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Abstract 
Sofia Alexopoulou (2023): “Please Mind the Grey Digital Divide”: An Analysis of 
Digital Public Policies in Light of the Welfare State (Sweden and Greece), Örebro 
Studies in Political Science 46. 

This thesis examines the grey digital divide and digital policies in the divergent 
welfare regimes of Sweden and Greece. The grey digital divide is a serious prob-
lem not only for the individual but also for society. The grey digital divide sig-
nifies the inability of older people to utilize digital technology. In academic cir-
cles, the emphasis is mostly on the technological aspects of the grey digital divide 
or on the individual characteristics of older people as (non)users of digital tools. 
However, the problem is more complex in nature and is interconnected with the 
aging process and experience. 

The grey digital divide has multiple levels: the first concerns access, the second 
skills, and the third opportunities. This thesis concentrates mostly on the third 
level of digital divide because it touches on the welfare denominator. This par-
ticular level describes the encounters that older citizens need to have with the 
digital welfare state and the obstacles that they might face in doing this. Older 
digital “offliners” cannot take advantage of the welfare services that they need 
for their own well-being and cannot participate as equal citizens in digital space, 
which is expanding on a daily basis with new digital services. 

This thesis is situated in the discipline of political science and draws on various 
disciplines, such as political science (welfare regime theory, neo-institutionalism, 
and path-dependency), public policy (active aging paradigm), gerontology (dis-
engagement), sociology (exclusion via the digital-by-default approach), and ICT 
studies (the phenomenon of digitalization and the third-level of the digital di-
vide). The thesis is a compilation of papers and consists of two qualitative case 
studies, a comparative study, and a scoping literature review. The key findings 
are as follows: 1) older people are a heterogeneous group and this applies in the 
digital world as well, with the appearance of heterogeneous digital profiles; 2) 
the welfare regime seems to affect the manifestation of the grey digital divide 
and there is a path-dependency pattern in this; 3) the more digitalized a society, 
the greater the chance that older people not using technology will be excluded 
from the digital and social spheres; and 4) digital policies indicate the priorities 
of every society and how older people are perceived as a social group. 

Keywords: grey digital divide, welfare regimes, digital public policies, digital 
technologies, and older people.  

Sofia Alexopoulou, Department of Political Sciences, Program of Successful Age-
ing, Örebro University, SE-701 82 Örebro, Sweden,  sofia.alexopoulou@oru.se 
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Foreword and Acknowledgements 
In Greek and Roman mythology, it was believed that Charon or Kharon (in 
Greek Χάρων), a psychopomp, was the ferryman of Hades and was responsible 
for carrying the souls of dead people across the rivers Acheron and Styx. To-
day, Charon can be described as the “assistant” of Hades (in Greek Άδης), the 
god of the dead and king of the underworld. To be able to cross to the “other 
side,” it was necessary to pay a coin to Charon, usually an obolus, given that 
nothing—according to some—is free, not only in this life, but also in the after-
life. Those who could not pay the fee or were unburied or not given proper 
funeral rites were not allowed to cross the river.  

Fortunately, there have been many changes since that time, but humans con-
tinue to have, as a “dowry,” the privilege of knowing that at some point in 
time death will come, as it comes to all mortal beings. Death is a condition that 
we all have to confront, and aging is the “transition” to that condition. Several 
cultures have sought eloquent ways to understand the decline of the body and 
mind that takes place in the aging process, which brings older people closer to 
death. Some cultures have even seeked for immortality, as was the case of the 
Epic of Gilgamesh. Of course, death is omnipotent even in our modern socie-
ties, which have tried to discover various ways to postpone it as long as possi-
ble—witness the active aging rhetoric. In this light, technology could be one 
solution, but not the only one for confronting the consequences of the aging 
phenomenon. 

This research project is dedicated to the production of a coherent represen-
tation of the digital divide problem; it strives to inform the reader not only of 
the wider historical/welfare/institutional context, but also of the themes, dis-
courses, commonalities, and divergences that exist in two very different coun-
tries, Sweden and Greece. At the beginning of my research, I was completely 
lost in the “deep sea” of literature. It was very difficult to be innovative and to 
change my initial analytical approach by realizing that the digital divide is not 
only a technological issue but primarily a welfare/social matter embedded in 
the institutional and political arena. The “point of anagnorisis” in the Aristo-
telian sense, was the interviewing in the Greek case when I realized that the 
welfare regime has an impact on the grey digital divide problem. Then, I un-
derstood that the grey digital divide causes certain negative outcomes in the 
lives of older individuals, which are definitely connected with the general dis-
cussion of welfare reform, digital transformation, institutional vigilance, and 
digital policies. Moreover, it became increasingly clear that the problem was 
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not an individual problem but a social problem, incorporating multiple dimen-
sions of exclusion (i.e., access, skills, and opportunities) while drastically alter-
ing the core meaning of citizenship and exacerbating the inequalities rooted in 
contemporary capitalistic societies, inequalities that need to be reduced.  

Throughout the thesis research, I conducted a silent dialogue with various 
parts of the current literature on the digital divide/digitalization, institutional 
theory, welfare regimes, the aging phenomenon, and neoliberalism/active aging 
ideas (the two concepts have many similarities and they both shift serious re-
sponsibilities to individuals). Numerous times, I struggled to reconcile abstract 
theoretical ideas and empirical findings, searching for the appropriate links or 
connections that occur in real life. For one thing, I am now sure that this aca-
demic thesis constitutes a puzzle: it was necessary to put in order and make 
sense of all the scattered “pieces” without straining the reader’s patience while 
meeting the high standards that the academic community demands. Despite the 
difficulties, I was extremely lucky to have very good companions on this de-
manding Ph.D. journey, which I never regretted taking despite the obstacles 
and disappointments that I encountered on the way. As you can imagine, the 
time has come to say a big thanks to all these people who were close to me and 
supported me: 

My family and especially my mom, who always believed in my capabilities. 
Of course, my sister Christina was always there to listen to my thoughts. 
My ex-husband who, for the better part of a year, took good care of our daugh-
ter, Areti, in Athens. 

My daughter Areti (her name means “virtue” in Greek) from whom I was 
“stealing” hours in order to be faithful to my goal of writing this thesis.  
My friend Marianna Arvaniti for her support and friendship.  

My precious dog Kitty (yes, that can be a dog’s name) who journeyed forever 
to a much better place in 2021, the “dog’s paradise”. We miss you every day! 
Viktor, my daughter’s new pet, a white rabbit that seems to have escaped from 
Alice in Wonderland. 

Jan Olsson for offering me the only existing political science position in the 
Successful Ageing Program, after conducting a very interesting interview. 
My previous supervisor Thomas Denk, whom I always admired for his “magic 
touch” that brought political science closer to statistics. 

My current supervisors Joachim Åström and Martin Karlsson who remained 
“strong as rocks” until the end, calmly accepting and discussing my complaints 
and worries—especially when I was feeling frustrated. They gave me the op-
portunity to realize that science can take multiple paths, if I opened myself to 
them. 
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Eleonor Kristoffersson, who was always kind and helpful to me, organizing in 
a perfect way the Successful Ageing Program. 

Erik Hysing, Chair of the Political Science Department of Örebro University, 
who was supportive amid all of our worries and needs as new Ph.D. students. 
Panayiota Tsatsou, with whom I had the chance to exchange ideas about my 
Ph.D. project and who helped me a lot when I was writing my first paper. 
Antonia Pavli, a Ph.D. researcher from Örebro University, who honored me 
with her friendship. We share the same views of academia and life, so it is no 
coincidence that we sat down together and jointly wrote some academic papers 
that I am very proud of. 

Antonios Tsertsidis, a Ph.D. colleague from the Successful Ageing Program, 
who, apart from being a good friend is also the first person who helped me to 
adjust to the new environment in Sweden. 

Ilaria Pitti, a close Italian friend during my stay in Örebro, whom I was lucky 
to have met. 

Owasim Akram, with whom I shared an office and had the chance to ex-
change ideas and interesting talk—thank you. 

Jenny Åberg, Carl Görtz, Marta Zdravkovic, and Alessandra Paiusco, who 
were my psychological support group, since all of us were writing Ph.D. disser-
tations in political science. 

And there are so many others that it is impossible to mention them one by 
one; nevertheless, I cherish their memory and recall their generous support. 

What gave me psychological support to endure the difficult moments? A 
sentence said by Norman Vincent Peale, “Shoot for the moon—even if you 
miss, you’ll land among the stars”, and the precious hugs and kisses that Areti, 
my daughter, gave me every day. I have the feeling that I touched my “personal 
moon” in this Ph.D., because it was a tough challenge, testing my limits and 
patience. At the end of the day, my greatest achievement will always be my 
Areti, my smiley baby girl, who makes me a better person—I will always love 
her profoundly. My only wish for her is the she becomes a “fighter” in her life 
and rejects the roles that others may attempt to project on her, determining for 
herself what she can or cannot achieve. Remember, my love, that dreams are 
awaiting you in this unique corner of our Milky Way (my daughter is a huge 
lover of the galaxy’s architecture, the planets, the stars, and so on), you only 
need to dare to realize them one by one, eventually touching a star—or better 
yet, creating your own. Happiness is found in scattered moments that we have 
to enjoy as much as we can! 
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CHAPTER 1: PROLOGUE 
“The dramatic increase in average life expectancy during the 20th century 
ranks as one of society’s greatest achievements,”1 notes a report from the Na-
tional Institute on Aging, a division of the National Institutes of Health (2011, 
p. 6). In only a century, the world has changed rapidly from a situation in which 
no countries had a life expectancy of more than 50 years, to a point at which 
many countries have life expectancies exceeding 80 years (Crimmins, 2015). 
Most babies today may live past 100 (Brownstein, 2009). 

Modern medicine and a wide range of welfare policies have paved the way 
for this great improvement in longevity and quality of life. At the same time, 
people are choosing to have fewer children due to, for example, economic un-
certainty, unemployment, job insecurity, and lack of quality childcare. In fact, 
over the past 20 years, fertility rates have been declining gradually (Wang et 
al.,2 2020). The result is population aging, a demographic phenomenon that 
denotes the rising median age of a population (Lloyd-Sherlock, 2000). 

According to data from World Population Prospects 2019: Highlights 
(United Nations, 2019),3 by 2050, one in six people in the world will be over 
age 65 (16%), up from one in 11 in 2019 (9%). By the same year, one in four 

 
1 WHO (2011). Global health and aging. Retrieved from: https://www.who.int/age-
ing/publications/global_health.pdf  
2 Wang et al. (2020). Global age-sex-specific fertility, mortality, healthy life expectancy 
(HALE), and population estimates in 204 countries and territories, 1950–2019: A com-
prehensive demographic analysis for the Global Burden of Disease Study 2019. The 
Lancet, 396(10258), 1160–1203. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30977-6. 
Retrieved from: https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-
6736(20)30977-6/fulltext  
3 United Nations (2019). World population prospects 2019: Highlights. Retrieved from: 
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/world-population-prospects-2019-
highlights.html 
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persons living in Europe and North America could be aged 65 or over. In 2018, 
for the first time in history, persons aged 65 or above outnumbered children 
under five years of age globally. The number of persons aged 80 years or over 
is projected to triple, from 143 million in 2019 to 426 million in 2050. All these 
data indicate that our societies are “greying.” Is this population aging a mixed 
blessing and, if so, why?  

The welfare state has definitely succeeded in its implicit goal of raising the 
standard of welfare and promoting the vitality of the population. However, the 
demographic changes described above pose challenges for the welfare state 
through, for example, the increase in age-related expenditures, including for 
pensions, health care, and long-term care (Van Zaalen et al., 2018). While great 
advances in medicine and human welfare have increased longevity as well as 
the prospects for healthier aging, chronological age is today, and probably will 
remain in the future, the number one risk factor for disease in developed coun-
tries (Niccoli & Partridge, 2012). The most commonly expressed remedies for 
the challenges associated with population aging include increasing employees’ 
productivity and activity rate. This can be achieved by extending the period of 
professional work and postponing retirement (OECD, 2002). Some countries 
offer greater benefits for those who continue working until a later age, applying 
a “carrot” logic. 

In Europe, these policy choices are also intertwined with the “active aging 
paradigm,” which suggests maintaining active participation and well-being 
across the life course, while treating work as something superior. This brings 
us to an important shift. Social policy used to focus on increasing life expec-
tancy in the population, but now policy and research concentrate on how to 
increase the healthy lifespan (Crimmins, 2015) so people can remain active by 
limiting the side effects of aging.  

From a welfare perspective, the state has to find ways to assist a growing 
number of older people. In doing so, the welfare state is prioritizing the intro-
duction of electronic services (e-services) in the welfare domain. More and more 
services that citizens need can be provided via the Internet, and once invest-
ments have been made in the necessary infrastructure, digitalization represents 
a significant opportunity to increase both the efficiency and accessibility of 
these services and to reduce red tape. “Welfare technology” and “digital wel-
fare services” could therefore make an important contribution to the sustaina-
bility of welfare states (Depaoli et al., 2013).  

To this end, digital technologies promise to “lend a hand.” Technology can 
be at the service of older people, for instance, via smart homes or welfare-pro-
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moting technologies such as robots. Simultaneously, new technologies can pro-
vide health care more efficiently to underserved older populations, especially in 
rural areas (Bloom, 2015). However, some risks should not be neglected. One 
central risk is that the digitalization of the welfare state may produce phenom-
ena of exclusion for those who are not able or willing to adopt new technology. 
Older people are strongly overrepresented in this category. 

Older people who cannot adopt the new digital technologies encounter the 
“grey digital divide,” i.e., an inability of older people to use digital technology. 
In a digitalized society, these individuals are excluded from parts of societal 
and public life that are migrating online. Hence, digital exclusion risks imped-
ing older people’s ability to enact their citizenship.  

The relationship between digital technology and citizenship has been ex-
plored in earlier literature, not least in relation to the concept of “digital citi-
zenship” (Choi, 2016; Hintz et al., 2017; Mossberger et al., 2008). Digital cit-
izenship has been well explained by Calabrese and Burgelman (1999, p. 8), 
who stated that “access to and competence in the use of the means of commu-
nication arguably define a relationship that contributes substantially to defin-
ing the quality of the experience of citizenship in the modern world.” Similarly, 
Polat (2012, p. 589) stated that, “in the age of the internet, enjoying full citi-
zenship requires new educational competencies as well as technological access 
and skills.”. Rahm (2018) further argued that digital citizenship in contempo-
rary societies is the result of structural and societal efforts that together con-
struct a “governance of the digital citizen” (p. 55). Hence, the growing im-
portance of digital technology for citizenship in contemporary societies is the 
result of conscious efforts of the state in the form of, among other things, edu-
cation and communication regarding the norms of citizenship.  

Looking things from a slightly different angle, it can be supported that the 
welfare state aims to achieve the internal modernization of its citizens in order 
to make the digitalization of society possible. According to Buhr (2017, p. 15), 
internal modernization “involves developing the individual skills and abilities 
that digitalisation requires with regard to information processing, in order, for 
example, to take part in the community and the labour market.”. What these 
accounts essentially boil down to is that (a) digital inclusion is essential for 
participating in multiple aspects of society, and (b) this is also a result of gov-
ernance efforts rather than just a side effect of technological advancement. 

In a nutshell, classical citizenship defines the relationship between an indi-
vidual and a state: the individual owes loyalty to the state, which, consequently, 
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is obliged to protect the individual. Citizenship also implies the status of free-
dom with associated responsibilities.4 In the same manner, digital citizenship 
turns out to be one of the building blocks of modern citizenship, being a critical 
parameter when individuals, particularly older ones, must make digital contact 
with the welfare state. The welfare state satisfies the individual’s need for pro-
tection by securing his/her equal communication with welfare services without 
creating new digital obstacles that cause exclusion in any form. 

 
 1.1 Research aim 
This thesis aims to analyze the grey digital divide and digital policy in Sweden 
and Greece, which represent two divergent welfare regimes. The selected case-
sensitive studies are analyzed in parallel rather than comparatively. This means 
that methodological approaches and research questions have been adapted to 
serve the understanding of the single cases rather than make a strict comparison 
between them. This is not a study aimed at establishing causal relationships 
between welfare regimes and digital divide/digital policy. Instead, it is a study 
that focuses on deepening the understanding of the aforementioned phenomena 
in each context by way of exploring the grey digital divide concerning the wel-
fare regime. 

The selection of cases was based on their differences in digitalization and 
digital inclusion (evident for example in the Digital Economy and Social Index 
(DESI) ranking, and the UN E-government ranking), and their disparities in 
terms of their type of welfare regime. The two countries are in a way opposites 
in these two dimensions. By analyzing these cases, substantial variation has 
been covered in terms of digitalization as well as welfare regime types. At the 
same time, the cases share enough similarities to contrast them with each other 
in a useful way, for instance, both are small countries in terms of their popula-
tion. This study, therefore, focuses on two developed countries and the inter-
linking that seems to exist between welfare regimes and digital policy. 

After said that, the analysis starts from the welfare perspective (Esping-An-
dersen, 1990, 1999) by looking at the institutions in place, but is also very close 
to critical research, which suggests that social reality is historically constituted, 
and produced and reproduced by people (Hirschheim & Klein, 1994). Institu-
tions operate in a specific context and are created by people. Institutions and 
people use technology for their goals and interests, making it not a “neutral 
force,” because it can reinforce “existing social and digital inequalities” 

 
4 “Citizenship”. Britannica. Retrieved 22 October 2022. 
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(Mariën & Prodnik, 2014, p. 43) and potentially social exclusion, which is a 
very common term in sociological analysis. 

To finish this section, the “welfare regime” concept is used to connote the 
amalgam of the welfare state and other supportive institutions, such as the fam-
ily and civil society that helps older people deal with the difficulties arising from 
the grey digital divide, in accordance with preexisting ideological/cultural 
norms. This thesis does however not analyze the influence of market actors on 
the grey digital divide. Arguably, the market is not the most important sphere 
as regards the digital inclusion of older people5. This is because the welfare 
state has the core role of regulating the market through digital policies for 
achieving certain goals, such as greater equality and participation.  
 
1.2 Research questions 
The thesis poses the following research questions, which are descriptive in na-
ture and empirically oriented: 

 
• How are older users and non-users of technology characterized in the 

research literature?  
 
• What do digital access, skills, and opportunities look like among 

older people in various welfare regimes?  
 
• What digital policies have been adopted in the divergent welfare re-

gimes of Sweden and Greece?  
 

More analytically, the first research question was important in order to 
search for the different profiles of older (non)users of technology based on pre-
vious research. It has been used the Schneider and Ingram (1993) policy typol-
ogy to classify older people, which was useful to better know the group of in-
terest, namely, older people. However, the two main aspects of the aim—i.e., 
(1) to map the grey digital divide in different welfare regimes in Europe and (2) 
to understand what is done about it in different welfare regimes—are covered 

 
5 It needs to be mentioned that the market could potentially play an indirect role. For 
instance, state subsidies of privatized welfare services, such as a state subsidy to buy a 
laptop or a computer, that closely interlink the market with the welfare state. Such cases 
are not numerous and usually are not permanent in character, compared with the digital 
policies that the state, particularly the welfare state, chooses to implement. 
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by the second and third research questions. In particular, the third question 
shows us how digital policies vary depending on the Swedish and Greek welfare 
regimes and their consequences for the lives of older people in terms of inclu-
sion versus exclusion. 

