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ABSTRACT  Participation is thought to build and sustain individual and
community resilience. What constitutes participation today significantly involves
networked digital communications. With Australia’s ageing population set to
increase exponentially, and with a growing concentration of older people living
outside of larger cities and towns, a need exists to address how participation in
later life is understood and facilitated. Coupled with the need for regional
communities to find relevant change processes that build resilience, this
multidisciplinary paper highlights variations in perception about older people’s
digital abilities in regional Queensland. Following the general increase in appeal
of digital devices to older people, defined here as those aged over 65, the paper
suggests that how older people’s digital connectedness progresses 1is
foundationally influenced by the speculative, antithetical and potentially
ambivalent perceptions of others. In doing so, we seek to understand rural
connectedness in later life through a suite of literacies informing digital
participation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Recent statistical data shows that approximately one in seven
Australians is over the age of 65, with those who are 70 years or older
representing the fastest growing section of the regional population. It is
also the case that a quarter of older Australians live in smaller cities and
towns (ABS, 2013) and proportionally represent a higher percentage of
those locations. Policy reform and attention has therefore been focused
on the cost of infrastructure and services planning for an ageing
Australia, particularly with regard to future economic demands in the
provision of aged and health care services (Australian Government,
Department of Health and Ageing, 2013). Less attention, however, has
been paid to the social, cultural and educational differences of older
Australians, with particular cultural sensitivities and persuasions often
overlooked. In rural and remote regions of Australia, for example, access
to appropriate health and community services has been identified as
setting particular challenges, and socially inclusive recognition for older
Australians has often assumed similarities rather than differences
(AASW, 2013). Coupled with sector-based economic decline in
Australia’s regional communities over the last half century (Australian
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Government, Productivity Commission, 2005), there is a need to address
how existing and relatively cost-neutral community resources (e.g.
people’s social contributions, skills and knowledge bases) can effect
ongoing cultural change, social and economic stimulation beyond ‘crisis’
narratives (Carter, ef al., 2008).

Older Australians can be said to represent largely untapped resources,
bringing knowledge, skills, innovations and understandings about a range
of technologies that they have developed over long periods of time. Such
resources are yet to be solidly linked to new educational and resilience
building initiatives that originate inside communities for wider
community benefit (McDonald, 2014a). Ways to identify and link with
digital practices, as older people perform them, have emerged in previous
research which found that the abilities of older Australians to engage
digitally is habitually misunderstood and overlooked. The often
unexpected and indirect arrival of digital technologies in older people’s
lives correlatively inspires generative literacy practices which are not
limited to ‘digital literacies’ alone and incorporate prior learning
(McDonald, 2014b).

In this paper, we consider data and insights on perceptions about older
people’s digital participation from household perceptions about such
participation, or its potential. Considerations are drawn from a cross
sectional survey of quantitative and qualitative data about how and why
households in the Western Downs Shire (WDS) of regional Queensland
subscribe to Broadband Internet services. Data on perceptions of older
people is clustered around three key themes, namely older people’s
interest in Broadband Internet, perceptions of their digital ski/ls and of
the utility of Broadband Internet in their lives.

Interpreting the survey results through the framework of perception
considers the intimate communities of older regional Australians as
instrumental in an older person’s capacity to effect digital participation.
We discuss this capacity through a suite of literacies associated with the
quality of digital participation, and with how older people’s lives can be
informed by the perceptions of those immediately around them. The
paper therefore engages a critique of regional practices as relational to
metropolitan ideals, and calls for detailed and specific considerations of
later life in regional contexts.
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2. BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGIES

The data discussed in this paper emerges from the broader doctoral
research project of Sanjib Tiwari from the Australian Digital Futures
Institute postgraduate program at the University of Southern Queensland.
The doctoral research intersects with cultural research into digital
technologies in the daily lives of older adults in regional Australia
(McDonald, 2014a), and research into digital literacies and information
seeking skills in rural contexts (Starasts, 2015). The purpose of all of
these studies is to address the wider social and policy challenges of
regional Australia’s digital future, with, in this instance, a focus on the
adoption and use of Broadband Internet in the Western Downs Region
(WDR) of Queensland.

