digital competences and media literacies, for
example, through peer mentoring. The practical implication of the results is, therefore,
that adequate information, as well as training and support related to older people’s media
literacies, should be provided. Finally, information and support that address older people’s
negative conceptions of themselves as learners should be provided.
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