The key hypothesis is that social-democratic welfare regimes are expected to 
implement more universalistic digital policies, which derive from the cul-
ture/heritage of generous welfare states targeting greater equality and open op-
portunities. In contrast, Southern European welfare regimes, due to their cul-
ture/heritage, are most likely to apply less universalistic digital policies and con-
centrate mostly on family support when assisting older citizens. The above hy-
pothesis is plausible since the welfare regime theory indicates that social-dem-
ocratic welfare regimes help their citizens in various ways to participate in so-
ciety, as much as possible as equal members. Perfect equality is not always 
achieved in Scandinavian welfare regimes, but declaring equality as a policy 
goal makes a real difference in comparison with other countries.   

1.3 Research Gap 
Few studies discuss the welfare dimension of the digital divide problem along 
with its changing nature. Reflecting on this, there is a clear need for empirical 
research to explore the relationship between the welfare regimes (as comprising 
institutions) and the digital divide in diverse welfare worlds. Birdsall (2000) 
said that the digital divide in Canada imitates the characteristics of the North 
American liberal social welfare state, and that the problem (i.e., the digital di-
vide) will be eradicated through neither public policy nor the market due to a 
liberal public philosophy that is unique to and very strong in North America. 
As Birdsall (2000) suggested, “in the liberal state there will always be a digital 
divide; it is inherent to North American liberal public philosophy. The policy 
debate in time will not be over how to eliminate the digital divide but only how 
large or small it should be.”. Following a similar path to that of Birdsall, this 
dissertation looks closely at two exploratory cases, i.e., a social-democratic re-
gime (Sweden) and a familialistic regime (Greece), in light of the grey digital 
divide.  

The relationship between the welfare state and the digitalization of society 
has also been explored by Buhr (2017, p. 15), who argued that digitalization 
changes the welfare state as we know it today:  

the digitalisation of the welfare state is causing internal modernisation effects. 
They are related, on the one hand, to the digitalised administration of welfare 
and the technical environment, such as the proliferation of internet connections 
and broadband expansion. On the other hand, internal modernisation involves 
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developing the individual skills and abilities that digitalisation requires with re-
gard to information processing, in order, for example, to take part in the com-
munity and the labour market. The question of how the welfare state handles 
(new) social inequalities – known as the ‘digital divide’ – and what solutions 
might be found to counter the effects of digitalisation goes hand in hand with 
this. If external and internal modernisation is in equilibrium, social innovation 
could also arise from technical innovation. This not only drives Industry 4.0, but 
also transforms the welfare state in the direction of Welfare 4.0. 

From Buhr’s perspective, the digital divide is a new form of social inequality. 
While Buhr focuses on the potential of technical innovation as a way to over-
come this type of inequality by modernizing the welfare state, this thesis focuses 
on the policy dimension of this transformation.  

1.4 Contribution of this Thesis 
The contribution of this thesis is to bring together the welfare regimes and the 
analysis of the grey digital divide, as two related phenomena. This specific as-
pect has been neglected by previous digital divide research. To make a long 
story short, the key contributions are as follows: 

1. This thesis contributes to the categorization of older people in relation 
to the (non)usage of technology. There is a lack of research on the aging-
related digital divide/grey digital divide (Mubarak, 2015). 

2. This thesis shows that the levels (i.e., access, skills, and opportunities) 
of the grey digital divide seem to be affected by the welfare regime where 
they unfold.  

3. This thesis discovered that similarities in relation to the closing of grey 
digital divide can be found in very dissimilar countries. The institution 
of the family is of critical importance in both Sweden and Greece. This 
was a surprising finding given that Sweden has a very generous welfare 
regime, and one would expect that this regime would offer a different 
solution to the digital problem, instead of the family institution. 

4. Finally, the thesis notes that the consequences of social/digital exclusion 
are greater in countries where digitalization is more diffused. In this re-
spect, older people who are not using technology in digitalized societies 
cannot participate as equal citizens, so technology comes with a price 
for older “offliners” or non- users. In either way, digital policies indicate 
the priorities of every society and how older people are perceived as a 
social group. 
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1.5 Thesis Structure 
This is a compilation thesis comprising two main parts, this summary essay, 
and four appended publications. Chapter 1 introduces the reader to the re-
search aim, research questions, research gap, and thesis contributions. Chapter 
2 presents the problem of the grey digital divide. Chapter 3 presents the theo-
retical framework together with an analysis of the three perspectives. Chapter 
4 gives a brief overview of the digital background of the two case studies: Swe-
den and Greece. Chapter 5 explains the research methodology used. Chapter 6 
provides a summary of each published paper. Chapter 7 is dedicated to the 
conclusions. The Appendix contains the four published research papers. These 
papers shed light on the research questions through the lens of several inter-
linked historical, political, and institutional processes taking place in and 
around the digital transformation of welfare state, and always with reference 
to the grey digital divide.  
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CHAPTER 2: Becoming Acquainted with the Grey 
Digital Divide 

2.1 Digitalization and the Digital Divide: Two Sides of the Same Coin 
In essence, the digital divide goes hand in hand with digitalization, and they 
represent the two sides of the same coin. The inability of segments of the pop-
ulation to use digital technologies of any kind is a known problem, called the 
“digital divide”. The digital divide describes the problem, while “digitaliza-
tion” or the “digital transformation” describe “the changes associated with the 
application of digital technology in all aspects of human society” (Stolterman 
& Fors, 2004, p. 689). Alternatively, according to others (Gray & Rumpe, 
2015, p. 1319), digitalization is “the integration of multiple technologies into 
all aspects of daily life that can be digitized.”  

New technologies and digitalization are often described as technical solu-
tions to external problems (Sundberg, 2019). There is supportive evidence 
(Bradley & Poppen, 2003; Czaja & Lee, 2007; Corbett et al., 2021; Xie, 2003) 
that technology may assist many aging individuals such as older people and 
older people with disabilities. This is a positive case scenario for those who can 
use technological means. However, a thorny question is what happens with 
those who cannot be part of this process, especially when some (see, e.g., 
Schwab, 2016) equate the effect of digitalization to that of the industrial revo-
lution and the digital divide to the rise of the “new misérables,” i.e., the digi-
tally excluded (Helsper & Galácz, 2009; see also Gallistl et al., 2020). 

A group that often is trapped in the digital divide and confronts many diffi-
culties in using new technologies is older individuals (Czaja et al., 2006; Lüders 
& Gjevjon 2017; Niehaves & Becker, 2008; Neves et al., 2013; Van Dijk, 
2005). In more detail, it has been found (Van Dijk, 2005, p. 59) that people 
currently older than 65 lag in terms of material access (income), mental re-
sources (technical knowledge and skills), social resources (isolation), and cul-
tural resources (no interest, hobby, or status needs). Simultaneously, older peo-
ple (Olphert et al., 2005) are often at risk of social exclusion because of pov-
erty, disability or poor health, or social isolation—or possibly all three. Even 
though the digital position of older people has improved significantly over the 
years, some older people still face difficulties associated with the grey digital 
divide. 

Those older people have various reasons for not using ICTs, such as: “I get 
nervous using technologies because I might break something”; “Often it is eas-
ier to do things without using technology”; “I waste too much time going 
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through irrelevant information on the Internet to get to what I am looking for”; 
and “The Internet is frustrating to work with” (see Helsper, 2009, p.31). In 
light of the above responses, it is naive to support the view that digital absten-
tion is a personal choice made consciously in all cases by older people.  

2.2 The Digital Divide: An Insignificant Problem? 
The problem may seem unimportant because there are seemingly more urgent 
inequalities in contemporary societies: poverty, health divides, gender inequal-
ity, and so on. There is also the opinion that the digital divide resembles the 
“Mercedes divide.”. This is the view of Michael Powell, Chair of the Federal 
Communications Commission of the United States, who attempted to down-
play the importance of the digital divide by giving credit to the theory of diffu-
sion of innovations, commenting: “I think there is a Mercedes divide. I’d like 
to have mine” (Strover, 2003, p. 275). This could imply that innovative prod-
ucts are initially purchased by the wealthy and then diffused to the rest of so-
ciety: there is not an actual divide, only an illusion of one.  

Can we all obtain a Mercedes, a status symbol that only the very rich now 
possess? Is digital inclusion a luxury like a Mercedes? The above view is too 
simplistic to capture the real nature and complexity of the digital divide. In our 
day, technology touches on every aspect of modern life, making it a necessity 
for participating actively in public life. This finding has been emphasized by 
recent research (Seifert et al., 2021, p. e101), according to which: 

If inclusion in current society means active participation in the digital world, 
then older adults who are not online or otherwise active on the internet risk 
being socially excluded. 

Most recently, the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic illustrated how the 
different aspects of the digital divide are interwoven with one another: the so-
cial, political, and technological aspects. As UN Secretary-General António Gu-
terres said desperately in one of his announcements:6: 

the digital divide is now a matter of life and death for people who are unable to 
access essential health‑care information.  It is threatening to become the new face 
of inequality, reinforcing the social and economic disadvantages suffered by 
women and girls, people with disabilities and minorities of all kinds.   

 
6 United Nations (2020, June 11). Digital Divide ‘a Matter of Life and Death’ amid 
COVID-19 Crisis, Secretary‑General Warns Virtual Meeting, Stressing Universal Con-
nectivity Key for Health, Development. Press Release. Retrieved from: 
https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/sgsm20118.doc.htm  
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His remarks illustrate the universality of the digital divide, which is a prob-
lem without borders. Being a digital laggard is not always an “inconvenient” 
individual choice, but rather is a pressing social and political issue given that 
the excluded are cut off from the social fabric, while they cannot be considered 
independent by any means. During the Covid-19 crisis, older people had to 
suffer a double burden of exclusion (Seifert et al., 2021), i.e., digital and social, 
on top of the “old” inequalities that linger in every society.  

Undeniably, using technology is now a central need for both society and 
every individual, and is not a luxury (cf. the Mercedes example). What makes 
it a societal problem is that the digital laggards cannot fully exercise their citi-
zenship in innumerable ways. The literature fully confirms the previous stance 
and I will look right away at some examples that illustrate the disad-
vantages/barriers that older people experience from digital exclusion. To be 
more concrete: 

• Older people who do not use digital technology have fewer chances to 
ameliorate their quality of life, since computers and the Internet act as 
empowering, assistive technologies that offer independence, social con-
nectedness, and a sense of worth to older people—dimensions that are 
extremely valuable in older age (Olphert & Damodaran, 2013). For 
instance, older people, by using technology, can gain access to ameni-
ties and information that they could not otherwise access because of 
mobility issues, lack of transport, or cost (e.g., health services, bank-
ing, shopping, learning opportunities, lifestyle/hobbies, and communi-
cation with family and friends), allowing them to participate actively 
in civil society (Olphert et al., 2005). 

• Some older individuals are cut off from receiving digitalized welfare 
services since they have to dedicate a certain amount of labor to take 
advantage of the choices available (Hardey & Loader, 2009). An ex-
ample of this sort comes from Norway where many older workers en-
counter difficulties using digital pension services because doing so re-
quires a certain level of digital and financial competence (Breit & Sa-
lomon, 2015). Those citizens will probably quit or delay accessing the 
pre-established self-service process (Breit & Salomon, 2015). In this 
way, it becomes almost impossible for public administration to reach 
this group and discover their real needs (Breit & Salomon, 2015).  

• Similarly, based on other research, it has been found that some older 
people in Denmark encounter serious difficulties accessing digital ser-
vices. Although most citizens in this country are very familiar with dig-
ital technology, those who are unable to use e-government services (for 
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communication with different authorities, tax declarations, and appli-
cations for various welfare benefits, such as pensions, and to some ex-
tent for health-care services) lose their access to social services. Then 
the phenomenon of social exclusion is reinforced, while issues of jus-
tice, social recognition, and civic participation come to the fore (Siren 
& Knudsen, 2017).  

• In Sweden, Helsper and Reisdorf (2017) alarmingly identified the risk 
of a “digital underclass” developing, partly because the relatively few 
Swedes who are not digitally involved are concentrated in already vul-
nerable groups, and the strong digitalization norms in society make 
non-use more excluding. These older people  have a cumulative profile 
of disadvantages, which will likely worsen with time. 

• Older people are often also deprived of their “digital citizenship” 
(Mossberger et al., 2008) because: 1) they cannot use technology; 2) 
they cannot benefit from the impact of Internet use on the ability to 
participate as democratic citizens; and 3) they lose significant oppor-
tunities in the marketplace (Mossberger et al., 2008, pp. 2 and 8). As 
digital technologies cover more aspects of our daily life, from digital 
elections to social benefits, older people will eventually not be able to 
exercise their citizenship at all. 

2.3 A Persistent Divide 
There are many different views regarding the persistence of the digital divide 
over time. Pippa Norris (2001, p. 11) suggested that the positive scenario is 
that inequalities in Internet access will be a temporary problem resembling the 
household ability to buy a television in the recent past. Eventually, the online 
community will come to be almost identical to society, as technology becomes 
more ubiquitous. Other scholars consider that the digital divide will disappear 
naturally with the replacement of older people by younger generations. A good 
illustration of this view comes from Abbey and Hyde (2009, p. 228), who 
wrote:  

It is invaluable to uncover the experiences of and attitudes towards ICTs among 
current senior citizens, for not only are they typically ignored in the literature, 
but also they represent the last cohort, at least within Western societies, whose 
lives might not have been touched in important ways by ICTs.  

In reality, though, the digital divide is an “old” problem with future exten-
sions that will preserve the different facets of digital inequality. As technology 
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continues to develop rapidly, new forms of the digital divide are and will con-
tinue to be emerging (Lythreatis et al., 2021; Van Deursen & Mossberger, 
2018). As stated by Selhofer and Hüsing (2002), the digital divide is the digital 
version of the analog knowledge gap that mirrors the differences between indi-
viduals in a given society. In a similar vein, some authors (Kvasny, 2006; 
Kvasny & Keil, 2006; Luyt, 2004) have stressed that the digital divide must be 
set within the larger discussion of the world’s inequalities based on gender, 
race, class, and nation and not as something remote and distinct. The digital 
divide is intersectional and “not merely age-related (or “grey,” as often ageis-
tically defined)” (Neves et al., 2018, p. 246).  

New technologies are more likely to be exploited by elites and the better 
educated rather than those who are found lower on the social ladder (Tolbert 
et al., 2002), while “homo digitalis” is not a stable category. For instance, in 
the 1990s people with access to the Internet were perceived as included, while 
in the 2000s they needed access to a broadband connection to be considered 
fully included (Jæger, 2012). 

All these structural/societal differences extend to the digital realm, also be-
cause “technology is not merely a system of machines with certain functions; 
rather it is an expression of a social world” (Nye, 2007, p. 47), and vice versa. 
The digital and the social aspects are in this sense interconnected. As time 
passes, the growing link between social and digital inequalities becomes 
plainer. The negative consequences for citizens—irrespective of age—who are 
left behind and outside the digital world are noteworthy. The resulting “digital 
divide chain” represents an unsophisticated attempt to present the conse-
quences that the digital divide has for older individuals (see Figure 1). 
 

 

Figure 1: The digital divide chain 
 

The figure illustrates a chain of causality in which a lack of access to digital 
technologies in any form in combination with a lack of necessary skills shrinks 
the opportunities of a person and his/her potential or capabilities (Sen, 1985). 
As Warschauer (2003, p. 7) highlighted, however, this can also work the other 
way around, as marginalized individuals will have fewer opportunities to access 
and use computers and the Internet. This means that there is a double chain of 
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causality, which is not as linear as the figure shows. Even more complicated is 
the situation in which some individuals may not feel excluded, while neverthe-
less being “subject to mechanisms of exclusion that distinguishes them from 
the accepted norms of society” (Mariën & Prodnik, 2014, p. 38).  

The above linear scheme omits a crucial dimension, namely, to address the 
digital divide from a welfare perspective. The welfare state has to invoke its 
social responsibility to limit the digital divide. This can be done through certain 
institutions with the implementation of effective digital policies, without leav-
ing the relevant initiatives in the hands of the private sector, which usually cares 
mainly about the maximization of profit. In the post-Cold War era, technolog-
ical development “has been increasingly dominated by the private sector, rather 
than by public sector expenditure on research and development” (Campbell, 
2001, p. 124). This is about to change in the face of the population aging prob-
lem when a robust and effective welfare state is needed to serve a growing num-
ber of older individuals. 

As stated by Eichhorst and Rinne (2017), the key welfare challenge of today 
is to master a kind of balancing act: to promote the opportunities afforded by 
digitalization, while limiting new social inequalities and bridging divides. Very 
close to this view is the position of Warschauer (2002), who maintains that 
digital inclusion moves the discussion from the digital divide to social develop-
ment; this social development, as I see it, is necessarily among the duties of the 
welfare state. In his own words: 

A framework of technology for social inclusion allows us to re-orient the focus 
from that of gaps to be overcome by provision of equipment to that of social 
development to be enhanced through the effective integration of ICT into com-
munities and institutions. This kind of integration can only be achieved by at-
tention to the wide range of physical, digital, human, and social resources that 
meaningful access to ICT entails. (Warschauer, 2002). 

In almost every research study, across contexts and over time, there is a clear 
pattern showing that older people are often digitally excluded. This pattern 
itself constitutes a valid argument for attributing a structural aspect to the grey 
digital divide, showing that exclusion also comes from society. What makes the 
digital divide a unique problem is that it persists over time in different forms. 
This is illustrated by a relatively recent publication that, among other things, 
argues that the new digital divide is between people who opt out of algorithms 
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and people who do not (Susarla, 20197). Technology moves forward quickly 
and much quicker than the reflexes of the welfare state.  

2.4 The Levels of the Digital Divide 
Much ink has already been spilled to describe the digital divide problem. The 
term “digital divide” was coined in the 1990s as a binary concept referring to 
the gap between the digital “haves” and “have-nots.” As technology has pro-
gressed and more people have acquired access to computers, the term now sig-
nifies the “gap between those who do and who do not enjoy the benefits of 
access to the Internet” (Olphert & Damodaran, 2013, p. 565). 

The literature identifies three levels of the digital divide (see the systematic 
literature review of Scheerder et al., 2017). The digital divide was initially con-
sidered just as a problem of material–physical access, for example, the ability 
of an individual to buy a computer, establish a home Internet connection, or 
even have a telephone line (i.e., the first-level digital divide, see the NTIA re-
ports, 1998, 1999). Then, it was approached as a problem concerning a lack 
of skills (i.e., the second-level digital divide, Hargittai, 2002). The missed online 
or/and offline outcomes or opportunities that occur due to exclusion from the 
digital world were later considered the third-level digital divide (Van Deursen 
& Helsper, 2015; Wei et al., 2011).  

The third-level digital divide is also known as a type of utility gap (Gómez, 
2018) that reintroduces digital inequalities into the social structure, discarding 
the binary distinction between online and offline spheres of activity. Digital 
inequalities take on a distinct “flesh and blood” quality when I speak about the 
welfare state. The individuals who can use digital communication technologies 
will get more out of their encounters with state institutions (Van Deursen & 
Helsper, 2015) and will effortlessly exercise their rights, unlike the digitally 
disadvantaged. This practice is more apparent in digitally advanced countries 
such as the Netherlands, where digital channels of communication have been 
encouraged by policymakers as a way of improving contact between citizens 
and the government (Van Deursen & Helsper, 2015). 

Finally, a fourth-level digital divide has been suggested, although digital-di-
vide scholars have not unanimously accepted it, so almost all academic papers 
refer to the three levels of the digital divide. The fourth level concerns seniors 
exclusively and states that, for some reason, older people who have previously 

 
7 Susarla, A. (2019, April 17). The new digital divide is between people who opt out of 
algorithms and people who don’t. The conversation. Retrieved from: https://thecon-
versation.com/the-new-digital-divide-is-between-people-who-opt-out-of-algorithms-
and-people-who-dont-114719  
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been users of the Internet can become digitally disengaged (Olphert & Damo-
daran, 2013). As I understand it, the fourth level seems to be linked to the 
biological perspective and disengagement theory, since as people get older they 
usually have more health problems to deal with and tend to abstain from pre-
viously familiar activities such as accessing the Internet. 