For the purposes of this research, Broadband Internet is defined as
high-speed, always on, Internet connectivity, with a minimum download
speed of 256 kbps and minimum upload speed of 64 kbps. Broadband
Internet allows multiple tasks to be performed at the same time. For
example, a user can download and upload data at the same time without
delay. A household is defined as one or more people living in the same
dwelling, that is, in shared accommodation. A household may consist of a
single family or some other grouping of people (Tiwari, 2013).

The WDR was chosen as a viable case study site that is representative
of regional Australia through a combination of land area, population
growth, residents’ education levels, and, for the purposes of this paper, an
increase in the area’s older population. Geographically, the WDR covers
a land area of 38 039 square kilometres, making it one of the twenty
largest districts in Queensland, and in the year to June 2013, the area
showed a 1.7 per cent population growth increase with a recorded 33 494
people living in the region (ABS, 2013). The number of people aged
above 65 is increasing in the region, and is now recorded at 13.6 per cent
of the area’s population (ABS, 2013). WDR residents are concentrated in
the three towns of Dalby, Chinchilla and Miles, with the remaining
population dispersed in a number of smaller towns and rural districts.

A large scale survey of 1500 randomly selected households was
conducted in the region to inquire into the general adoption and use of
Broadband Internet, with respondents asked to specifically indicate their
understanding of older people’s relationships with Broadband Internet
through these areas:
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1. People over the age of 65 are, or are not, interested in Broadband
Internet

2. Older people generally can, or cannot use, Broadband Internet

3. Broadband Internet would, or would not, be useful for people
over the age of 65.

The survey responses offered a starting point from which to elucidate the
differing interpretations of the writers as a multidisciplinary collaborative
research group from areas as diverse as Cultural Studies, Information
Systems, and Information Systems Research who drew on qualitative and
quantitative understandings (Creswell, 2003). Ultimately, the surveys
formed one facet of an interpretivist social research paradigm (Pachirat,
2015), with responses used to open dialogue about household perceptions
of older people’s digital engagements and participation. The emergent
themes discussed below begin to articulate perceptions of older people’s
digital engagements, their interests and capabilities, and what is required
to enable these.

3. EMERGENT THEMES

Three areas of perception are evident and reflect a measure of how
others understand older people’s digital practices, namely (1) their
interest in Broadband Internet, (2) their digital skills and (3) the utility of
Broadband Internet in their lives. As noted above, we sought to create
dialogue around the extent to which household members perceived older
people’s digital engagements. Consistent with interpretive methods in
social research (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011), the survey aimed to intersect
with the perceived lived experiences of older people as household
members understood them or speculated about them.

While the complex of directions made evident in a concurrent study
concerned with older people’s productive engagements with digital
technologies is beyond the scope of this paper (see McDonald, 2014a),
the three areas noted above can be said to encapsulate how such
productive engagements may be progressed or disabled by the
perceptions of others (see also Warburton et al., 2012).
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Considering older people’s interest in Broadband Internet, approximately
half of those surveyed were of the view that older people showed interest,
with the remainder expressing the view that they did not. A similar result
was articulated with reference to whether or not older people possess the
skills to use Broadband Internet, but in response to whether or not
Broadband Internet would be useful for older people, most respondents
agreed that it would, with fewer suggesting the contrary. While
perceptions about older people’s interest and skills showed the maximum
difference (~50/50), Broadband Internet was generally perceived to be
useful for older people (Tiwari, 2013).

What might this data say, then, about perceptions of technology in later
life, and how do such perceptions inform us about the overall interest,
ability and wider utility of the digital era for older adults? Here, we can
ask two interrelated questions: What makes digital participation possible
for older people both conceptually and in practical terms? And how is
such participation orchestrated by older people themselves and in their
name by others? Foundationally, then, the paper continues with an outline
of perception theory, its role in gauging current understandings of ageing
and its potential for their reconsideration in regional contexts.

4. PERCEPTIONS OF OLDER AGE AND TECHNOLOGIES

The utility of perception in interpretivist research has roots in
phenomenology. Phenomenology is an approach to the analysis of
meaning production which focuses on the constitution of a person’s
‘inter-subjective’ or everyday, world, from, putting it simply, their ‘own
perspective’ (Schwandt, 2000). Masking a good degree of complexity
about the notion of perception, this simple premise actually refers to how
the world appears to individuals rather than how we make sense of it
through meaning-making attempts. Such an appearance is organised
through fundamentally two internal perceptive processes—what is
intentional toward, and intelligible about, what we experience (Sparrow,
2007, after Merleau-Ponty, 1962). Intentionality is dependent on what is
presented to us, that is, on what appears, and intelligibility enables
meaningful understanding (Sparrow, 2007). As Tom Sparrow explains,
“[plerception, as intentional, is always perception-of, always the
apprehension of a transcendent figure against a meaningful background.
Phenomenologically, this feature of perception is, in a technical sense,
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given ... [where] an always intelligible form stages our interaction with
the world” (Sparrow, 2007: 103).

Perceptions are also thought to be sensory concerns, that is, perceptions
are bodily and felt—embodied—giving onto experiential meanings of the
world which are perhaps less esoteric and more externally engaged
(Sparrow, 2007). In the case of the households survey about older
people’s digital participation, one can speculate that, how older people
are perceived, that is, how older people appear to those who were
surveyed, may be as a result of how they appear through broadly
denotative means such as their representation in popular media or through
language. Conversely, sentience, or felt experience, plays a part in how
older people perceive themselves through the eyes of the rest of the world
(MacMaster, 2012), and significant influence can also be drawn from the
ways in which literacies emerge and can orchestrate an individual’s
engagement with the world around them (Wilson, 2000).

The point to focus on here, however, is that surveying household
members about ageing and digital participation, rather than engaging
directly with older people themselves, may reflect similarly emerging
perceptions about ageing and technologies in the broader world. The
maximum difference about older people’s interest in, and skills with,
Broadband Internet, for example, may also be read as showing a degree
of ambivalence about older people’s digital abilities. Such ambivalence
may be taken as a site for further provocation, where alternate views
about older people’s digital participation are put forward in response to
‘counter’ potential negativity (see National Seniors Productive Ageing
Centre, 2013).

Yet, by taking an indirect approach to understanding older people’s
encounters with technology through the perceptions of others, we also
find common ‘gateway’ understandings that show the ‘conditions of
possibility,” or the social ‘episteme’ (Foucault, 1973), for digital
participation in later life. Such conditions indicate what it is that enables
or disables participation at the level of lived experience (see also
Warburton et al., 2013), and serve to monitor older people’s abilities to
participate. In this sense, conceptualisations of ageing are important
indicators for the progress, or otherwise, of participation (Swinnen and
Port, 2012; Edgar, 2013; Ryan, 2014).

It is also thought that the perceptions of older adults themselves about
their own skills and abilities with technology may limit adoption (Lam
and Lee, 2006). These perceptions have serious implications for their
participation in family and societal communications which are enabled by



270 McDonald et al.

Broadband Internet. For older (and indeed all) adults, implications of this
exist in relation to access to information and learning opportunities that
will affect lifestyle in many aspects. These include quality of life (Morris,
2007), health and nutrition (Newman et al., 2012; Choudrie et al., 2013;
Koch and Hagglund, 2009), social opportunities (Shapira et al., 2007),
democratic rights (Eastman and Iyer, 2005; Gould, 2004), and access to
community assistance and benefits. Yet, a general lack of knowledge
about older adults’ technology-related needs (Koch and Hagglund, 2009)
is limiting the development of services and tools.

With regard to older people’s interactions with Broadband Internet,
perceptions are also likely to be interwoven with how older people appear
to others and what is known and felt about them in the broader world.
Indeed, the complex and varied terms of ageing have been considered
foundational to major social and economic challenges in 21* Century
Australia (COTA, 2013). Similar assertions have been made in Europe
about the growing complexity of societies, and recent figures tell us that
approximately 20 per cent of Europeans will be over the age of 65 by
2025 (European Commission, 2015). Additionally, the new ‘European
Innovation Partnership on Active and Healthy Ageing’ project is intent
on extending average life expectancy by two years (European
Commission, 2015). In the forthcoming section we focus on the qualities
of such challenges. These challenges emerge through the notion of
literacies, and through the relationship between varying modes of literacy
as potentially generative of digital participation in later life (Cole and
Pullen, 2010; Warburton et al., 2012).