Next to the digital divide, the term “grey digital divide” was coined by Mill-
ward (2003) to describe the low use of the Internet by older adults and their 
exclusion from this medium (see also the “ageing-related digital divide”, Mu-
barak, 2015, p. 90). This term again makes it clear that older people encounter 
relatively more difficulties in employing the Internet or technology more 
broadly. The grey digital divide follows the same levels, which describe the ob-
stacles that older people confront in terms of access (first-level), skills (second- 
level), and opportunities (third-level). For the purposes of this thesis, the term 
“digital divide” and “grey digital divide” are treated as identical; the only dis-
tinction I make from the original uses of the terms is that I include in the anal-
ysis every kind of digital innovation (e.g., mobiles, ATMs, credit cards, appli-
cations, and welfare technologies) and not exclusively the Internet.  

To summarize the above sections of this chapter, the digital divide is often 
approached as a problem of individuals and is associated with their demo-
graphic traits, such as age. This approach is called methodological individual-
ism (Van Dijk, 2017). Little research has applied a welfare state perspective to 
the digital divide, according to which the state structure and welfare institu-
tions must take greater responsibility for solving or at least limiting the problem 
by means of certain public digital policies. New digital technologies of any form 
and the Internet act as “passports” for a decent life in the new capitalistic–
digitalized economy/society and for exercising digital citizenship. Digitally illit-
erate older people who cannot access and independently use new digital tech-
nologies lose the opportunity to interact with the welfare authorities and to 
receive important services and information. This condition leads to a “welfare 
paradox” according to which older people live in welfare regimes without get-
ting adequate welfare support and aid. 
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Research on the digital divide lacks “a fully-fledged theory” (Van Dijk, 2020, 
p. 23) that can interpret the phenomenon and its different manifestations in
different contexts. Digital phenomena, such as digital divides, vary depending
not only on the country context but also between groups within societies. Aside
from this, the digital divide “not only names different kinds of technological
and social differences but, even when it appears to refer to the same object,
does so differently at different times and in different contexts” (Gunkel, 2003,
p. 504). According to others, the digital divide constitutes a multi-dimensional
problem (Norris, 2001), as the aging process is not only heterogeneous but also
multidimensional (Beimborn et al., 2016).

Taking into account the lack of a grand theory, my research is within the 
field of political science and utilizes theories and concepts from different disci-
plines and research fields, such as political science (welfare regime theory neo-
institutionalism, and path-dependency), public policy (active aging paradigm), 
gerontology (disengagement), sociology (exclusion via the digital-by-default 
approach), and ICT studies (the phenomenon of digitalization and the third-
level digital divide). All these elements are combined into the three perspectives 
presented below. The integration of information, theories/paradigms, and con-
cepts from different fields and disciplines assist me in better understanding 
complex phenomena. 

Figure 2: Theoretical perspectives 

1. Ageing

• The active aging
paradigm

• Disengagement
theory

2. Welfare
regimes

• The welfare
regimes theory

• Institutions
• Path-

dependency

3. Digitalization

• The process of
digitalization

• The third -level
digital divide

• Digital by
default
(exclusion)
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Another important clarification is that this thesis does not focus on aging as 
a process, but rather focuses on older citizens as a demographic group. Ad-
dressing the digital divide by looking at older people as a group remains very 
controversial since there are great variations within this group, often presented 
as divisions between the young-old and the very old. There are also great vari-
ations within these subgroups, as well. This leads us to the conclusion that 
chronological age is a blunt instrument for defining a group and can have con-
notations related to age stereotypes (ageism).  

Apart from chronological age, there are different ways to analyze age. Med-
ical research is leaning towards concepts such as biological and physiological 
age to address the diversity among people of the same chronological age. How-
ever, in the context of the digital divide and the public policies implemented to 
address it, chronological age is a helpful concept because this group shares 
some, though far from all, characteristics:  
 

• Higher degrees of exclusion are not limited solely to information tech-
nology. For example, studies show that older adults, as a population 
group, are at high risk of physical impairment (Kelley-Moore et al., 
2006) or disability. Worldwide, more than 46% of persons aged 60 
years and over have disabilities, and more than 250 million older peo-
ple experience moderate to severe disability (United Nations Popula-
tion Fund, 2021). 

• Older people have a strong relationship with the welfare state as recip-
ients of public welfare programs and/or benefits. 

• In public policy, this group is often addressed as having differentiated 
needs; for instance, in Sweden, there have been dedicated ministers for 
the elderly in various domains.  

 
When I describe older people, many terms—elders, the aged, older people, 

seniors, retirement, being/becoming old, and the elderly—are evoked and taken 
for granted. In particular, the term “elderly” has a very negative/ageist conno-
tation because it “is often used to describe frail individuals, without applying 
the well-known and valid criteria of frailty” (Avers et al., 2011, p. 153). As a 
result, in 1995 the United Nations Committee on Economic Social and Cultural 
Rights of Older Persons abandoned the term “elderly” and instead suggested 
the term “older persons”8. 

 
8  United Nations Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (1995). The 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights of Older Persons.  
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Old age, like older people, is difficult to define. It does not signify the same 
experience for all individuals and not everybody becomes old at the same age, 
i.e., the age of 65 years. The age of 65 was designated the beginning of old age
because this was the retirement age in Germany, the first nation that legislated
a retirement program (an earnings-related pension in the Bismarckian welfare
system). This rather archaic age yardstick has faded gradually due to the rise in
life expectancy, leading to an increase in the standard age of retirement from
65 to 67 or even higher. As Gilleard and Higgs (2005, p. 157) emphasized, “to
be done and outside the labor market is no longer to be old. Old age is a status
conferred by others. … For the majority, what continues is the symbolic con-
nectedness of individualized lives.”

In gerontological studies, Bernice Neugarten in the 1970s used the terms 
“young-old” and “old-old” to describe the population of older people. Some 
researchers continue to place older people in strictly chronological terms in one 
of these two groups, i.e., the young-old of 65–74 years old and the old-old of 
75 or more years old. Interestingly, Neugarten did not perceive these two cat-
egories in terms of chronological age; on the contrary, she saw them as referring 
to older individuals who were healthy and active regardless of their age and 
those who were not. 

Some scholars (e.g., Orimo et al., 2006) even recommend that there should 
be a change in the definition of older people, as referring to those over 75 years 
old, instead of the current age of 65 years. In the near future, old people are 
expected to be required to remain active in the workforce for a longer period 
(Gratton & Scott, 2016). This trend will likely disrupt the traditional life-
course paradigm of education–work–retirement (Reday-Mulvey, 2005). Influ-
enced directly by this conceptual refinement of Neugarten, studies in the digital 
field, such as that of Peacock and Künemund (2007), have proposed three rel-
evant age categories, i.e., 55–64, 65–74, and 75+ years old, which correspond 
to the “middle-aged” as well as the “young-old” and “old-old” senior citizens 
and the way they use the Internet or technology more broadly. A more minimal 
chronological scheme that includes young-old and very-old individuals is em-
ployed for the needs of this dissertation because it is a practical tool that allows 
the researcher to notice important differences between these two groups and to 
contrast their behavior in how they use technology in a specific welfare setting. 
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3.1 First Perspective: The Active Aging Paradigm and  
Disengagement Theory  

3.1.1 The Active Aging Paradigm 
In this thesis, the active aging paradigm is employed as a concept denoting a 
paradigm of aging policy. The novelty is that the active aging framework is 
used in the digital policy domain, which varies greatly depending on the welfare 
regime in question. Different welfare regimes implement divergent digital poli-
cies with beneficial or detrimental outcomes for older people. Different adjec-
tives describing aging have been used in the past, such as successful aging, pro-
ductive aging, healthy aging, and positive aging. But what is “active aging”? 
Walker (2008, p. 86) has nicely described “active aging” as: 

a comprehensive strategy to maximize participation and well-being as people 
age. It should operate simultaneously at the individual (lifestyle), organizational 
(management), and societal (policy) levels and at all stages of the life course 
(Walker, 2007). 

This definition shows that the active aging approach is not limited to the 
individual level but touches on the core function of the welfare state. In addi-
tion, active aging does not focus on aspects of being successful or less success-
ful. This term has been criticized for being discriminative and outdated as re-
gards the successful aging model. Some of these criticisms were also recognized 
by the authors of the successful aging model (Rowe & Kahn, 2015). The active 
aging paradigm takes into account more dimensions of human life, including 
the usage of technology, instead of looking primarily at the health denominator 
(e.g., smoking, diet, or exercise). As noted by Katz and Calasanti (2015, p. 29): 

where successful aging research conceives of health advantages and disad-
vantages as the result of individual responsibility, buoyed by media narratives of 
aging winners and losers (Rozanova, 2010), it thus fails to acknowledge social 
relations of power, environmental determinants of health, and the biopolitics of 
health inequalities. 

However, it cannot be denied that the active aging paradigm has many sim-
ilarities to successful aging (Rowe & Kahn, 1997), since both imply the goals 
of the responsibilization and independence of older people for as long as pos-
sible. Responsibilization and independence are also the backbones of the ne-
oliberal dogma and new public management ideas that advanced societies have 
implemented to a greater or lesser degree. In this light, older people “are en-
couraged to entrepreneurialize themselves,” to “seize opportunities that may 
produce greater value” in accordance with the “inflation of neoliberal ideals 
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such as hyper-individualism (resulting, among others, in constant work on self-
worth) and cultivation of human capital” (Shimoni, 2018, p. 45). 

In the European context, the active aging paradigm has been adopted, while 
successful aging was developed in the United States. Active aging draws its 
origin from the World Health Organization (WHO) and combines two consid-
erations: activity and health (WHO, 1994). The United Nations (1999) also 
promoted active aging. The idea was that older people should not be portrayed 
in terms of commonly diffused stereotypes as frail and dependent. According 
to Foster and Walker (2015, p. 84) active aging: 

is concerned with facilitating the rights of older people to remain healthy (reduc-
ing the costs of health and social care), remain in employment longer (reducing 
pension costs), while also participating in community and political life. How-
ever, despite its wide currency, the concept of active aging lacks a precise uni-
versally agreed definition. 

Despite the absence of a universally agreed definition, the healthy and active 
aging paradigm “affirms the value of policies that enable older people to make 
the most of their potential and reduce dependency on family and state” (Zaidi 
& Howse, 2017, p. 3). The rationale behind this is that “the idea of old age as 
a stage of life overwhelmingly characterized by dependency and need was no 
longer adequate as a way of thinking about the lives of post-retirement popu-
lations” (Zaidi & Howse, 2017, p. 2).  

Active aging transcends the policy agendas of national welfare states in Eu-
rope. The commitment of the various EU states to these ideas is not only diver-
gent but also scattered across different policy fields, such as adult education, 
local social service provision, and labor market administration (Ney, 2005). 
Active aging ideas were not so much developed in the digital sector but are 
usually related to the health sector and the adoption of healthy lifestyles. 
Healthy lifestyles such as exercising and quitting smoking are usually initiated 
when a person is an adult and continue until he/she becomes older. In that way, 
the older person will stay healthy and active for longer by substantially reduc-
ing the risk of serious disease and thus putting pressure on the healthcare sys-
tem. 

At the digital level, the general trend evident in the digital policy documents 
of various countries is to stress that older persons as a group need to be helped 
digitally to participate in society (inclusion). What remains unanswered is how 
active aging can be compatible with groups who live with dependency and dis-
abilities. The same question has already been raised about the successful aging 
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rhetoric (Minkler & Fadem, 2002). The active aging paradigm is not as “inno-
cent” as it seems since it represents a “child” of neoliberalism and there is al-
ways the risk it could lead to a new kind of fantasy, that all older people will 
remain active and engaged throughout old age, which touches on the idea of 
“cruel optimism” (Berlant, 2011). “Cruel optimism” signifies the desire to be 
active all the time, which eventually turns out to be an obstacle to the flourish-
ing of the individual. Ironically, even digital machines have a “power off” but-
ton, while in the active aging paradigm this is inconceivable for older people. 

3.1.2 Disengagement Theory 
In stark contrast to the active aging paradigms is the disengagement theory. 
Credit for this theory is given to Cumming and Henry’s now classic work pub-
lished in 1961. Disengagement theory suggests that when someone gets old, 
he/she confronts an “inevitable mutual withdrawal or disengagement, resulting 
in decreased interaction between an aging person and others in the social sys-
tems he belongs to” (Cumming & Henry, 1961, p. 14). The final stage in this 
process is death. The person starts to withdraw gradually from society by leav-
ing some of his/her prior roles and relationships, while society allows him/her 
to retreat and escape from structural constraints/normative control. The pro-
cess is beneficial for all parties and seems inevitable. The activity level of the 
old person falls progressively. Of course, variations between individuals can 
occur based on the older person’s physiology, personality, previous type of en-
gagement, and life situation. 

Disengagement theory has been greatly criticized. The two key criticisms, 
according to Freund and Riediger (2003, p. 614), are: 

First, inter-individual differences in the level of activity that are apparent in mid-
dle adulthood continue to be present in old age. Disengagement can therefore 
not be viewed as a universal process of old age (e.g., Reichard, Livson & Peter-
son, 1962). Second, the loss of social roles (e.g., professional occupation) can be 
substituted by other activities (e.g., volunteer work) and hence does not inevita-
bly lead to a decreased level of activity (e.g., Atchley, 1982). 

Disengagement theory is seemingly a poor approach to understanding the 
phenomenon of aging in general. Older adults do not need to become discon-
nected from social life but can offer their experience and knowledge/wisdom to 
the world. It is therefore no coincidence that scholars do not use disengagement 
theory much these days.  

Despite that, disengagement can find application not necessarily as a per-
sonal choice, but as an inevitable condition for older aging subjects who face 



34 SOFIA ALEXOPOULOU  “Please Mind the Grey Digital Divide” 

serious health issues and are nearing the end of their lives. Disengagement is 
also present in the digital sphere, especially if someone takes into account the 
fourth-level digital divide, describing instances in which previous users of ICTs 
abstain from technology.  

The active aging paradigm and disengagement theory can work as contrast 
points for analyzing digital policy: such policies can fall somewhere in the con-
tinuum between activity and disengagement regarding older citizens. Both the 
active aging paradigm and disengagement are expected to be more diffused in 
Sweden than in Greece because Sweden is more digitalized as a society, and 
older people must use digital technology even if they are very old. The level of 
disengagement in Sweden also varies at the municipality level because some 
municipalities offer welfare technologies and others do not base on their policy 
priorities and resources. More broadly, the active aging paradigm and disen-
gagement theory represent opposing ideas of how the grey digital divide should 
be addressed by public policy. In the empirical analyses of this thesis (primarily 
in the case studies of Sweden and Greece), those ideas will be utilized as yard-
sticks to contrast and evaluate the policy implemented to tackle the grey digital 
divide. 

3.2 Second Perspective: Welfare Regimes, Institutions, and 
Path-Dependency 
Welfare regimes theory represents the key theoretical underpinning for this dis-
sertation. This thesis dives into the analysis of diverse institutions that are re-
sponsible for assisting older people depending on the type of welfare regime. 
As noted by Fountain (2001, p. 11), “political scientists often use the term in-
stitution as a rough synonym for government,” but for this dissertation, insti-
tutions can take many forms, for example, they can fall outside the government 
sphere (e.g., the family institution). Furthermore, institutions generate ideolo-
gies and a diffused welfare culture of older people, which is depicted in the 
design and implementation of digital policies. Digital policies produce legal and 
policy effects that allow or impede the digital and social inclusion of older people. 

3.2.1 A Brief Historiography of the Establishment of Welfare States  
The welfare state is closely linked to the development of national states. Before 
the development of organized national states, not all problems were perceived 
as social problems (regarding the poverty issue, see Kuhnle & Sander, 2010, p. 
63). Only some fragmented actions at the local level were implemented for the 
relief of the needy, for example, by the church. In general, the two traditional 
methods of dealing with social problems were primarily philanthropy and, at a 
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later stage, the enactment of the so-called “Poor Laws,” which were enforced 
in various European countries.  

Under the pressure of industrialization and urbanization, the state, which 
did not have the same form as today, took over more responsibilities. In con-
sequence, a new type of social policy was born, first implemented in the form 
of social insurance in Germany. The Imperial Decree of Bismarck’s program 
which was enacted in 1881 was focused on sickness (1883), accident (1884), 
old age, and disability insurance (1889). As observed by Kuhnle and Sander 
(2010, p. 64), social insurance was an innovative policy idea and can be recog-
nized as a critical juncture in terms of national social policy development, be-
cause: 

individual citizens (initially, largely industrial workers) were to be compulsorily 
insured and become entitled to social benefits as a matter of right rather than 
provided with poor relief benefits on the basis of discretionary needs and means 
tests. Thus, the new policy also reached beyond the very poorest strata of society 
and can, at least in hindsight, be seen as the ‘natural’ beginning of an institutional 
framework which gradually came to expand and to incorporate all or nearly all 
citizens—or residents—of nation states into national ‘welfare regimes’, which 
again could—and came to—be differentially constituted in developed nation 
states in terms of principles of coverage, organization, financing, and redistribu-
tion. 

A similar path was taken by Britain, but some years after the Bismarckian 
experiment. The Beveridge Report of 1942 attempted to address the “five giant 
evils”: want, idleness, disease, squalor, and ignorance. According to Tuohy 
(2018, p. 433): 

The Beveridge Report proposed to combine the piecemeal congeries of means-
tested benefits then in existence into a single plan of compulsory social insurance 
distinguished, in Beveridge’s words, by the fact that “it is compulsory and that 
men stand together with their fellows” (Beveridge 1942: 13).  

Unquestionably, the thirty “golden” years (1945–1975) of the welfare state 
were precisely after the Second World War when Keynesian policies were put 
into place and Ford’s system of mass production had its greatest moment, al-
lowing citizens to enjoy higher levels of consumption. Not surprisingly, the 
surrounding conditions at that time were very positive and helped the flourish-
ing of the welfare state. The twentieth century was the century of the tremen-
dous expansion of social programs that characterized advanced industrial so-
cieties (Pierson, 1996). 
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Arguably, since the 1990s, there has been a radical change regarding the 
“soul” of the welfare state. Several factors played a role in this change, with 
the most important ones being: ideological factors (e.g., diffusion of Chicago 
School ideas), economic factors (e.g., the oil price crises of the 1970s and the 
collapse of the Bretton Woods regime), and political factors (e.g., the election 
of conservative politicians such as Thatcher and Reagan). Liberal ideas then 
diffused around the world and influenced even generous welfare regimes of 
universalistic orientation, such as the Scandinavian welfare type, through the 
implementation of new public management reforms (Green-Pedersen, 2002). 