5. LITERACIES IN LATER LIFE

Broadly based evidence shows that socio-economic circumstances can
be significantly improved through education initiatives that occur
throughout a person’s lifetime (OECD, 2014). With regard to Australia’s
ageing population, then, focusing on several differing aspects of older
people’s lives exposes a notion of ‘digital literacies’ which is not tied
only to Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs). These
literacies emerge from the processes of heterogeneous sense-making
(Cole, 2013) and articulate fresh understandings of literate practices in
later life. Such practices are drawn from a wide range of experiences
throughout a person’s lifetime which can continuously inform learning
and knowledge creation in later life.

Literacy is a widely contested term (Turner, 2007), incorporating a
range of dimensions and implications that have relevance for the
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participation of older persons in regional society. We consider these as
existing in largely two dimensions (after Wilson, 2000). The first literacy
dimension relates to the autonomous nature of an individual, where an
individual’s abilities to act, learn and participate within society are
implicated. The second literacy dimension occurs in creating and
sustaining social environments and opportunities that allow participation
in the significant discourses of our time. Many of these also have broader
implications for society. Literacies and their intersections within society
are discussed in relation to facilitating participation of older citizens
through technology use.

Individual Literacies

In relation to their autonomous nature, literacies are strongly
determined by time and place (Barton et al., 2000) and potentially exist
as a summation of an older person’s past and current education, and life
experiences and activities. They have significant implications in terms of
an individual facilitating their own self-directed activities and learnings
through digital access to networked resources and connections. Contexts
(and literacies) associated with this are highly personalised, situated and
experiential, and related to the individual’s situation-specific
complexities (Starasts, 2015). They can also be facilitated by social
practices. Starasts (2015) highlights that all citizens must personalise both
information content and process to produce relevant meanings, and
advance their own learning agendas and pathways.

The competencies associated with this advancement might include
managing information, communicating and collaborating, creating and
sharing content, participating meaningfully, evaluating, problem solving
and learning, being aware of ethics and responsibility, and technical skills
(Ferrari, 2012; Ala-Mutka, 2011). The activities required to achieve these
competencies could include understanding and communicating with
photos, manipulating digital material to create new and meaningful
materials, and constructing knowledge from non-linear navigation of
hypermedia environments. Other associated activities include critical
assessment of digital information, communicating effectively in online
contexts, and processing and evaluating volumes of digital information
simultaneously (Eshet, 2012).

Access to online information, networks and communities provides
learning opportunities for older adults in terms of the provision of access
to a diversity of knowledge (Ala-Mutka, 2010). For example, learning
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opportunities exist in relation to managing health disorders (Newman and
Frank, 2013; Rubinelli et al., 2008), or sharing and developing
knowledge around a particular topic (Ala-Mutka, 2010). Connectivity is
considered to have the potential to improve access to services, banking,
entertainment, as well as communications with family and friends
(Kamel, et al., 2009; Sourbati, 2009; Alm et al., 2002). Sharing
information (e.g. on social networking sites) is considered to contribute to
positive relationship development through connecting individuals, which
might otherwise be difficult (Steijn and Schouten, 2013), such as in
regional or rural communities and within older populations.

Yet numerous studies have identified significantly lower use of ICT
among older adults, although usage is rising (Dane et al., 2013; Ewing
and Thomas, 2012; Selwyn et al., 2003). This particular societal group
may miss out on important services and opportunities as organisations
direct more of their efforts towards supporting digital, rather than
traditional service delivery channels (in relation to health in Australia, see
Baum et al., 2012).

Lower competences among older adults in using digital technology are
among the key reasons cited for lower use (Warburton er al., 2013).
Learning for many older individuals is situated, informal and self-
directed, and this requires the development of literacies associated with
use of digital technologies to support this learning. These processes of
skill development are informal and personal and may often emanate from
within a home base rather than from employment or education (Selwyn,
2005).

Literacies are positioned with respect to a person’s family (Pitt, 2000)
and are patterned by perceptions of roles (or powers) (Barton and
Hamilton, 2000) and support (Tsatsou, 2011). These perceptions play a
role in contributing to the environments within which new literacies are
formed for older persons, and contribute to social, psychological,
economic and pragmatic factors (Eshet, 2004) and resultant motivations
(Sourbati, 2009; Tsatsou, 2011) and engagement with ICT.

Socio-Cultural Literacies

Individual literacies in an increasingly digital society have a relational
and important community aspect in that they are positioned with respect
to community institutions and facilitate the relations that sustain these
institutions (Barton et al., 2000). When literacies are ‘in-synch’ between
individuals, they build communities (Tusting, 2000) and allow
coordination of activities across a range of levels. Functions of literacies
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for older people in regional communities, therefore, facilitate the
definition and maintenance of their individual identities within regional
communities and also the identity of the regional community itself.
Literacies then, play a key role in ‘articulating the links’ between
functions and meanings associated with everyday experiences of
individuals, and those of communities as a whole (de Pourbaix, 2000).
Manifestations of literacies associated with the use of digital technologies
within communities therefore potentially empower both individuals and
the community for greater connecting, collaborating and learning.

Participation

Technology has reorganised how we are expected to communicate and
how we are expected to participate in society. Perceptions, and levels of
participation in society through use of digital technologies, vary across
communities and sectors (Eynon and Helsper, 2010). These authors
consider the issue of non-participation as occurring through either choice
or through exclusion. Choice is considered to be somewhat influenced by
societal pressures, including family and others’ perceptions and
experiences (e.g. see Selwyn, 2007), but some studies have largely shown
that older adults often do not consider the internet a technology that is
appropriate or relevant for themselves (Dutton ef al., 2009 in Eynon and
Helsper, 2010; Selwyn, 2006). Often this leads to an environment of
exclusion.

Developing digital literacies for participation in informal online
networks and communities can provide learning opportunities that
contribute to well-being, growth and development through socializing. It
can facilitate collaborations and collective activities and outputs (Ala-
Mutka, 2010). Enablers associated with this include the awareness of
users, interest and suitable opportunities to participate, along with a
perceived value and quality of participation. Ala-Mutka (2010) suggests
that people must be willing and have the skills to communicate, listen,
participate and collaborate in the digital environment. Along with a social
and community culture that encourages interaction and a range of
meaningful activities, learning as a core dimension of ageing can be
supported. Literacies are therefore needed that allow participants to
engage in self-directed learning by supporting participation and
collaborative knowledge construction within these environments.

Literacies for participation in, and for the functioning of, complex
societies have three important dimensions — those of the current context,
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those of communications processes and intertextuality, and the resultant
focus of these in discourses of community and society (Maybin, 2000).
Narrow perceptions of what constitutes literacies by older adults, their
families and their communities may limit older people’s abilities to
participate in a contemporary world, especially where literacy demands
are continually changing (Pitt, 2000).

Regional Intensities and Generative Implications

Discussing the question of literacy as broadly lived and experienced in
the lives of older regional Australians therefore challenges related
misconceptions about older people’s abilities with digital technologies,
and proposes a complex and comprehensive engagement with the notion
of multiple, or intensified, literacies (Masny and Cole, 2009). This
conception of literacies as ‘multiple’ is inspired by thoughts from the
philosopher Gilles Deleuze who emphasises certain features of ordinary
life as continuously generative of new circumstances rather than as
artefactual or categorical (see Cole, 2013). Applied to questions of
literacy, such an understanding is “open and includes the contingent,
anomalous or extraordinary” (Cole, 2013: 35).

Demonstrably, the abilities of older regional Australians to digtially
engage and participate in society is habitually misunderstood and
overlooked (Warbuton, 2012; McDonald, 2014a). A reconsideration of
older people’s literacies as ‘multiple’ practices offers broad conceptual
scope with which individuals could identify and apply transformative
forms of knowledge within an era disinclined to regard older people as
able to develop, let alone mobilise, digitally literate ways of living
(National Seniors Productive Ageing Centre, 2013).