More precisely, regulatory theories suggest “the replacement of the welfare 
state (sometimes the Keynesian welfare state (KWS)—by a (putatively new) 
form of regulatory state” (Wincott, 2013, p. 808). Several names for this new 
state are found in the literature, such as “workfare states” (Jessop, 2002) or 
the “competition state,” which resembles a “quasi-enterprise association” 
(Cerny, 1997). In this light, the USA and UK, which are both liberal regimes 
with minimum state intervention, started to recognize poverty and under/un-
employment as: 

“welfare dependency,” low motivation, and inadequate “employability.” Old 
approaches involving job creation and better benefits have been rejected as costly 
and counter-productive, as has the Keynesian orthodoxy of demand manage-
ment. In a world of flexible job markets, it is argued, all those who can work 
must work, active work/welfare policies removing the option of a “life on bene-
fits.” (Peck & Theodore, 2001, p. 431) 

With the greater flexibility of job markets, new atypical forms of employ-
ment (e.g., temporary or part-time jobs) appeared along with low wages and 
poor-quality jobs, which gave birth to a new social category: the “working 
poor” who, despite having jobs, cannot financially support themselves and 
therefore experience social exclusion (Ferrera, 2008, p. 91). Similarly, Esping-
Andersen (1994) described a procedure of social policy reform in which the 
individual has to remain active in order to gain the state’s support; in particu-
lar, this social policy seems to be: 

in favour of active labour market programmes, training, life-long learning and 
“putting people back to work”—possibly coupled with a basic income guaran-
tee. A shift from income maintenance towards human capital investment is a 
leading theme in the Clinton administration, in the European Community and 
also in East Asian countries. (pp. 1–2) 

In this way, the welfare state moved from the “golden” to the “silver” age. 
Pierson (1998, 2001a) spoke of a “silver age of permanent austerity,” while 
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Taylor-Gooby (2002) suggested that the welfare state had entered a new his-
torical phase of labor market restructuring, demographic transition, and eco-
nomic globalization. Contemporary welfare states in this new era not only face 
external challenges (and economic turmoil) that cannot be handled by single 
states, as was the case in the past, but also internal ones such as the rising 
challenges of population aging.  

At this critical moment, the welfare state seems to be in a stage of retrench-
ment, and this affects human needs and rights that can sometimes take on a 
more urgent character (e.g., regarding health assistance and hospitalization), 
particularly for vulnerable segments of the population, such as older people. 
Thus, several nonpublic alternatives (e.g., market-provided care) and voluntary 
and informal means of assistance were developed to fill the vacuum created by 
welfare retrenchment. New public management ideas diffused into almost 
every policy domain, this being especially apparent in some countries, such as 
Sweden. 

Will the welfare state be able to provide adequate assistance to a rapidly 
aging society? Is the welfare state today avoiding its duties and responsibilities? 
What is the role of the family in taking care of older people? Motel-Klingebiel 
et al. (2005) explored the dynamic relationships between the welfare state and 
the family institution, describing three possible relationships between the two: 

• the “crowding out” thesis that older people living in generous welfare 
states should receive more formal services and less family support than 
do older people living in less generous welfare states;  

• the “crowding in” thesis that older people in generous welfare states 
should receive more family help than those living in less generous wel-
fare states, while, by definition, there should also be a high level of for-
mal support; and finally  

• the “mixed responsibility” thesis that older people should receive sup-
port from both welfare services and the family in generous welfare 
states, and less support in weakly developed welfare states. 

The mixed responsibility thesis seems the fairest option because the burden 
of services is shared. 

3.2.2 Older People under the Protection of the Welfare Regime 
The history of old age takes two diverse approaches: the first one is the roman-
tic view, that old age has a positive value and old people used to be treated with 
respect, occupied a position of power by virtue of their knowledge and experi-
ence, and were supported by children and grandchildren. The wave of indus-
trialization made old people victims of progress (Kertzer & Laslett, 1995). The 



38 SOFIA ALEXOPOULOU  “Please Mind the Grey Digital Divide” 

second view is the revisionist view, which is mostly accepted by European his-
torians. In this view, older people in the past were malnourished and went to 
public charitable facilities to find miserable lodging or a piece of bread (Kertzer 
& Laslett, 1995).   

Older people are without a doubt better off today than they were in the past, 
not least as a consequence of the expansion of the welfare state and its pro-
grams (Kertzer & Laslett, 1995), as I clearly showed in the previous section. 
However, in developed societies, aging imposes certain obligations on older 
people. For example, as part of a neoliberal welfare policy and agenda, political 
efforts encourage older people to shoulder the obligation to keep active, 
healthy, and productive (Beimborn et al., 2016) for longer. 

Brodin (2005) described the changing understanding of older people within 
the Swedish eldercare system, from dependent to independent. Identifying older 
people as dependent meant that the Swedish state had to play an active role in 
the development of social care services for older people and the disabled. Fi-
nancing and organizing social services for older persons was seen as a respon-
sibility of the state. As the view of older people transformed from dependent to 
independent, the responsibility of society (i.e., the municipalities, together with 
unions and employers) also shifted towards the responsibility to prepare people 
for a meaningful and active retirement, while older people came to represent 
an important resource for society. This important resource had to be adapted 
to the new conditions in one way or another, and older people were seen as 
responsible for their health. 

Although the discourse of aging has changed from a discourse of dependency 
to one of independence, some older people are excluded from this neoliberal 
norm of ongoing activity (active aging rhetoric). People with serious physical 
and mental decline are dependent on external help from family or others, and 
they often need long-term care that is usually very expensive for the welfare 
state. Somehow, this reality is masked or hidden, even though most cases have 
a linear character: very old people will eventually be dependent and disengaged, 
in both the physical and digital spheres. It constitutes an indirect form of dis-
crimination to say that all older people can be independent until the end and 
that if they do not achieve this goal, then it is their fault. 



 
SOFIA ALEXOPOULOU  “Please Mind the Grey Digital Divide” 

 
39 

  
 

3.2.3 In Search of a Definition and Typology of Welfare Regimes  
This section presents the theoretical framework that this study relies on for the 
examination of the empirical material. The welfare state has different manifes-
tations in different contexts. The welfare state is a concept that is often taken 
for granted and not defined. The situation became more complicated after the 
introduction of the following line of argument, introduced by Esping-Andersen 
(1990): “social scientists have been too quick to accept nations’ self-proclaimed 
welfare-state status. They have also been too quick to conclude that if the 
standard social programs have been introduced, the welfare state has been 
born” (p. 20); moreover, “a remarkable attribute of the entire literature is its 
lack of much genuine interest in the welfare state as such … when, indeed is a 
state a welfare state?” (p. 18). This question logically raises more questions, 
such as “how much and for whom, the rich or the poor, is to define the dis-
tinction between welfare & unwelfare states?” (Veit-Wilson, 2000, p. 5). 

Asa Briggs (1961) endorsed the view that the term “welfare state” has not 
been defined properly, while it has been used to refer to quite different types of 
social aims and goals. “Welfare state” is thus a passepartout term, as is the 
digital divide concept. On this subject, Titmuss (1987) concluded: “I am no 
more enamoured of the indenable abstraction the ‘Welfare State’ than I was 
some twenty years ago … Generalized slogans rarely induce concentration of 
thought: more often they prevent us from asking significant questions about 
reality” (p. 141). The conceptualization of the welfare state becomes even 
harder given that next to the welfare state stands the concept of the regulatory 
state. As Levi-Faur (2014, p. 599) suggested, “the regulatory state and the wel-
fare state are routinely presented as trade-offs, that is, alternatives and compet-
ing forms of state organization, reinforcing the disciplinary walls between these 
communities. Each of these types of state is associated with its own logic (social 
justice vs. procedural fairness), with its own legitimacy (output vs. procedural) 
and with its own primary instrument of choice (fiscal transfers vs. rule mak-
ing).” 

Globalization and, more immediately, economic and monetary integration 
within the European Union (EU), which is a community of collaborating states 
including Sweden and Greece, has led to the erosion of the foundation of the 
positive state (another name for the welfare state) that had the power to tax (or 
borrow) and spend (Majone, 1997). Consequently, the regulatory state was 
born at the expense of the welfare state. Again, according to Levi-Faur (2014, 
p. 603), “The rise of the former and the decline of the latter are causally asso-
ciated, signifying the rise of neoliberalism and the belief in the superiority of 
markets as mechanisms for maximizing the public good.”   
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Without going any deeper into what the welfare state is, the question of def-
inition is still very difficult to answer. Might it be better to find a descriptive 
definition that is useful for capturing all types of welfare regimes? For the goals 
of this thesis, it appears to be impossible to settle on a unified definition of the 
welfare state; instead, my approach will usefully apply an enhanced version of 
Esping-Andersen’s typology to capture variations of the concept in order to 
conduct the comparative study. However, the definition of the welfare state is 
greatly enriched by the case studies, in which the welfare state is mostly under-
stood as the state along with its various public organizations, the family, and 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), all of which seem to take a more ac-
tive role in striving to bridge the grey digital divide than does the market. 

The debate on the criteria that distinguish a welfare state continues undi-
minished. Some (e.g., Spicker, 2000) suggest that the problem appeared with 
the typology of Esping-Andersen. As Spicker (2000) has said, “The root of the 
problem is that Esping-Andersen is concerned with variation—the things that 
make welfare states different—and there are more grounds for variation than 
he can encompass sensibly in a limited typology” (p. 11). In addition, contem-
porary welfare states cannot escape from their idealistic imaginations of what 
constitutes a welfare state. In this sense, modern welfare states are polymor-
phic, i.e., mixing actual performing of their welfare duties with more idealistic 
pursuits grounded in the welfare ideological sphere.  

As I discussed earlier, after the Second World War, governments in European 
nation-states established welfare regimes to get their populations back on their 
feet, and Keynesian policies were implemented that can be considered socialist, 
in modern terms, because they allowed state spending and investment in citi-
zens’ needs. Public/social policies initially concentrated on stopping material 
deprivation (i.e., poverty) manifested in illness, loss of employment, disability, 
and old age. Currently, the most serious challenge facing today’s welfare re-
gimes is to alleviate structural inequalities, which seem to be inherent in a cap-
italist economy.  

Not all welfare regimes respond to challenges in the same way. Esping-An-
dersen (1990, 1999) described an ideal three-dimensional typology of welfare 
regimes, i.e., liberal, conservative/continental, and social democratic. In his in-
fluential book, The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism (1990), Esping-An-
dersen formulated his initial typology (1990) by considering 18 welfare states 
that belonged to the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) and using three principles:  
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• Decommodification: the extent to which an individual's welfare is de-
pendent on the forces of the market, particularly in terms of pensions, 
unemployment benefits, and sickness insurance; decommodification has 
to do with the strength of social rights; 

• Social stratification: the role of welfare states in upholding or changing 
social stratification; and 

• Private–public mix: the relative roles of institutions such as the state, 
the family, the voluntary sector, and the market in welfare provision.  
 

For the operationalization of these principles, Esping-Andersen created de-
commodification indexes, resulting in the following three welfare regimes: 

 
• Liberal (e.g., the United Kingdom and the United States): Social assis-

tance is means-tested assistance and targets low-income recipients. Wel-
fare programs are intended to address market failures, while entitle-
ments are usually connected with stigma. The role of the state is mini-
mal.  

• Conservative (e.g., France and Germany): In these regimes, welfare pro-
grams are stratified by gender and occupation and are strongly associ-
ated with employment protection. However, traditional family values 
are present and remain at the center of welfare protection via family-
based assistance. Normally, the state will intervene only when the fam-
ily fails to help its members.  

• Social Democratic (e.g., Sweden and Norway): These countries promote 
equality and have universal coverage for all of their citizens, through 
the provision of human/social development rights intended to maximize 
economic participation. The state has a very active role in comparison 
with the family model of conservative countries, and citizens through 
their taxes finance a very generous welfare system. Social-democratic 
countries usually represent a welfare prototype or point of reference for 
other countries.  
 

In Esping-Andersen’s welfare regime conception, the diversity of the various 
welfare regimes is explained with reference to differences in core principles and 
diverging ideas on subjects such as solidarity, equality, and the role of the wel-
fare state in contrast to the market’s antipode. This illustrates the importance 
of the welfare culture; as Pfau-Effinger (2005, p. 3) has noted, “These princi-
ples can also be interpreted as fundamental ‘values’ of welfare state action.” 
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Each of the three regimes encompasses diverse relationships between the insti-
tutions in place, i.e., the state, family, and market, to manage the social risks 
that arise in everyday life. An exceptional table that analyzes this interplay be-
tween the institutions of the state, family, and market was offered by Aysan 
and Beaujot (2009), presented here with minor modifications as Table 1. 

Table 1: Regimes and Institutions 

Management 

of social risks 

Liberal Social Dem-

ocratic 

Continental Southern 

Europe 

State Low High Moderate Moderate 

Family Low Low Moderate High 

Market High Low Moderate Moderate 

Prior to Esping-Andersen, Richard Titmuss (1974) had also identified three 
models of the welfare state, namely: residual based on need, industrial achieve-
ment/performance based on merit, and institutional redistributive based on cit-
izenship. Interestingly, Titmuss (1974) firmly believed that social policy should 
not play the role of a “handmaiden” to the economy. After the publication of 
Esping-Andersen’s work, other authors (Leibfried, 1993; Rhodes, 1996; Fer-
rera, 1996; Petmesidou 1996; Bonoli 1997; Arts & Gelissen, 2002) came to 
question the three-dimensional typology by suggesting the existence of a fourth 
capitalistically organized welfare regime. This fourth regime took various 
names such as the “Mediterranean welfare state,” the “southern model of wel-
fare capitalism,” the “Latin-rim model,” or the “familialist model.” The coun-
tries that are part of this new regime are Greece, Spain, Portugal, and Italy. A 
good outline of the basic features of the Southern Europe regime is provided 
by the report of Karamessini (2007, p. 5), who drew on other authors: 
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a) The family is the primary locus of solidarity whose role is both social 
(provision of care and support) and productive (creation of family 
businesses); 

b) The male breadwinner enjoys high employment protection and job sta-
bility, while other labour force groups (women, young people, mi-
grants) suffer from high unemployment and are disproportionately in-
volved in irregular forms of work, mostly in small businesses and the 
underground economy; 

c) Social security is based on occupational status and work performance 
and is organized around the male breadwinner/female carer family 
model (derived rights for dependants); 

d) Social assistance schemes are residual since those without a normal 
working career must primarily rely for support on the family; 

e) Child and elderly care are basically provided by family members and 
mainly women’s unpaid work; 

f) Labour market segmentation creates gaps and inequalities in both em-
ployment and social protection; 

g) The unemployment compensation and vocational training systems are 
underdeveloped; 

h) Jobs in the public sector or cash benefits are selectively distributed 
through clientelism and patronage networks; 

i) Welfare-state institutions are highly inefficient, while for the case of 
Greece, there is also active the phenomenon of “welfare corruption” 
(“dead pensioners,” healthy disability beneficiaries, etc.) and insurance 
contributions’ evasion (Venieris, 2013, p. 35). 
 

There are also some academic voices (Esping-Andersen, 1999; Katrougalos, 
1996; Katrougalos & Lazaridis, 2003) who deny the existence of a fourth, sep-
arate welfare state regime. Notably, Katrougalos (1996) expressed the opinion 
that Greece, Spain, and Portugal are not a distinctive group of countries, since 
their low public social spending is the outcome of a “delay in the construction 
of the welfare state, and more generally, the relative economic underdevelop-
ment of the Mediterranean South.” As a result, the Greek welfare system “fits 
perfectly in the organizational matrix of the continental model” (Katrougalos, 
1996, p. 41).  

Why is the categorization of welfare regimes so important? It is important 
because older people are not receiving the same level of help, since different 
mixes of institutions are responsible for providing it depending on the welfare 
state type. In the past, older people were seen, and still are in some welfare 
regimes, especially those with a familialistic orientation (e.g., Greece), as frail 
and dependent agents who need care and protection. On some occasions, older 
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people even have the same status as children. In Greece, there is a “family duty 
to care for ageing parents, although carers receive little support or recognition 
in social policy” (Blackman, 2000, p. 186). This negative portrayal is expected 
to change to some extent in upcoming years even in familialistic welfare re-
gimes, at least for young-old individuals, for two main reasons: 

• First, older people are keeping their “youth” for longer and are health-
ier than they were in the past. For instance, a healthy 65-year-old today
cannot be compared to his/her counterpart fifty years ago. They can
stay independent without having to ask for constant help from their
children or grandchildren.

• Second, the ongoing diffusion of active aging ideas promoting healthier
lifestyles with the expectation that older people should make their best
effort to remain active in society. While these ideas will be increasingly
embraced by the majority of the population, aging will only be associ-
ated with very old individuals who usually confront serious health
problems, frailty, and dependency.

At the opposite extreme are the social-democratic welfare states. In these 
countries, social policy aims at reducing status and income differences, while 
the social-democratic welfare state’s mission is to provide equal opportunities 
to all citizens without taking into account the age factor (i.e., avoiding age-
based discrimination). Older individuals are willing to stay independent and 
prefer to lead their own lives without any interference from either the state or 
the family, at least when they are healthy and active. 

Older people in social-democratic welfare states live in nursing and residen-
tial homes, the idea being “aging in place” without requiring institutionalized 
help (i.e., hospitalization). When older persons in social-democratic welfare 
states develop serious health issues or inability to manage their daily personal 
care, then the state rather than the family has to step in, as occurs in Southern 
European welfare regimes. In Greece, family care comes mostly from women 
and has specific characteristics, while it is also a common practice for some 
families to hire an immigrant worker, usually a woman, to live with an older 
person. This quotation from Blackman (2000, p. 182) is eye-opening: 

Thus, for a Greek daughter, family care can easily mean being the sole provider 
of substantial personal and domestic help for a very dependent parent towards 
whom she feels a duty to care, reinforced by a legal duty, social attitudes and the 
lack of alternative options. In Denmark, the daughter of a frail parent is likely 
to be caring in quite a different way: visiting, chatting and occasionally shopping 
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or doing the laundry (Rostgaard & Fridberg, 1998). Her parent’s needs for per-
sonal and domestic help are expected to be met by the state. 

Help in Greece has a more gendered dimension that puts an extra burden on 
women than in other welfare regimes. 

Motel-Klingebiel et al. (2005) also discovered that the family is an important 
institution that offers help to older people. In particular, family help is signifi-
cantly higher in countries where the welfare regime is not as developed and 
offers poor welfare services. This verifies the substitution or crowding-out the-
sis. However, when they added into their analysis the characteristics of older 
people (i.e., their partnership status, health status, number of children, and 
normative beliefs), family help or otherwise intergenerational help appears to 
be the same across countries.  

Concerning the digital divide, existing research has insufficiently investi-
gated the influence of different welfare regimes. Only Castells and Himanen 
(2002) have argued that some welfare states have adapted their structures be-
cause of the emerging informational society. Taking Finland and the USA as 
examples of “informational societies,” the authors claim that the USA repre-
sents a largely free-market approach, with social protection kept to a minimum 
for the good of the business sector, while Finland has kept its strongly inter-
ventionist social policy that not only allows social protection but also encour-
ages the modernization of the economy.  

3.2.4 Operationalization: Welfare State Regimes 
As elaborated on earlier, Esping-Andersen had only three welfare models in his 
categorization, which does not cover the full variation in welfare state regimes 
across Europe. Hence, it was necessary to formulate a comprehensive typology 
of welfare regimes that would cover all EU Member States. In making this ty-
pology, the initial point of departure was the welfare regime typology presented 
by Ferrera (1996), which, however, excluded two European countries: Malta 
and Cyprus. Based on Gal (2010), I decided to place these countries in the 
Southern European welfare model. Furthermore, I added an extra welfare re-
gime that neither Esping-Andersen nor Ferrera proposed in their initial typolo-
gies: the Central and Eastern European welfare regime (Lauzadyte-Tutliene et 
al., 2018). The categorization of welfare state regimes in European countries 
utilized in the quantitative analysis is presented in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2. Categorization of countries in different welfare regimes 

Liberal 

welfare 

model 

Conservative 

welfare 

model 

Social 

Democratic 

welfare model 

Southern 

European 

welfare 

model 

Central and 

Eastern European 

welfare model 

United 

Kingdom 

Germany Sweden Italy Bulgaria Czech 

Republic 

Ireland France Denmark Spain Romania Croatia 

Belgium Norway Portugal Estonia Poland 

Netherlands Finland Greece Latvia Slovakia 

Luxembourg Cyprus Lithuania Slovenia 

Austria Malta Hungary 

Switzerland 

Source: Ferrera (1996), Gal (2010), and Lauzadyte-Tutliene et al. (2018). 

It is worth recalling once more that there is no unanimity regarding the in-
clusion of countries in specific welfare regime types. For instance, the Nether-
lands and Switzerland are often considered hybrid cases and therefore put into 
different regimes, in agreement with individual scholars’ standpoints (Arts & 
Gelissen, 2002). Hybrid cases share elements from different welfare regimes, so 
their classification is even harder. To cite an example, the Netherlands has a 



 
SOFIA ALEXOPOULOU  “Please Mind the Grey Digital Divide” 

 
47 

  
 

social-democratic welfare regime according to Esping-Andersen (1990), a con-
servative welfare regime according to Castles and Mitchell (1993), a basic se-
curity welfare regime according to Korpi and Palme (1998), which is another 
term for the liberal welfare regime, and an undefined welfare regime according 
to Ragin (1994). Despite this problem, typologies have retained their relevance 
and many studies still invoke the classification of welfare regimes. 

To sum up, welfare states are today in a transitional phase and new public 
management/neoliberal/active aging ideas have diffused into almost all sectors, 
including welfare services. Some welfare regimes adopted those ideas more ea-
gerly, for example, in Sweden. This does not necessarily indicate welfare-state 
retrenchment but is definitely a change in comparison with the past. In the 
minds of most people, Sweden constitutes an excellent paradigm of a wealthy 
social-democratic welfare regime, without knowing that even in this welfare 
regime remarkable changes have happened. The welfare regime perspective is 
utilized in different manners in the constituent studies of this dissertation: (1) 
as a theory used to categorize countries into different welfare regimes and (2) 
as an analytical tool for understanding the dynamic mechanisms that operate 
in two divergent cases, Sweden and Greece. It is plausible to expect that insti-
tutional actors and cultural ideas will be important facilitators (or the reverse) 
allowing (or hindering) the digital participation of older people and generally 
determining how older people are treated by digital policies (i.e., as dependent 
vs. independent actors).  

3.2.5 Institutions, Path-Dependency, and Welfare Culture: Pieces of the Same 
Puzzle? 
In this section, the goal was to analyze the concept of path-dependency and 
how it is connected to other important conceptual elements of this dissertation, 
such as institutions, history, welfare culture, and policies. The predictability of 
institutions lies in their path-dependent patterns. Path-dependency is a general 
term describing “the manner in which previous states of a system affect future 
states” by “limiting the range of choices or the ability of forces both outside 
(‘exogenous’) and inside (‘endogenous’)” that exert pressure in order to modify 
their trajectory (Howlett & Ramesh, 2003, p. 217). The historical institutional 
(HI) approach to path-dependency has given rise to two literature strands. The 
first strand emphasizes the critical events (i.e., critical junctures) that allow in-
stitutional formation. These events set countries along different paths of devel-
opment, for example, in our case the formation of different welfare regimes. 
The second strand proposes that institutions change and react to the conditions 
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of their environment and political steering, but that their response is mediated 
by past trajectories.  

Path-dependency is not necessarily a form of historical determinism. Devia-
tion from a path is possible, as is the making of a new path. Critical junctures 
can occur, through which institutions undergo discontinuous change (Larsen 
& Andersen, 2009). The development of policy paradigms regarding aging, as 
described above, ranging from disengagement to active aging, can be described 
as one of discontinuous change. Interestingly, Cox (2004) introduced the useful 
concept of the path-dependency of ideas, applying this concept specifically in 
analyzing the development of welfare regimes. Cox suggested that ideas affect 
everyday life because they produce cognitive maps, which in turn help individ-
uals address complexity (Cox, 2004). Thus, although our world is constructed, 
the author notes the following: 

This is not to say that we imagine reality, but our perception of reality is filtered 
through our values and preferences, causing us to highlight some aspects of re-
ality as more important than others and thereby to create an understanding of 
the world that has a decided bias. These values and preferences help us to define 
strategies for action and are an important reason for the political goals we choose 
to pursue. Therefore, values and action reinforce one another. Values influence 
action, action helps to reinforce the values that inspire it, and so on. In this ap-
proach, ideas are the linkage mechanism between values, which are fairly con-
stant, and immediate circumstances, which change (Cox, 2004, p.p. 206-207). 

This thesis follows the logic of Cox as regards welfare culture/ideas, which 
are linked to the historical circumstances of each country. History is pro-
foundly important for institutions and teaches them to operate alongside spe-
cific norms, ideas, and patterns of action crystallized over time. In fact, all in-
stitutions: 

consist of cognitive, normative and regulative structures and activities that pro-
vide stability and meaning to social behavior. Institutions are transported by 
various carriers-cultures, structures, and routines and they operate at multiple 
levels of jurisdiction (Scott, 1995, p. 33). 

or 

rest on a set of ideational and material foundations that, if shaken, open possi-
bilities for change. But different institutions rest on different foundations, and 
so the processes that are likely to disrupt them will also be different, though 
predictable. (Thelen, 1999, p. 397) 

In the 1990s, HI theorists were very skeptical of concepts such as ideas and 
culture. As Gronning (2008) stressed, following a more cognitive direction of 
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analysis is not recommended because it is difficult to draw a clear line between 
scripts, values, and culture, on the one hand, and longer-term and more legiti-
mate societal norms, on the other. Very recently, new approaches such as the 
theoretical approach of “welfare arrangements” (Pfau-Effinger, 2005) brought 
to the fore the importance of welfare culture and how it affects welfare state 
policies. 

Defining “culture” has always been problematic and becomes more chal-
lenging when the term “welfare” is prefixed, because, as I showed, even the 
concept of “welfare regime” has not been adequately defined. Specifically, wel-
fare culture encompasses: 

the relevant ideas in a given society surrounding the welfare state and the way it 
is embedded in society. It comprises the stock of knowledge, values and ideas to 
which the relevant social actors, the institutions of the welfare state and concrete 
policy measures refer. These can be ordered or logically inconsistent. The cul-
tural values and ideals which predominate in the welfare culture restrict the spec-
trum of possible policies of a welfare state (Pfau-Effinger, 2005, p.4) 

My view of culture is identical to that of Fountain (2001, p. 93), who un-
derstands culture “not only as belief system but also as a ‘tool kit’ of symbols, 
stories, ritual and world-views, which people may use in varying configurations 
to solve different kinds of problems.” Institutions are not fixed and rigid but 
act as “enablers” and “constraints” regarding the actor’s behavior forming a 
“duality of structure” (Fountain, 2001). This means that individuals are con-
strained in their actions by the existing institutional structure but, depending 
on their actions, this structure can be either maintained or amended (Fountain, 
2001, p. 94).  

To put it all together, welfare culture, institutions, and individuals interact 
with one another and produce output in the form of public policies intended to 
aid and improve society. Figure 3, borrowed from Pfau-Effinger (2005), nicely 
illustrates the directions that this interaction can take concerning the welfare 
state policies developed within the welfare matrix.  
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Figure 3: The Welfare System as presented by Pfau-Effinger (2005,p. 5) 

Finally, it must be clarified that the unique features of each welfare state/re-
gime do not remain inert. Every society takes steps towards the future, and 
citizens’ needs are continuously transformed at a quick pace. In this context, 
an extraordinary example is the Mediterranean welfare regime in Spain. As 
observed by Motel-Klingebiel et al. (2005, p. 865):   

A generation ago Spain had a ‘residual welfare state ’ but it has experienced swift 
social, economic and political changes. It has lately been under a specific demo-
graphic strain – a remarkable decline in fertility – prompting a national debate 
on the support and care of older people in the future. The rapid modernisation 
and urbanisation of Spanish society is also influencing family relations and social 
networks as well as norms and beliefs (see Kondratowitz 2003). 

Some institutions and welfare ideas, though, do not change totally. For in-
stance, the institution of the nuclear family is in crisis everywhere, even in 
Greece where a rise in the dissolution of marriages is evident. Yet, the family 
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institution and associated ideas continue to hold a strong position in Greek 
society and in other Mediterranean countries (Gal, 2010). Also, it must be kept 
firmly in mind that a shift in welfare state policies does not necessarily follow 
cultural change (Pfau-Effinger, 2005). Welfare state policies usually change 
much faster than does culture, especially when immediate conditions require 
such a thing (see, e.g., the shifts that the Covid-19 pandemic brought to the 
digital field).  

The bottom line of this section is that the core ideas of the various welfare 
regimes “survive” over time due to path-dependency, despite the considerable 
changes and transformations that have occurred. It is possible to view cultural ideas 
as a kind of “identity” that distinguishes one welfare regime from another. 

3.2.6 Institutions and Technology: “A Strong Relationship” 
To shed light on the different patterns of technological diffusion among coun-
tries, some scholars suggest that political factors such as institutions, ruling 
elites, and public policy play a critical role in the level of technological adoption 
(Milner, 2006). Furthermore, every sort of technological discovery produces 
“winners” and “losers.” As Milner (2006, p. 183) said: 

Different political institutions have different distributional consequences 
(Knight, 1992). Governments and interest groups that lose from rapid Internet 
adoption may use political institutions to slow down its diffusion…Leaders in 
all countries pay attention to the economy for their survival; they certainly pay 
heed to the economic fortunes of groups that are their major supporters. But 
democratic governments tend to be more sensitive to economic failure and its 
consequent political problems (e.g., Bueno de Mesquita & Siverson, 1995). This 
heightens their concern for economic growth and, in turn, enhances their desire 
to promote, or at least not block, technological change that portends faster eco-
nomic growth.  

This quotation exemplifies the power of political institutions in developed 
countries to influence the diffusion of technology, and that such diffusion may 
be a necessary “vehicle” for achieving greater economic growth. When the state 
uses technology for its operation, we can talk about a “virtual state” (Fountain, 
2001). As Fountain (2001, p. 99) has suggested: 

The virtual state is one in which the organization of the government increasingly 
resides within networked computerized information systems and within interor-
ganizational networks rather than in autonomous bureaucratic agencies. A vir-
tual state consists of virtual agencies overlaid on a formal bureaucratic structure. 
Such a state will depart from the bureaucratic state as the formal institutions 
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that structure oversight and the budget process are modified to align with the 
logic of web-based policy networks. 

In other words, the strong relationship between institutions and technology 
can be described as based on two paths: 

1. Institutions shape technology as political institutions and policy influ-
ence the diffusion of technology, including the production of the “win-
ners” and “losers” of technological development. This process is influ-
enced by the goals of institutions where economic growth is a major
driver; and

2. Technology influences institutions as the organization of the state in
technological domains create virtual agencies and a virtual state.

To sum up, the welfare regime typology is used to explain the chosen policies 
and also the variation that exists among welfare regimes in relation to the grey 
digital divide in Europe. The underlying hypothesis of this thesis is that the 
organization of the welfare state in general will have implications for the grey 
digital divide and for the strategies adopted to address it. This hypothesis builds 
on an expectation of path-dependency between the welfare state tradition/cul-
ture of a country, on one hand, and its contemporary challenges and choice of 
policy tools for addressing these challenges, on the other. Therefore, in the case 
studies of this thesis, the welfare regime is analyzed by means of studying the 
role of the state and of its public institutions, the family, and NGOs. To finish, 
the comparative study investigates variations in the three levels of the grey dig-
ital divide in relation to differences in welfare regime types across European 
countries. 

3.3 Third Perspective: Digitalization Process, the Third Level of the 
Digital Divide, and Exclusion 

3.3.1 The Digitalization Process 
Digitalization encompasses nearly all aspects of our lives and of people’s roles 
in modern society (e.g., worker, consumer, and patient). According to Van Dijk 
(2020, p. 10), “Using e-governance, e-banking, e-governance, and social-net-
working sites became normal daily activities”. In developed countries, the state 
invests greatly in the digitalization process and promotes e-governance via the 
design and operation of e-services. However, policymakers have failed to real-
ize that the digital divide is a welfare/social issue and not simply a technological 
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problem to be solved magically by buying digital products. As Van Dijk (2020, 
p. 3) commented:  

The term “digital” suggests that the digital divide is a technical issue when, in 
fact, it is more of a social problem. Technical properties of digital media are 
important for access and use—they can be complicated or relatively simple—but 
the causes and effects of (in)equality are social. The digital divide is not brought 
to an end when everybody owns and commands the technology concerned..  

In this regard, a more holistic approach is needed. Having this in mind, my 
analysis is very close to the enactment framework that Fountain (2001) devel-
oped. This framework invites us to leave aside the causal relationship between 
technology and structure, and to emphasize “how the embeddedness of gov-
ernment actors in cognitive, cultural, social and institutional structures influ-
ences the design, perceptions and uses of the Internet and related IT” (Fountain, 
2001, p. 88). Using this terminology, in my analysis “structure” is not some-
thing vague, but another synonym for the welfare regime with all its important 
constitutive institutions. The welfare regime type determines the characteristics 
of the digital divide and the degree of participation of older people (i.e., their 
social/digital exclusion/inclusion). In the welfare regime are embedded serious 
power relationships between the different actors who receive assistance from 
welfare institutions of any sort. 

3.3.2 The Third-Level Divide (Opportunities-Outcomes)  
An analysis of the levels of the digital divide is presented above. In my view, 
the third-level is the most important one because it touches on the link forged 
between the individual and society. As more and more aspects of life migrate 
to the digital sphere, older people who lack access (first-level digital divide) and 
digital skills (second-level digital divide) inevitably lack real opportunities 
(third-level digital divide), for example, to apply for social benefits online or 
more broadly exercise their social rights as citizens. Hence, the currently ex-
cluded become further excluded with the greater diffusion of digitalization, 
while the included profit from the Internet and other technologies (the “Mat-
thew effect,” see Van Dijk, 2005).  

The “Matthew effect” refers to the general mechanism of cumulative ad-
vantage that derives from advantageous positions in society that produce fur-
ther gains. This mechanism leads to a growing gap between the “rich” and 
“poor.” The best demonstration of the Matthew effect is the “usage gap.” The 
usage gap is broader than the knowledge gap as “it is about unequal practices 
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and applications; that is, action or behavior in particular contexts. This in-
cludes knowledge and information” (Van Dijk, 2005, p. 126).  

Those already included have the knowledge, financial capacity, and social 
position to control technologies of any sort needed to climb even higher up the 
social ladder and satisfy their needs. Older people who cannot use digital tools 
can be excluded if they do not go on foot to claim their welfare rights or if they 
cannot find “borrowed access” (Reneland-Forsman, 2018). Here, it is no ex-
aggeration to claim that off-line older people experience a reverse “Matthew 
effect” of cumulative disadvantage that grows as digitalization expands. It is 
no surprise that organizations such as UNESCO (Pohle, 2018) recognize the 
Internet as a global good that everyone should possess, while some scholars 
(e.g., Oyedemi, 2015) call for legislative action to consider communication 
technologies as basic rights that every citizen should possess. 

3.3.3 The Digital By Default Approach (Exclusion) 
Every welfare state, depending on its infrastructure capacity, has been entering 
faster or slower into the realm of “e-government” or “digital era governance” 
(Dunleavy et al., 2006). This new relationship between the state and citizens 
entails less face-to-face interaction since online platforms become the dominant 
policy choice (Schou, 2018), resulting in less discretion and the implementation 
of computer- and web-based communication. The state is moving away from 
the typical street-level bureaucracy (Lipsky, 2010 [1980]) and becoming a 
“screen-level” and “system-level” bureaucracy (Bovens & Zouridis, 2002). 

Citizens now have the opportunity to interact with public authorities in 
many ways, for instance, sending complaints by e-mail, electronically request-
ing benefits, suggesting, commenting on, and influencing policies and policy 
agendas. In this manner, greater transparency and participation in democratic 
public life can potentially be achieved through digitalization. It is, however, 
necessary to point out that the benefits of e-government are distributed not 
only among the citizens but also within the state. E-government improves gov-
ernment efficiency through reducing the cost of electronic information man-
agement and communications, facilitating the reorganization and moderniza-
tion of government agencies, and permitting the reduction of administrative 
information silos (Davies, 2015). 

In Denmark, policymakers via the digitalization process have promoted the 
active digital citizen as “a contemporary ideal of governance” (Schou & 
Hjelholt, 2019, p. 3). This type of citizen is capable of serving himself/herself 
independently and acts as “a revamped version of the ‘neoliberal’ subject 
(Brown, 2015; Dardot & Laval, 2013), linked to ideas of efficiency, flexibility, 
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and responsibilization” (Schou & Hjelholt, 2019, pp. 14–15). This “‘neoliber-
alized digital citizen’ highlights how existing neoliberal tropes are being repro-
duced within national digitalization strategies” (Schou & Hjelholt, 2019, p. 
15) and potentially imitated by less digitally advanced countries. 

In the present, pressure on older people has been unprecedented given that 
multiple welfare services are being transferred into the digital world and the 
physical locations of welfare service administration are constantly being re-
duced in number. Some countries such as Denmark have adopted strategies 
that treat citizens as “digital by default” (Schou & Pors, 2018), leaving practi-
cally no option for the digitally excluded and rendering them almost invisible. 
In a similar vein, in the UK, the “digital-by-default” approach serves specific 
objectives, such as bringing government services up to date, leading to effi-
ciency savings, making clients “responsible” for their benefit expenditures, 
identifying benefit fraud, and administering sanctions, but in reality, the exclu-
sion is reinforced through technology (Yates et al., 2015). The digital-by-de-
fault policy is not necessarily for the benefit of older people. 

To summarize, it seems that welfare states are at a crossroads not only due 
to the shifts that they have experienced (e.g., a rapidly aging population), but 
also due to the daily challenges that technology imposes. Van Dijk (2020, p. 
145), who is an expert in the digital divide, has expressed this plainly: 

As the (Western) European countries purport to be welfare states, in theory, they 
should redistribute resources, be they hardware, software, services, or training 
opportunities, to people who have little or no access. However, this has not hap-
pened.  

The digital-by-default policy and the persistence of the digital divide can cre-
ate further exclusion. Social exclusion is a complex and multidimensional pro-
cess. It involves the lack or denial of resources, rights, goods, and services, and 
the inability to participate in the normal relationships and activities available 
to most people in a society, whether in the economic, social, cultural, or polit-
ical arenas. It affects both the quality of life of individuals and the equity and 
cohesion of society as a whole (Levitas et al., 2007).  

Digital exclusion differs little from the traditional concept of social exclu-
sion. Digital exclusion is also a highly complex and multidimensional phenom-
enon that incorporates various technology-related barriers and social exclusion 
mechanisms at both the individual and institutional levels (Mariën et al., 2016). 
Digital exclusion leads to social exclusion, and vice versa, with the only differ-
ence being that the welfare state is responsible for reducing social exclusion, 
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while the assignment of responsibility for digital exclusion (i.e., the responsi-
bilization of the individual) is less clear. The countries investigated in this thesis 
are not falling into the digital-by-default scheme as is Denmark. However, there 
are signs that specific services are taking steps in this direction, especially in 
Sweden (e.g., Bank-ID), which is a more digitalized society than is Greece. 

Overall, the third-level digital divide was explored in both case studies to see 
how older people are included in digital society and what kind of policies each 
country is enacting to address the grey digital divide. The concept of the third-
level digital divide was also used in the comparative paper when referring to 
the e-services found in various welfare regimes. Finally, through the case stud-
ies, it became clear that the digital-by-default paradigm is not completely es-
tablished in Sweden, as it is in other Scandinavian countries such as Denmark. 
In Sweden, there are still alternative channels of communication with the wel-
fare state. 
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CHAPTER 4:  THE INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURE OF 
DIGITAL POLICY IN SWEDEN AND GREECE  
As already examined here, there is an ongoing global trend of welfare regimes 
being influenced by liberal principles and qualities. Studies have discovered 
that, in the present day, there is a kind of retrenchment of the welfare state in 
various sectors where it previously had leading roles. For instance, in Denmark 
a movement has been observed “away from the universal welfare state in cen-
tral welfare state areas through the worker’s increasing need to be in the labour 
market if he or she is to acquire the social rights to benefits” (Kvist & Greve, 
2011, pp. 157–158). Similarly, the “development of private health insurance 
could imply a farewell to the universal access to health care” and the “free 
choice and increased use of market mechanisms in the public sector also suggest 
a risk of less solidarity in the model” (Kvist & Greve, 2011, p. 158). In sum-
mary, economic considerations often come first, and this condition endangers 
the position of the most vulnerable individuals in society. In this section, the 
digitalization of society in Greece and Sweden will be outlined.  