Indeed, the interaction of literacies debates with the location of lived
experience in the WDS may suggest that rural environments carry the
weight of wider cultural logics that disguise rather than reveal specific
locational differences. As David Carter et al. (2008) have articulated,
rather than a specific area or location possessing inherent limitations,
focusing on deficiencies alone merely indicates compliance with
relational narratives of rural and regional crisis:

“[M]uch research on the cultural changes that are occurring in rural
communities has been underpinned by metropolitan norms and
systems of value, leading to the assumption that contemporary
rural cultures are characterised primarily by limitation or lack. ...
Rural research in Australia has focused largely on the analysis of
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sociological or socio-economic issues which are generally cast as
‘problems’ of regional or national significance [and] ... the nature
or notion of the culture(s) in play has not been elaborated with the
kind of complexity ... [developed] in relation to urban
populations.”

If it is true, then, that participation is thought to build and sustain
individual and community resilience (Wilding, 2011), then it is also clear
that resilience is a multi-dimensional concept which is subject to
interpretation and change. Understandings of regionality which are drawn
from the specificity and detail of regional people’s lives offer the ability
to re-create the story of older people’s technology needs, their capabilities
and limitations. Are there, for example, more situated pathways within
regional communities (or households) for older people, which could be
better articulated? What role might community members, households,
and those in regional community organisations play in developing the
digital participation of older adults beyond common perceptions? What
constitutes this re-creation, therefore, is founded on our ability to engage,
in complex ways, with the multiple dimensions of literacy and
regionality. We continue by posing three implications for regional
Australia which consolidate the need to take seriously perceptions of
older people’s interest, skills, and utility toward Broadband Internet:

1. Autonomous participation

Multiple literacies inspire the identification of contingencies and
‘out of the ordinary’ experiences. In the context of regional
Australia, what are the mechanisms for identifying and
understanding chance negotiations of older people’s literacies? If,
as the data has suggested, approximately half of those surveyed
agreed that older people show ‘interest’ in Broadband Internet, and
have the skills to use it, how might such a crucial set of
competencies be constituted by older people and understood by
others? We have discussed the notion of the autonomous nature of
individuals and how the complex of older people’s experiences
informs degrees of participation within society. If older people’s
contingent literacies remain unidentified in regional contexts, their
ability to be autonomous participants in society may be
undeveloped.
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2. Digital social connectedness

Approximately half of those surveyed perceived that older
household members were not interested in Broadband Internet.
While interests vary, were dialogues opened and appropriate
interventions considered within households, such as encouraging
older adults to participate in digital learning or leisure activities,
this perception would be troubled. Coupled with the need to better
identify the multiple forms which older people’s literacies take,
community organisations and local governments can play a crucial
role in encouraging older people to venture beyond their current
learning experiences. If perceptions such as these remain
unchallenged in regional contexts, opportunities for lifelong
learning and social connectedness can be reduced and may impact
an older person’s sense of wellbeing and quality of life.

3. Utility in older age

With most survey respondents agreeing that Broadband Internet
would be useful for older people, rural communities require that
current infrastructure limitations be addressed. Broadband Internet
offers a significant way forward to maximise digital technology use
to support personalised and social learning. Additionally, the
pathway to this would involve enhancing digital and social cultures,
literacies, skills and platforms to support people finding, connecting
and communicating online. Identifying and understanding older
people’s multiple literacies is therefore the foundation for true
participation in digital economies and communities.

6. CONCLUSION

This paper has sought to offer insights and open dialogue about
perceptive potentials, literacy concepts and regional experiences which
have influence on the progress of older people’s digital participation. The
building of regional resilience in rural areas such as the Western Downs
Shire of rural Queensland involves altered perceptions of digital
participation in later life which identify and define the range of literacies
associated with digital engagement, as well as the pathways to attaining
them.

It is perhaps the case, then, that a more viable proposition for older
people’s digital engagement and participation should be sought, one that
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understands rural Australian experience as situationally-based, i.e.
specifically different from, rather than relational to, metropolitan
experience. In attending to the role of perceptions, both about older adults
and those they make about themselves, this paper has brought forward
multiple and textured articulations of digital engagement. It has identified
the divergent nature of perceptions about the interests, skills and utilities
associated with the presence of Broadband Internet in the lives of older
regional Australians. In doing so, it has tied definitive positive
perceptions of older people’s digital literacy and engagement to more
meaningful lives, and therefore considers this an appropriate basis for
pursuing cultural change.
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