4.1 Digital Background Information on the Swedish Case9 
The digital maturity of the Swedish society and administration is supported by 
an enduring tradition of public sector transparency dating back to the 18th 
century. The Swedish government adopted a new digitalization strategy in 
2017, “A Sustainable Digitalised Sweden—A Digitalisation Strategy,”10 with 
the intention of becoming a world leader in harnessing the opportunities of 
digital transformation, and has spent much effort and energy dating back to 
the 1990s to achieve this digital miracle. The new digital strategy has five ob-
jectives: 

• Enhancing the digital skills needed to participate in the digital trans-
formation;

• Increasing digital security, which will convince more people to em-
ploy digital services;

9 The description of the Swedish digital background covers the period until March 2020 
when the Covid-19 pandemic started. 
10 Government Offices of Sweden (2017). For sustainable digital transformation in Swe-
den: A digital strategy. Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation, N2017.23. 
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• Fostering digital innovation and establishing the necessary competi-
tive conditions for the development and diffusion of new or improved
products and services that will be used by people and businesses;

• Improving digital leadership, which involves better governance as
well as measurement and follow-up activities; and

• Reinforcing the digital infrastructure, such as broadband infrastruc-
ture, especially to address coverage in remote areas.

To realize this strategy, it is important for the government “to link the strat-
egy to specific policy instruments and concrete targets, action plans, budget 
lines and clear responsibilities” (DESI country report for Sweden,11 2020, p. 3). 
This is easier said than done, given that Sweden has many authorities forming 
a network that explores and addresses digitalization from different perspec-
tives. This definitely enhances the plurality of opinions among the various au-
thorities but may also create issues when implementing digital policies, since 
every authority has its own goals to promote at the expense of those of other 
authorities. For Sweden, a key challenge is reportedly “to bridge currently often 
isolated digital systems in different parts of the government and across different 
levels of government, which requires improving interoperability and adopting 
common standards, e.g. for e-health services” (OECD, 2018, p. 105). 

Before this very ambitious policy framework, Sweden applied a Digital First 
policy for the digitalization of the public sector. This policy was initiated in 
2015 and was to run until 2018. The policy was intended to strengthen gov-
ernance and coordination and to promote simple, transparent, and efficient 
public management. Its primary goal was to make digital services the main 
means for the public sector to interact with individuals and companies. 

Digital First comprised several main pillars: core actions to speed up the dig-
italization of the public sector and targeted initiatives in selected areas. The 
core actions of Digital First were several improvements of national digital in-
frastructure, including for municipalities and county councils, increasing digital 
maturity at all levels of the public sector, capacity building for digital innova-
tion, with a focus on open data, promoting reviews of laws and regulation, and 
creating a new digital government agency. This new agency, created in 2018, 
was called the Agency for Digital Government (Digitalisering av offentlig för-
valtning). 

11 Digital Economy and Society Index 2020 for Sweden (Report). Retrieved from: 
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/desi-sweden https://ec.europa.eu/digital-
single-market/en/scoreboard/sweden 
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The key institutional actors in digitalization policy in Sweden were, during 
the period of study, the Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation (Näringsdepar-
tementet), which is responsible for digitalization and broadband policy, and 
the Swedish Post and Telecom Authority (PTS), the authority that monitors 
and regulates electronic communications and the postal services. The vision of 
the Authority is that everyone in Sweden should have access to good telephony, 
broadband, and postal services. Also, the eGovernment activities of regions and 
municipalities are coordinated by the Swedish Association of Local Authorities 
and Regions (SKR). The eGovernment strategy of regions and municipalities is 
centered on the exact same goals as set forth in the national policy, i.e., the 
Swedish government’s eGovernment Strategy. 

4.2 Digital Background Information on the Greek Case12 
As in most of the European continent, Greek digital policy emerged in the 
1990s, but in a rather embryonic form, since it was lacking a clear vision of the 
future and, most importantly, ICT matters were low on the agenda of politi-
cians in Greece until very recently (Katsikas & Gritzalis, 2017). It is also im-
portant to remember that technology cannot in itself alter government effi-
ciency and effectiveness (Katsikas & Gritzalis, 2017), but only supports the 
initiatives of politicians taken in this regard. Technology can bring about useful 
outcomes for citizens and reduce bureaucracy, but only if there is a change in 
culture first. Culture is closely related to the history of each country. 

In Greece, the public administration appears to have distinct pathogenies, 
which go hand in hand with the country’s historical past. Spanou (1998, p. 
474) has provided a panoramic view of these pathogenies, which remain largely 
“unspoiled” despite several improvements over the years 

The Greek political-administrative system is characterized by a low degree of 
legitimacy and institutionalization. In the very process of state-building lies the 
legitimacy deficit of public administration, reinforced by later experience. A tor-
mented political life, the civil war as well as the political authoritarianism and 
exclusivism of post-war governments against an important part of Greek society, 
account for this deficit. Greek public administration has taken on the appearance 
of a quasi-Weberian bureaucracy. The administrative system, traditionally cen-

 
12 The description of the Greek digital background covers the period until December 
2018. In July 2019, the New Democracy (ND) government was elected and brought 
significant changes to the country’s digital landscape. 
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tralized and dominated by the party in government, is incapable of ensuring con-
tinuity (Sotiropoulos 1993; Spanou 1995, 1996b). Patronage undermines both 
the technical capacity (instrumentality) and legitimacy of public administration. 

A more recent reference validates that there is still great room for improve-
ment in Greek public administration, since unacceptable practices such as cor-
ruption are not in line with a modern state and a Weberian bureaucracy. As 
noted by Fleming et al. (2022, p. 216): 

Greek public-sector organizations comprise a very good setting for the develop-
ment of new theory regarding the normalization of corruption. Given that 
Greece combines institutional elements of both developed and developing coun-
tries accompanied with daily highly visible incidents of corruption, it is an ex-
treme case (Flyvbjerg, 2006) that provides us with a powerful example of nor-
malized corruption. 

More crucially, the Ministry of Digital Policy, Telecommunications and Me-
dia is influenced by the previously mentioned cultural-administrative milieu. 
Before the formation of the Ministry, Greece lacked a coherent framework for 
the diffusion of technology, broadband Internet, and expanded ICT skills, 
while the associated responsibility was shared between various and scattered 
state authorities. Typical problems were the lack of a modern and stable oper-
ating environment, the absence of centralized planning for ICT projects and 
actions resulting in repetitions, overlaps, and technical “silo-type” solutions, 
and lengthy procedures and rigid processes of the production and procurement 
system that are incompatible with the lifecycle requirements of ICT projects 
(NDS, 2016, p. 26). 

Under the co-government of the left party of SYRIZA and the conservative, 
right-wing populist party of Independent Greeks, in May 2016 it was decided 
to establish a General Secretariat for Digital Policy (Γενική Γραμματεία 
Ψηφιακής Πολιτικής) by means of law no. 4389/2016 (Government Gazette A’ 
94 /27-05-2016, articles 159–169). This independent public service under the 
direct responsibility of the Prime Minister was to fulfill the role of a central 
organization for the development of the National Digital Strategy (NDS), as 
well as for the planning, supervision, coordination, control, and evaluation of 
public ICT projects and actions for the successful implementation of the NDS. 
The choice of a Secretariat General under the Prime Minister certainly had high 
symbolic value. 

A few months later, on 4 November 2016, the General Secretariat for Digital 
Policy created for the first time in Greek administrative history a separate min-
istry called the Ministry of Digital Policy, Telecommunications, and Media 
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(Υπουργείου Ψηφιακής Πολιτικής, Τηλεπικοινωνιών και Ενημέρωσης). A 
unique feature of the Ministry that it retained and developed from the previous 
scheme of a General Secretariat for Digital Policy is its horizontal character. 
This horizontal character signifies that the Ministry is responsible for all ICT 
projects implemented at every level of Greek public administration, including 
in peripheral areas, which are divisions of the country’s 13 regions.  

One task of the new Ministry is to enhance the digital skills of the general 
Greek population. Other Greek state authorities that are concerned with digital 
skills in more targeted populations, for instance, employees and students, are:  

• The Ministry for Administrative Reconstruction, for improving the 
skills of public servants,  

• The Ministry of Labor, Social Security, and Welfare, for improving the 
skills of workers and the unemployed, and  

• The Ministry for Education, Research, and Religious Affairs for de-
signing and offering important ICT skill training to students and re-
searchers. 

These different state authorities indicate at first glance a kind of fragmenta-
tion in the Greek digital landscape that to some extent generates problems in 
terms of collaboration between the various actors and their policy goals, but 
the coordinating mandate stays at the Ministry of Digital Policy, Telecommu-
nications, and Media due to its mandate.  

Moreover, the Greek National Coalition for Digital Skills and Jobs13 aims 
to promote the digital transformation of public agencies, digital skills in edu-
cation through coding, Internet safety, digital skills, and IT careers for women 
and girls. The coordinator of this coalition is the Ministry of Administrative 
Reconstruction, while members also come from the Ministry of Digital Policy, 
Telecommunications, and Media, the Ministry of Labor, Social Security, and 
Welfare, the Ministry of Education, Research, and Religious Affairs, the Min-
istry for Economy and Development, the General Secretariat for Gender Equal-
ity, Google Hellas, and the Foundation of Hellenic ICT Enterprises. 

Lastly, it is important for our background discussion to highlight that for 
approximately ten years starting in 2009, Greece faced a severe financial crisis 
with high indebtedness that almost led the country to bankruptcy. Collateral 
damage from this included increases in suicide rates, incidents of depression, 

 
13 Greek National Coalition for Digital Skills and Jobs (2017). National Action Plan 
2017–2020. Retrieved from: http://elke.eap.gr/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/dsgr_ac-
tion_plan_eng_subm4_no-memo.pdf 



62 SOFIA ALEXOPOULOU  “Please Mind the Grey Digital Divide” 

xenophobia and racist violence, neo-fascist extremism, homelessness, emigra-
tion, and a “brain drain” by which skilled people moved permanently to eco-
nomically robust countries to find jobs (Kalogeraki, 2018). Greece instituted 
drastic austerity measures and reforms in reaction to the crisis. As some schol-
ars (Pagoulatos & Triantopoulos, 2009) averred, the “Greek patient” was 
again a reality. Applying the term “Greek patient” indicates that the country 
had returned to its usual pathogenies and problems, again earning the country 
the status of a “black sheep.” The implemented measures and reforms often 
created more problems than they solved by imposing the “high cost of social 
reproduction onto the family on behalf of both employers and the state [which] 
places families under more pressure to protect their members from what 
emerges as severe socio-economic risks and exposure to market forces” (Papa-
dopoulos & Roumpakis, 2013, p. 207). Under the pressure of economic and 
social suffocation, digital policy aspirations and serious investments in relevant 
infrastructure were put in second place. 

To summarize, fragmentation exists in both cases, with the only difference 
being that in Sweden it takes the form of multilevel governance performed by 
various actors from the public and the non-public sectors, while Greece has 
applied a more top–down approach with the Ministry of Digital Policy, Tele-
communications, and Media having the dominant role in the whole process. 
The maturity of the digital policies differs as well. In Sweden, there is a long 
history of digital initiatives dating back to the 1990s, while Greece only gained 
its first Ministry for digital matters, now called the Ministry of Digital Govern-
ance, in 2016. Finally, there are differences in the economic stability of the two 
case countries. Sweden has a robust economy, while Greece encountered ten 
years of devastating economic crisis (2009–2019) and austerity, which left its 
fingerprints on the digital sphere as well. 
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CHAPTER 5: METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

5.1 Mixed-Methods Design 
This research applies a mixed-methods design, combining quantitative and 
qualitative research methods. As argued by McEvoy and Richards (2006), there 
are certain differences between quantitative and qualitative approaches. Quan-
titative approaches uphold the positivist paradigm and combine standardized 
measures and statistical techniques, while qualitative approaches uphold the 
interpretivist paradigm focusing on how the world is socially constructed, 
through studying non-numerical narratives (McEvoy & Richards, 2006; Mills 
et al., 2010). Nowadays, it is considered a great asset to utilize both quantita-
tive and qualitative methods (Greene et al., 1989). One definition of mixed-
methods research is offered by Creswell and Plano (2007, p. 5): 

Mixed methods research … focuses on collecting, analyzing, and mixing both 
quantitative and qualitative data in a single study or series of studies. Its central 
premise is that the use of quantitative and qualitative approaches in combination 
provides a better understanding of research problems than either approach 
alone. 

This thesis used both quantitative and qualitative data in its constituent stud-
ies. The advantages of mixed-methods research have been identified in the ex-
isting literature and were presented by Sale et al. (2002, p. 47):  

The first is to achieve cross-validation or triangulation – combining two or more 
theories or sources of data to study the same phenomenon in order to gain a 
more complete understanding of it (Denzin, 1970). The second is to achieve com-
plementary results by using the strengths of one method to enhance the other 
(Morgan, 1998). 

My thesis applies qualitatively driven approaches/designs (Hesse-Biber et al., 
2015), which means that the core element of this research is the qualitative part 
(i.e., two case studies), while the quantitative part was a crucial step in later 
understanding the two selected case studies. Quantitative methods are used for 
understanding the current status of the levels of digital divide in various welfare 
regimes in Europe (paper 2), while qualitative methods in the form of document 
analysis and interview studies are used for analyzing the two cases of Sweden 
and Greece (paper 3 and 4). Both approaches are used to better understand the 
grey digital divide from different perspectives. In this respect, the quantitative 
and qualitative methods are not utilized for triangulation, as expressed in the 
above definition of Sale et al. (2002).  
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Triangulation was not the primary goal. Instead, the different methods were 
applied sequentially and focused on addressing research questions well suited 
for each method. First, a scoping literature review was conducted to explore 
how older users and non-users of technology are characterized in the research 
literature. This literature review covered the most important empirical studies 
and identified important aspects of the grey digital divide for the subsequent 
studies of the thesis (e.g., the levels of this divide). The literature review identi-
fied a knowledge gap concerning the third-level digital divide (opportunities) 
as a potential welfare problem that considerably affects the interaction among 
and delivery of welfare services to older people.  

Then statistical analysis was utilized to map the grey digital divide in various 
welfare regimes in Europe and to find potential associations between welfare 
state regimes and the grey digital divide. The quantitative analysis identified 
the importance of welfare regimes for understanding variations in the digital 
divide across European states, identifying promising cases for further analysis 
(at the opposite poles of welfare state regime types). Finally, two qualitative 
case studies were conducted to analyze what types of digital policies were 
adopted in the divergent welfare regimes (i.e., Sweden and Greece) to address 
issues related to the grey digital divide. The qualitative analyses supply in-depth 
understanding of the complex interplay between welfare regime and digital di-
vide policy as well as the great contextual variations across countries and older 
people—indicating the existence of path-dependency patterns in the two cases 
relating to the divergent welfare traditions/cultures. 

In the end, the design of this thesis represents a modest attempt to reconcile 
the dichotomies of the quantitative and qualitative approaches, through mixed-
methods design, and to find a balance between positivism and interpretivism. 
In doing so, a critical realist perspective was adopted to exploit the best ele-
ments of the two paradigms. Critical realism makes the ontological assumption 
that a world exists independent of our knowledge (i.e., the intransitive dimen-
sion), but at the same time accepts the relativism of knowledge (i.e., the epis-
temic relativism–transitive dimension), which is socially and historically con-
structed (Avenier & Thomas, 2015). The logic that transcends the whole par-
adigm of critical realism is “retroduction,” “a mode of analysis in which events 
are studied with respect to what may have, must have, or could have caused 
them. In short, it means asking why events have happened in the way they did” 
(Olsen & Morgan, 2004, p. 25). In critical realism, qualitative methods (e.g., 
interviews, ethnography, case studies, and historical narratives) are considered 
epistemologically valid tools for deriving propositions or hypothesizing, while 
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discovering the underlying structures and interactions between intricate mech-
anisms. 

In the next section, I will present one by one the research questions of this 
thesis and the methods used to answer them. 

5.2 A Scoping Literature Review 
A scoping literature review was used to answer the research question: How are 
older users and non-users of technology characterized in the research literature? 
Α scoping literature review is not a systematic review. This scoping review is 
based on a broader research question in comparison with a systematic literature 
review, which provides an answer to a very narrow research question (Arksey 
& O’Malley, 2005). Instead, its objective is to present the scientific evidence in 
a specific field of knowledge, while summarizing research findings and discov-
ering research gaps. This analysis of grey digital divide research seeks to find 
the most common representations of older people as “figures” of the digital 
world. For that reason, I applied the guidelines of Arksey and O’Malley (2005) 
and Levac et al. (2010):  

• I identified the research question,
• I found more relevant studies,
• I proceeded with the study selection,
• I charted the data, and
• I collated, summarized, and reported the results.

In performing this literature review, a priori inclusion and exclusion criteria 
were established. Two databases were included in conducting this literature 
review, i.e., the Web of Science Database and the International Bibliography of 
the Social Sciences (IBSS), while additional searches were conducted in Google 
Scholar. Also, the reference lists of selected papers were reviewed for relevant 
studies. The search string applied was: ((grey digital divide OR digital barrier 
OR digital gap OR Internet access) AND (old people OR older people OR aged 
OR seniors OR senior citizens)).  

The literature ranged from 2003 to January 2019 while the geographical 
distribution focused primarily on Europe and other developed countries such 
as Australia. The year 2003 was chosen as the start of the reviewed period, as 
this was when the term “grey digital divide” was coined by Millward (2003) 
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to describe the low use of the Internet by older adults. However, for this liter-
ature review, I did not limit myself to Internet use in defining the digital divide 
but also took into account digital technologies in general.  

Regarding inclusion criteria, the selected papers had to: (1) have been pub-
lished in the English language, (2) in peer-reviewed academic journals (when 
applicable), (3) between 2003 and January 2019, (4) focus on older people as 
(non)users of digital technologies in developed societies, and (5) conduct a ty-
pology of users. In the Web of Science, I conducted searches within several 
research disciplines. In the IBSS database, I conducted searches within specific 
academic journals. Regarding exclusion criteria, I excluded papers focusing on 
younger people and children as (non)users of technology as well as papers fo-
cusing on specific professions or specific organizations, instead focusing on 
studies with greater generalizability.  

To discover relevant scientific publications addressing our topic, a structured 
approach following the suggestions of Webster and Watson (2002) was 
adopted: (1) search for the particular keyword(s) in journal databases, using 
our search string; (2) select publications matching the criteria; (3) quickly 
screen the identified publications by reading their titles, abstracts, and full text 
to select those relevant to our research; and (4) read and analyze the full text 
of the selected publications in detail. When a publication’s title or abstract ap-
peared significant, the full text was quickly looked over to ensure that the con-
tent was relevant.  

The qualified publications were retained in a chronological list and the irrel-
evant ones were eliminated. In the first stage, all the papers were listed without 
taking the inclusion and exclusion criteria into account. In the second stage, 
the inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied. The final selection comprised 
24 papers that served the aims of the thesis. These papers included descriptions 
of older (non)users of digital technologies in light of the grey digital divide. The 
papers that did not portray older people as (non)users and that did not meet 
the above exclusion criteria were excluded. While this selection did not create 
a basis for an exhaustive literature review, it served the purpose of collecting 
the most important views on the topic. 



SOFIA ALEXOPOULOU  “Please Mind the Grey Digital Divide” 67 

Figure 4: Analysis of the identified papers. 

The selected papers were read carefully; notes were taken and then presented 
in a synthesis using Schneider and Ingram’s (1993) matrix. When analyzing the 
academic papers, the focus was on understanding how older users or non-users 
of digital means are depicted. The accounts were synthesized into four catego-
ries: 1) silver surfers and athletes, 2) older people with borrowed access to dig-
ital technologies, 3) “laidback” users, and 4) technophobes, non-users, “want-
nots,” digitally backward/Internet laggards, digital immigrants, needy, or, even 
worse, those unaware of their digital condition.  

5.3 Quantitative Approach (Survey and Data-based Measurements) 
The quantitative study sought to answer the research question: What do digital 
access, skills, and opportunities look like among older people in various welfare 
regimes? The statistical analyses investigated the share of senior citizens in EU 
Member States14 using the Internet (digital access), having sufficient skills to 
use digital technology (digital skills), and utilizing digital technology to access 
welfare services (opportunities). Furthermore, the analyses investigated the ex-
tent to which inter-country variations can be understood as differences in coun-
tries’ welfare state regimes. The delimitation to European countries was chosen 
to create a basis for comparison in which inter-country variations in the inves-
tigated variables were substantial, while relative homogeneity was obtained in 
exogenous factors.  

As suggested by Lipset (1959) in his research on democratization and mod-
ernization in nation-states, it is impossible to take into account all factors that 
may influence the variation between cases in a global comparison of countries. 
A good way to overcome this problem is by “dealing with differences among 
countries within political culture areas” (Lipset, 1959, p. 73). 

14 As well as Norway, Switzerland, and the UK. 
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European countries share certain regime characteristics (not least democ-
racy, rule of law, and free elections) and also present a high level of digitaliza-
tion and cohesiveness in their political culture. This political culture is rein-
forced by the EU collaboration, leading to less variation in exogenous factors 
(i.e., factors not measured in the analysis). This delimitation allows us to re-
strict the number of cases while allowing us to explore the grey digital divide 
in a broad set of welfare state regimes as well as how the latter are related to 
the levels of the grey digital divide. Europe is not fully homogeneous, so, despite 
some similarities between these countries, there is substantial variation in wel-
fare state regime types and substantial variation in the digital divide. 

Furthermore, choosing to conduct comparative analyses of EU Member 
States eased the process of obtaining comparable data across countries and over 
time. There are no comparable data from around the whole world capturing 
the central dimensions of our research variables, not least the grey digital di-
vide. However, the Eurostat database includes a rich collection of survey-based 
data capturing multiple aspects of the digital divide (see Table 3). Also, if all 
countries of the world were included, this would have led to extensive varia-
tions in exogenous and unknown variables, i.e., the vast differences between 
the states of the world in countless aspects would make valid explanatory anal-
yses next to impossible. 

Besides, including such a wide selection would result in extensive variation 
in the included variables, encompassing all forms of the digital divide ranging 
from totally or next to totally non-digitalized societies (where no digital divide 
exists) to fully digitalized societies. The same applies to the great difficulty of 
categorizing non-welfare states and developed welfare states. Different factors 
probably explain outcomes in different parts of the world, and factors such as 
colonial heritage, democratic status, and ethnic segregation/conflict have no 
effect on differences between some countries but may be very important in oth-
ers. This problem is sometimes referred to as heteroscedasticity and describes a 
systematic change in the spread of the residuals over the range of measured 
values. While conducting comparative analyses among EU Member States, this 
thesis does not investigate the EU level and how this supranational organization 
impacts national policies. It is a well-established fact that the EU has led to 
homogenization phenomena and the further liberalization of welfare regimes, 
including in the digital field (see, e.g., the liberalization of the telecommunica-
tions sector) with the abolition of nation-specific regulations and policies (i.e., 
negative integration, see O’Hara & Biesecker, 2003). Despite the above trends, 
there are considerable differences among the various welfare regimes in Europe. 
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5.3.1 Data Collection and Sampling Design 
The logic behind the data collection was to shed light on different levels of the 
grey digital divide in Europe and to investigate to what extent variations in the 
grey digital divide between countries can be understood in terms of differences 
in their welfare state regimes. Based on existing research, a great deal is known 
about the influence of individual factors such as age, socioeconomic factors, 
disability, and geographic factors concerning the digital divide. However, far 
less attention has been paid to variations between countries and  the potential 
explanations of these variations related to political systems. By way of explor-
ing the influence of variations in welfare regimes on the digital divide among 
older people in Europe, I investigate one aspect of political systems that may 
influence the digital divide.  

Data measuring the three levels of the digital divide (i.e., access to technol-
ogy, digital skills, and the utility of digital services), the old-age dependency 
ratio (OADR), and GDP/capita were collected from Eurostat. Data on ICT in-
frastructure were collected from the UN E-Government survey. For all varia-
bles except digital skills, data were collected for the years 2009–2018. For the 
measure of digital skills, data were only available for the 2015–2017 period. 
The variables used and their sources are presented in Table 3. 
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Table 3: Descriptive statistics 

Variable (Source) Description 

ICT infrastructure15 
(United Nations  

e-government survey)

The Telecommunication Infrastructure Index 
was used which is an arithmetic average com-
posite of four indicators:  
(i) estimated Internet users per 100 inhabitants;
(ii) number of mobile subscribers per 100 in-
habitants; (iii) active mobile-broadband sub-
scription; and (iv) number of fixed broadband
subscriptions per 100 inhabitants.

Old age dependency ratio16 
(Eurostat) 

This indicator is the ratio between the number 
of persons aged 65 and over (age when they are 
generally economically inactive) and the num-
ber of persons aged 15–64 years. The value is 
expressed per 100 persons of working age (i.e., 
15–64 years). 

GDP/capita, EUR17 
(World Bank) 

GDP per capita is the gross domestic product 
divided by the midyear population. GDP is the 
sum of gross value added by all resident pro-
ducers in the economy plus any product taxes 
and minus any subsidies not included in the 
value of the products. It is calculated without 
making deductions for the depreciation of fab-
ricated assets or the depletion and degradation 
of natural resources. Data are in current USD. 

Internet use18 
(Eurostat) 

Internet use by individuals % describes last In-
ternet use—within the last 12 months before 
the survey, ever used, and never used—whether 
at home, work, or anywhere else and whether 
for private or work/business-related purposes. 

15 United Nations E-Government Survey (2020). Retrieved from: https://publicadmin-
istration.un.org/egovkb/Portals/egovkb/Documents/un/2020-Sur-
vey/2020%20UN%20E-Government%20Survey%20(Full%20Report).pdf 
16 Eurostat. Old-age-dependency ratio. Retrieved from: https://ec.europa.eu/euro-
stat/databrowser/view/tps00198/default/table?lang=en 
17 WorldBank. GDP per capita. Retrieved from: https://data.worldbank.org/indica-
tor/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD  
18 Eurostat. Internet use by individuals. Retrieved from: https://ec.europa.eu/euro-
stat/databrowser/view/tin00028/default/table?lang=en 
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Digital skills19 
(Eurostat) 

Individuals who have basic or above basic 
overall digital skills % describes the 
basic or above basic overall digital skills, repre-
senting the two highest levels of the overall dig-
ital skills indicator, which is a composite indi-
cator based on selected activities performed by 
this target group on the Internet in four specific 
areas: information, communication, problem-
solving, and content creation. 

E-service use20 
(Eurostat) 

Internet use: obtaining information from public 
authorities web sites within the last 12 months 
before the survey. 

 
 

5.3.2 Data Analysis  
The data analysis was conducted in SPSS. Descriptive and ordinary least 
squares (OLS) regression analyses of the relationship between welfare state re-
gimes and the digital divide in European countries were conducted. OLS re-
gression is a generalized linear modeling technique commonly used in the social 
sciences. The benefit of OLS is that it predicts the values of a continuous re-
sponse variable using one or more explanatory variables, while it also has the 
power to identify the strength of the relationships between these variables (Hut-
cheson and Sofroniou, 1999). The descriptive analyses present the shares of 
senior citizens (65 years of age or older) in European countries of different 
welfare state regimes who used the Internet, had sufficient digital skills, and 
used public e-services between 2009 and 2018.  

For the explanatory analyses, time series cross-sectional analysis (TSCS) was 
employed on a dataset covering the 2009–2018 period, with each case in the 
dataset representing a European country in a specific year. TSCS analysis uses 
a treatment variable (or main independent variable of interest), an outcome 
variable, and several covariates, which are taken into account for the same units 
at different points in time (Blackwell & Glynn, 2018). This variation over time 

 
19 Eurostat. Individuals who have basic or above basic overall digital skills by sex. Re-
trieved from: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tepsr_sp410/default/ta-
ble?lang=en 
20 Eurostat. Individuals using the internet for interaction with public authorities, by 
type of interaction. Retrieved from:https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data-
browser/view/tin00013/default/table?lang=en 
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allows the analysis to answer complex questions and to produce causal infer-
ences about the time window observed in the data (Blackwell & Glynn, 2018). 
Since TSCS in OLS regression analysis invites a number of potential errors, not 
least panel heteroscedasticity (Beck, 2001), heteroscedasticity-consistent (or ro-
bust) standard errors were used, by using the HCSE macro in SPSS (Hayes & 
Cai, 2007).  

5.4 Qualitative Approach: Case Studies, Document Analysis, 
and Interviews 
A qualitative approach was used to answer the research question: What types 
of digital policies have been adopted in the divergent welfare regimes of Sweden 
and Greece? The aim was to understand why these countries are so different 
by looking at the institutional organization of each (i.e., the welfare state re-
gime) and the digital policies implemented in each country to address the grey 
digital divide. The two case studies focus on two key aspects: 1) the type of 
policies adopted and 2) the institutions involved in dealing with the digital di-
vide.  

5.4.1 Selection of Cases 
The focus of this thesis is to shed light on the welfare regimes, institutions, and 
policies that are responsible for providing digital help to older people in two 
diverse welfare regime cases, i.e., Sweden and Greece. The main logic of this 
dissertation is not to conduct a comparison in the strict sense. The two welfare 
regime cases are treated as parallel cases that represent substantial differences 
both in the institutional and cultural contexts (i.e., the welfare state regime) as 
well as in terms of the grey digital divide. The digital divide has divergent char-
acteristics in the two cases and different welfare mechanisms are set in motion. 
The welfare regime and digitalization in each case are of paramount importance 
for understanding the political choices made by the various actors. The two 
cases are presented in depth in Chapter 4 above and summarized in Tables 4 
and 5 below. 

The selection of studied cases is supported by the results of the comparative 
study, which finds Greece among the countries in Europe with the gravest dig-
ital divide and Sweden among the countries with the highest digital inclusion 
of senior citizens. Furthermore, the two countries represent strongly divergent 
welfare state regime types. While the two cases are opposite in many respects, 
they share some similarities, such as similar demographic structure and an in-
creasingly rapidly aging population. The decision to focus on these two coun-
tries was not intended to serve the purpose of representativeness. In other 
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words, these cases are not representative of the variation in the grey digital 
divide or in welfare state regimes across Europe. Rather, these cases represent 
opposite values on these two dimensions, i.e., the most and least universalistic 
welfare state regime types and a country with a pervasive grey digital divide as 
well as a country with the relatively strong digital inclusion of senior citizens. 
Thus, the cases selected instead represent what Eckstein (1975) has called “cru-
cial cases,” in that they maximize the difference in the central independent var-
iable, i.e., welfare state regime. Hence, analyzing these cases may present a pro-
ductive basis for identifying the influence of particular welfare state regimes on 
digital policy implementation.  
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Table 4: Differences between the two countries 

DIFFERENCES 

Sweden Greece 

Welfare 
regime 

Sweden is characterized as a 
country with a social-demo-
cratic welfare regime. 

Greece is characterized as a coun-
try with a Mediterranean welfare 
regime. 

Welfare 
provision for 
older people 

The state has a key role as a 
decommodification institu-
tion helping older people re-
main independent for as 
long as possible. The state, 
along with other organiza-
tions, offers a wide range of 
opportunities for digital 
participation. 

The family still plays a crucial role 
as a decommodification institution 
for older people and in satisfying 
their needs at advanced ages, in-
cluding help with handling digital 
matters. 

Economic con-
ditions 

Sweden is a country with a 
robust economy. 

Greece is a country with serious 
economic problems; these wors-
ened after the 2009 economic crisis 
that severely struck the country. 

Digital field 
(DESI report 
2020) 

Sweden is a digital leader, 
ranking 2nd of the 28 EU 
Member States with a score 
of 69.7 in the European 
Commission’s Digital Econ-
omy and Society Index 
(DESI) in 2020, based on 
data before the pandemic.21 

Greece ranks 27th among the 28 
EU Member States in the Digital 
Economy and Society Index (DESI) 
in 2020.22 

Older People 
and the Digital 
Divide 

In Sweden, the grey digital 
divide seems to be narrow-
ing, as mostly only very old 
people now face serious 
problems in using digital 
technology.  

In Greece, the grey digital divide is 
wide. Most older people are not 
proficient users of digital technol-
ogy and need to catch up to reach 
the level of their Swedish counter-
parts. 

21 Digital Economy and Society Index 2020 for Sweden (Report). Retrieved from: 
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/desi-sweden https://ec.europa.eu/digital-
single-market/en/scoreboard/sweden  
22 Digital Economy and Society Index 2020 for Greece (Report). Retrieved from: 
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/scoreboard/greece
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Table 5: Similarities between the two countries 

Both case studies are exploratory rather than explanatory. Due to the differ-
ences between the two countries, the diverse-case method is employed. In par-
ticular, the diverse-case method “requires the selection of a set of cases—at 
minimum, two—which are intended to represent the full range of values char-
acterizing X, Y, or some particular X/Y relationship. The investigation is un-
derstood to be exploratory (hypothesis seeking) when the researcher focuses on 

SIMILARITIES 

Sweden Greece 

Population 
Size 

Sweden’s population 
was 10,147,504 as of 8 
April 2021, based on the 
Worldometer interpretation 
of the latest UN data.23 

Greece’s population 

was is 10,383,899 as of 8 April 

2021, based on the Worldometer in-

terpretation of the latest UN data.24 

Geographic 
variation 

Sweden has many islands 
and remote areas, and more 
investments in digital infra-
structure are required, espe-
cially in remote areas. 

Greece also has many islands, 
mountains, and remote areas, 
which challenge the country’s digi-
tal infrastructure. 

Population 
aging 

In 2021, Swedish people 65 

years old or over repre-

sented 20.1% of the total 

population.25  

In 2021, Greek people 65 years old 

or over represented 22.5% of the 

total population.26 

23 Worldometers. Sweden Population. Retrieved from: https://www.worldome-
ters.info/world-population/sweden-population/  
24 Worldometers. Greece Population. Retrieved from: https://www.worldome-
ters.info/world-population/greece-population/ 
25 Eurostat. Population age structure by major age groups, 2011, 2020, and 2021 (% 
of the total population). Retrieved from: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-ex-
plained/index.php?title=File:Population_age_structure_by_ma-
jor_age_groups,_2011,_2020_and_2021_(%25_of_the_total_population)_rev.png 
26 Ibid 25. 
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X or Y and confirmatory (hypothesis testing) when he or she focuses on a par-
ticular X/Y relationship” (Seawright & Gerring, 2008, p. 300).  

An exploratory case study focuses on: 

the exploration of the hitherto unknown—in terms of the scientific status quo—
it benefits most from cases that make the characteristic investigation field issues 
easily apparent. An approximate transfer from extreme observations, including 
single case studies, to the general is common practice. This is especially relevant 
when the researcher is faced with certain limitations in terms of data access 
and/or a restrictive research environment in terms of the analyzed phenomenon; 
that is, where the preliminary collecting of data for eventual generalization is a 
precondition to develop successive causal studies (Mills et al., 2010, pp. 372–
373) 

The present case selection allows the exploration of the grey digital divide 
and the policies implemented to address it, and will provide useful insights into 
the mechanisms in play.  

5.4.2 Document Analysis 
Document analysis requires a critical eye on behalf of the researcher and certain 
steps need to be followed in order to be effective. As described by Bowen (2009, 
p. 32):

Document analysis involves skimming (superficial examination), reading (thor-
ough examination), and interpretation. This iterative process combines elements 
of content analysis and thematic analysis. 

All three steps (skimming, reading, and interpretation) were implemented. 
In this thesis, content analysis has been employed and the relevant methodology 
can be found in the sections on data analysis. What can be said here is that the 
content analysis allowed progress towards the identification of overarching 
themes that captured the phenomenon of the grey digital divide in Sweden and 
Greece, while assisting in the formulation of conclusions. 

5.4.3 Data Collection from Interviews and Documents 
Both interviews and document analysis were conducted. The documents 
(printed or electronic) were perceived as a source of data and ranged from laws, 
press releases, announcements, national plans, technical reports, and newspa-
pers to websites. Documents of any sort and from any source “contain text 
(words) and images that have been recorded without a researcher’s interven-
tion” (Bowen, 2009, p. 27). Document analysis is used in combination with 
other qualitative methods such as interviews in our case studies as a means to 
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achieve triangulation via “the combination of methodologies in the study of 
the same phenomenon” (Denzin, 1970, p. 291).  

The usage of interviews and documents varies between the two cases. This 
shows that, despite the same phenomenon being explored, the design of the 
two case studies varies due to the differences in the context and organization 
of the studied welfare states. In the study of Sweden, the case study was based 
mostly on documents, while interviews had a supplementary role in supporting 
the findings; in contrast, in the study of Greece, the case study concentrated on 
the interviews and the documents had a supplementary role. In the study of 
Greece, the policy documents were not abundant in this research field, while in 
Sweden the opposite applied since digitalization has been an important policy 
issue since the 1990s. 

An interview guide with key questions was created before the interviews in 
collaboration with my supervisors. The interviews were conducted with staff 
who often occupied high positions in the state machinery of each country or in 
other organizations relevant to the field of digital policy. The interviews were 
used to understand the digital policies of each country and the position of older 
people. As Janesick (1998, p. 30) nicely put it, “Interviewing is a meeting of 
two persons to exchange information and ideas through questions and re-
sponses, resulting in communication and joint construction of meaning about 
a particular topic.” 

The questions were not necessarily asked in the order listed (see Appendix, 
Tables 1 and 2 with the key questions) but were adapted to the “flow” of the 
conversation. The interviewer adopted a friendly tone and strove to make in-
terviewees comfortable and reduce their potential stress. At the end of each 
interview, I had to make sure that all of my questions had been covered, and 
when there was sufficient time, I offered the interviewees the opportunity to 
add anything that they considered important and that had not been covered in 
the initial list of questions. The grey digital divide was thus examined from the 
perspective of the actors involved in the process (Bryman, 2012).  

5.4.4 The Sampling Design 
The sampling design for the interviews was demanding, and it was a prerequi-
site to organize a timetable for arranging interviews with people who knew the 
matter in depth. The method used was snowball sampling. As described by 
Audemard (2020, p. 32), snowball sampling is:  

a method for interrogating and sampling the direct social environment of one or 
several individuals through sociometric questions. It consists of enlarging a first 
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sample composed of informants by including people in the survey who are des-
ignated by these informants. This process can then be repeated several times, as 
new respondents chosen by new informants can also be included in the sample.  

The rationale for this choice was simple: to have access to actors who are 
involved as closely as possible in the production of digital policies addressing 
the digital divide. The sample is non-probabilistic because the selection of the 
individuals was not random. The risk of this method for the researcher is that 
of crafting an arbitrarily selected sample. To avoid this scenario, the written 
material mentioned above was used as a point of departure for selecting inter-
viewees who could benefit from the aims of this research. The selected inter-
viewees were contacted via e-mail or telephone. For arranging the interviews, 
an e-mail that contained a short outline of my project and a brief autobiog-
raphy was sent to the prospective interviewees to establish trust between them 
and me. In general, the responses were affirmative but, as expected, some indi-
viduals never responded to my e-mail, even after I sent a reminder. 

Interviews in Sweden 
In the Swedish case, 15 semi-structured interviews were conducted with repre-
sentatives of various authorities from the public and third sectors in Sweden: 
the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR), SeniorNet, 
the Internet Foundation (Internetstiftelsen), the Digital Network (Digid-
elnätverket), IT-Guide, the Center for Older People in Stockholm (Äldrecen-
trum), the Public Health Agency (Folkhälsomyndigheten), PRO (a pensioner’s 
organization), PTS (the Swedish Post and Telecom Authority), Regional librar-
ies (Regionala biblioteksverksamheterna i Digitalt först med användaren i 
fokus), the Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation, Test Bed Elderly and Disa-
bled People (Örebro Municipality), Örebro Municipality, and the County Ad-
ministrative Board in Örebro. These organizations were selected as they, at the 
time of the study, represented the most important institutions involved in nar-
rowing the digital divide in Sweden.  

The interviews, which were conducted from May 2019 to March 2020, ad-
vanced our understanding of how older people deal with their inability to use 
technology in Sweden and of the implemented digital policies. Most of the in-
terviews were finished in the year 2019, while some additional interviews were 
conducted in 2020, creating a basis for better understanding how welfare tech-
nologies are used at the municipal level.   

The interviews took place either at Örebro University, at the interviewee’s 
place of work, or through Skype (due to the outbreak of Covid-19). In addition 
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to the interviews, I conducted participatory observation at the local public li-
brary in Örebro responsible for the First Help program, and at an older per-
son’s house close to Örebro University, where two members of the IT-Guide 
organization helped older people use digital technology. This observation 
helped me better understand the Swedish context and the importance of NGOs 
in the Swedish welfare regime. 

Interviews in Greece 
In the Greek case, nine semi-structured interviews were conducted with public 
servants in the Greek Ministry of Digital Policy, Telecommunications, and Me-
dia. The interviews were conducted in December 2018 and advanced our un-
derstanding of how elite actors interpret and construct a discourse to address 
the digital divide and older people. All the interviews took place at the Ministry 
during the working hours of this public authority. The respondents were people 
from various departments/directorates within the Ministry. These public serv-
ants were responsible for addressing the digital divide and the development of 
digital infrastructure in Greece. In the Greek setting, the key authority for ad-
dressing the digital divide is the Ministry, and this fact indicates how centrally 
concentrated the power is in this policy field.  

Handling the Collected Interview Material 
Most of the interviews were recorded and transcribed. An exception was made 
for some respondents in the Greek case who declined to have their interviews 
recorded. In those cases, extensive notes were taken during and after the inter-
views. A list of recordings has been created and stored on the researcher’s per-
sonal computer. The interviews were transcribed verbatim after they were con-
ducted. It is considered very useful to listen to the recording as soon as possible 
after the interview because transcription becomes much easier when the dia-
logue is still fresh in one’s memory. The transcribed interviews were stored as 
Word files in my laptop. Printed copies of the transcripts were used only for 
the analysis of the interviews, and were then destroyed. The material was read 
several times and was coded manually into themes. The interviewees’ names 
are not revealed, but their work positions are mentioned without any further 
identifying information in both case studies. 

5.4.5 Data Analysis  
For the data analysis, content analysis was conducted and the overall approach 
was data-driven. Content analysis as a qualitative research method extends far 
beyond merely counting words. It allows the extraction of replicable and valid 
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inferences from data to their corresponding contexts to provide knowledge and 
valuable insights (Krippendorff, 1980). Patterns, similarities, and differences in 
the data were identified and categorized in themes or categories. Morse (2008, 
p. 727) defined a category as a “collection of similar data … important for
determining what is in the data (the ‘what’)” and a theme as “a meaningful
‘essence’ that runs through the data … It is the basic topic that the narrative is
about, overall.” I reached the saturation level when the identified categories
and themes became recurrent. The data analysis also paid attention to discov-
ering underlying meanings (Yanow, 2000) and explanations of the design and
implementation of digital policies. Finding the underlying meanings and expla-
nations is useful for improving the current digital policies and opening windows
of opportunity to learn new lessons. The data analysis was an iterative process
that required time, reflection, and several discussions with my supervisors.

5.4.6 Difficulties in the Interview Process 
In the Greek context, some of the interviewees displayed an “ethos of secrecy” 
since their positions were high in the bureaucratic hierarchy or very close to the 
minister or secretary general. Some of the interviewees asked me not to reveal 
their real names and objected to the use of a tape recorder during the interview. 
This “ethos of secrecy” is somewhat understandable, since public servants in 
the Greek public administration might experience political interference and 
criticism if they reveal something “inappropriate” for the image of the public 
agency. 

It is known from existing studies (Sotiropoulos, 2004) that, in Greece, the 
extended politicization of the higher echelons of the public administration takes 
three forms: 1) after every political election a large number of administrative 
posts are filled with appointees who are not always public servants; 2) the 
higher career public service positions are occupied by the preferred candidates 
of the governing party; and 3) the public servants found at the lower levels of 
the bureaucratic structure are not always recruited based on qualifications, but 
on clientelistic relationships, for example, political party affiliation. I was very 
lucky that I did not encounter this “ethos of secrecy” when conducting the 
interviews in the Swedish setting. Very few respondents asked for any of their 
responses not to be quoted, because either these were personal opinions or the 
respondents did not want their comments to be mistaken for the views of their 
organization.  
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5.5 Limitations of Mixed-Methods Design 
Using a mixed-methods design is an ambitious task because it requires the re-
searcher to master different research methods. In this section, I will scrutinize 
the methods used in this dissertation and address their limitations. 

5.5.1 Limitations of the quantitative study  
A first potential criticism of the quantitative study is its focus on Europe. I 
chose control of exogenous factors over generalizability. Other paths were pos-
sible: a global comparison with greater uncertainty but a broader scope.  

A second possible criticism concerns the operationalization of welfare state 
regimes. Moving a single country from one regime to another might have af-
fected the results of the study. There were many options available regarding the 
classification of countries’ welfare state regimes, and I preferred a strategy in-
tended to include a maximum number of cases. A different approach would 
have been to focus on a few types of regimes (e.g., Esping Andersen’s three 
families of welfare state regimes) or to focus on minimizing variation within 
each type (e.g., not including additional Mediterranean countries in the South-
ern European type). 

Another potential criticism lies in the operationalization used in measuring 
the digital divide in accordance with its levels (i.e., access, skills, and opportu-
nities). Our choice was to find single items (i.e., Internet usage, digital skills, 
and e-services) close to how the levels are described in the relevant digital divide 
literature. A different approach would have been to stress reliability by using 
multiple measures of a specific level of the digital divide. 

Finally, an additional criticism would concern the choice of control varia-
bles: I measured three factors, i.e., demographic age structure, economy/devel-
opment, and ICT infrastructure, chosen based on earlier research. However, 
there are many other options in terms of country-level factors that might influ-
ence the grey digital divide, not least measures of civic culture, which is not 
directly measured in our study.   

5.5.2 Limitations of the qualitative studies 
Similarly, many criticisms and limitations could also apply to the qualitative 
studies. The idea when conducting the interviews was not to make a strict com-
parative study, even though the questions guiding the interviews in the two case 
studies were very similar. The only difference was that more questions about 
welfare technologies were asked in the Swedish context because these technol-
ogies are more widely diffused in Sweden, and more central to the digital poli-
cies there. Also, in Sweden, the interviewees came from different organizations, 
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while in Greece they came from the most relevant ministry. The advantage of 
this sort of research design is the comparability of the results, but a related 
disadvantage is that the individual case studies may fail to address the vast 
differences in context between the cases that ultimately me to tailor the case 
studies. 

Furthermore, the interviews could have taken a different turn if the interview 
guide had phrased questions in another way. When asking a question, the spe-
cific words matter because they can create positive or negative connotations in 
people’s minds. Words were selected carefully with the guidance of my super-
visors and were intended to ensure that the interviewees correctly understood 
the question. When an interviewee was unsure how to understand a question, 
I tried to rephrase it in simpler terms, and I encouraged him/her to ask me again 
if anything remained unclear. However, it is impossible for the researcher to 
enter into the minds of the respondents to be sure that they understand the 
question. 

Another possible criticism concerns the choice to conduct semi-structured 
interviews instead of administering questionnaires. However, semi-structured 
interviews offer considerable flexibility in designing the interview guide and, 
most importantly, in carrying out the interviews. The interviewees were free to 
express their views on the core topic and to explain their thoughts in great 
detail. The respondents gave their answers in their own words rather than tick-
ing a box in a questionnaire or answering questions with “yes” or “no.” In 
other words, interviewing was preferred as a more humane, interactive ap-
proach that obtained rich information while establishing relationships of trust 
with those involved in eradicating the grey digital divide. 
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CHAPTER 6: SYNOPSIS OF THE PUBLICATIONS 
The four papers answer different research questions and all were published in 
different peer-reviewed journals. Table 6 describes the relationship between the 
papers and the research questions. 

 
Table 6: Publications, research questions, and key analytical perspectives 
 

Source: Author’s own compilation  

Publications Research 

questions 

Key analytical 

perspective 

Title & Status 

1. How are older users 
and non-users of 
technology charac-
terized in the re-
search literature? 
(paper 1) 

Discovering the grey 
digital divide and the 
images of older peo-
ple that emerged from 
the (non)use of tech-
nological means 

The portrait of older people as 
(non)users of  
digital technologies: A scoping 
literature review and a typology 
of digital older (non)users 
 
Published in Journal of Gero-
technology (2020) 

2. What do digital ac-
cess, skills, and op-
portunities look like 
among older people 
in various welfare 
regimes? (paper 2) 

Institutions, dis-
courses, and policy 
processes in different 
welfare regimes at the 
European level, a 
comparative analysis 

The grey digital divide and wel-
fare state regimes:  
A comparative study of Euro-
pean countries 
 
Published in Journal of Infor-
mation Technology and People 
(2022) 

3. 

 

What digital poli-
cies have been 
adopted in the di-
vergent welfare re-
gimes of Sweden 
and Greece (paper 
3) 

Case study 1: Institu-
tions, discourses, and 
governmental prac-
tices involved in ad-
dressing the grey digi-
tal divide in Greece  

Borrowed access: 
The grey digital divide meets 
the 
familialist welfare model of 
Greece 
 
Published in Aging and Social 
Change (2020) 

 
4. 

 

What digital poli-
cies have been 
adopted in the di-
vergent welfare re-
gimes of Sweden 
and Greece (paper 
4) 

Case study 2: Institu-
tions, discourses, and 
governmental and 
other practices in-
volved in addressing 
the grey digital divide 
in Sweden 

How the responsibility of digi-
tal support for older people is 
allocated? The Swedish welfare 
system at the crossroads 
 
Published in 
Research on Ageing and Social 
Policy (RASP) (2022) 
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6.1 First Paper: Scoping Literature Review 
This paper investigates how older people are represented as (non)users of tech-
nology in the academic literature and the public discourse, presenting a typol-
ogy of older digital (non)users based on these representations.  

Following Schneider and Ingram (1993), social constructions or representa-
tions are defined as “the cultural characterizations or popular images of the 
persons or groups whose behavior and well-being are affected by public policy” 
(p. 334). In their typology, Schneider and Ingram (1993) placed various groups 
in four categories: advantaged (powerful–positive construction), dependents 
(weak–positive construction), contenders (powerful–negative construction), 
and deviants (weak–negative construction). In the scoping literature review, 
representations of older people were analyzed and categorized according to the 
typology developed by Schneider and Ingram (1993).  

The methodology of the study and its material are presented in section 5.2 
and will therefore not be summarized here. The descriptions that emerged were 
two positive profiles with different degrees of power: (1) “silver surfers” or 
“athletes” who are proficient digital users; and (2) older people with “bor-
rowed access” to digital technologies who rely on external help from someone 
capable of using digital technologies, and hence are less powerful and inde-
pendent in using digital technology. On the other hand, Ialso found some neg-
ative representations of older adults: (3) the “laidback” who are reluctant to 
use digital technologies but have the necessary intellectual capacity to acquire 
IT skills on their own (strong in terms of power); (4) older people as techno-
phobes, non-users, “want-nots,” digitally backward/Internet laggards, digital 
immigrants, needy, and those who are unaware of the potential benefits that 
they can gain from digital technologies. This study identified the various digital 
profiles of older people presented in the literature, making it clear that negative 
constructions of older individuals are more common than positive profiles in 
the literature.  

6.2 Second Paper: Comparative Study of the Grey Digital Divide in Divergent 
Welfare Regimes 
Extensive research spanning the last three decades has mapped the individual 
determinants of digital exclusion and the digital divide. Based on this research, 
a great deal is known about the influence of individual-level factors such as 
age, socioeconomic factors, disabilities, and geographic factors that affect the 
digital divide. However, far less attention has been paid to variations between 
countries and the potential explanations of these variations related to political 
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systems. This study set out to analyze the influence of variations in welfare 
regimes on the digital divide among senior citizens in European countries. The 
methodology of the study and all the relevant material is presented in section 
5.3 and will therefore not be summarized here.  

The analyses conducted found that the digital divide among older people 
varies between countries with different welfare state regimes/models. Across 
three different measures of digital inclusion (i.e., Internet use, digital skills, and 
public e-service use), I found substantial and consistent differences in the level 
of digital inclusion among older people between countries with different wel-
fare state regimes. These results prevailed even when statistical controls for the 
influence of demographic, infrastructural, and economic factors were intro-
duced. The most pronounced difference was discovered between social-demo-
cratic and Southern European welfare states. To cite an example, while on av-
erage about a third of older citizens were Internet users in countries with a 
Southern European welfare regime in 2018, the corresponding share in coun-
tries with a social-democratic welfare regime was 5 in 6 (86%). Similar results 
were found in relation to older people’s digital skills. In countries with a Cen-
tral and Eastern European or a Southern European welfare regime, on average 
only around 10–13% of seniors had sufficient digital skills, while the corre-
sponding share in countries with a social-democratic welfare regime was 
around 40–45%.  

In countries with a Southern European and Central or Eastern European 
welfare regime, on average only 4% of seniors used e-services in 2009, a share 
that increased to 12% and 17% respectively, by 2018. Also in this regard, 
countries with a social-democratic welfare regime stand out, as 36% of their 
senior citizens used e-services in 2009, a share that increased dramatically to 
63% by 2018.  

The above pattern suggests that the level of universalism of a country’s wel-
fare state seems to be decisive for the level of digital inclusion. The findings are 
consistent with arguments made in the literature on welfare state regimes and 
the digitalization of society. This literature suggests that welfare systems may 
influence the equality and inclusiveness of digitalization through two separate 
paths. First, universal welfare regimes are thought to offer greater opportunities 
to foster equality in the “digital society” as a result of their long tradition of 
universalism and egalitarian welfare policies, producing societies with less se-
vere disparities in education, financial security, and access to information. 
Hence, opportunities and requirements to engage with digital technologies are 
thought to be dispersed more equally within societies with universalistic wel-
fare regimes. Second, this literature argues that welfare regime traditions may 
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influence what policies are adopted in the digitalization realm. While universal 
welfare regimes are expected to adopt universal digital policies that strive for 
universal access to, skills in, and benefits of digital technology, more stratified 
welfare regimes are thought to produce digital policies that place greater de-
mands on individuals to adopt and engage with the digital technology of their 
own volition. 

 While this paper presents analyses that empirically test the central claim of 
this literature, namely, that welfare state regimes seem to matter for digital di-
vides, the mechanisms identified in this literature were not empirically tested in 
the study.  

6.3 Third Paper: The Swedish Case Study of the Grey Digital Divide 
Older people continue to lag behind younger generations in digital access (“the 
grey digital divide”). Sweden is the leading country in the world when it comes 
to digital transformation, and many similar rankings continuously put Sweden 
among the most digitalized countries in the world. On one hand, this means 
that there is widespread access to digital technology, along with relatively high 
levels of digital skills and use in all social groups. On the other hand, the high 
degree of digital transformation means that vulnerable people risk social exclu-
sion, as more aspects of citizens’ lives now rely on digital technologies. 

This exclusion became even more apparent during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
In the context of the pandemic, the digital divide became a matter of life and 
death as access to essential health-care information was reliant on the use of 
digital technologies. Sweden has developed various policy measures to include 
older people as much as possible in the digital society. In light of this policy 
choice, the key question of the paper concerned how the responsibility for as-
sisting older people with digital inclusion was allocated in the Swedish welfare 
regime. To address this matter, three areas that may give rise to explanations 
were explored:  

1) The digital divide and eldercare services: On one hand, digital technolo-
gies make it easier for some older people, for example, to contact doctors, buy 
food at home, get reminders of what to do, or pay bills without visiting the 
bank. On the other hand, new technology just as effectively excludes some 
older people or makes them more dependent. Not all municipalities in Sweden 
are given the responsibility of providing digital help for older persons. The dig-
ital divide seems to be viewed as more of a private than public matter, despite 
the fact that national policy documents do recognize that older people risk early 
exclusion and need help with things such as shopping, paying bills, ordering 
train tickets, or taking a bus. Despite this, the problem is presented in terms of 
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digital skills and the measures discussed merely focus on individuals and edu-
cational institutions (Regeringskansliet, 2017).  

2) The digital divide and popular education (constituting an important as-
pect of the Swedish welfare regime): Popular education is offered for free out-
side the traditional school system. Its purpose is to offer citizens an open and 
democratic way of absorbing new knowledge and values through, for example, 
study circles, libraries, conferences, and lectures. As such, popular education 
occupies a strong and cherished position in Swedish society. In the digital field, 
when many countries rolled out digital skills training—in schools, telecenters, 
libraries, and community centers—popular education was the default choice in 
Sweden. The problem today is that the nature of the digital divide has changed. 
Those older people who remain digitally excluded today do not want to use the 
Internet and may even be opposed to the technology. As these excluded people 
cite lack of interest as their main reason for not using the Internet, they are 
unlikely to volunteer for relevant training. However, the way that the digital 
divide is still treated is via libraries and study associations, which remain at the 
very heart of relevant Swedish policy. Not all older people can access these 
kinds of digital help and critical matters have arisen for the involved institu-
tions. To cite some examples, library staff largely consider themselves as lack-
ing the training, mandate, and support required to handle many of the issues 
they are asked to address, and in the study associations most people do not feel 
that there is a national plan or that they have a specific national mandate re-
garding digitalization.  

3) The digital divide and the institution of the family: Defamilization has 
been a key principle of the Nordic welfare state, namely, the individual should 
be made autonomous of his/her family. The basic idea is that public care should 
free us from obligations to relatives so that all adults can work. Both social 
policy reforms and tax reforms have sought to free individuals from their fam-
ilies, with the help of society’s support and common resources (Katzin, 2014). 
However, as public care for the elderly has decreased in scope, the care efforts 
of relatives have increased (Szebehely & Trydegård, 2007; Szebehely & Ul-
manen, 2008). The family seems to be the main provider of digital support, not 
only in the familialist welfare state of Greece (Alexopoulou, 2020) but also in 
the social-democratic welfare state of Sweden.  

These results indicate that many older people in Sweden need digital help, 
but are not given appropriate public support. Simultaneously, the current dig-
italization discourse in Sweden views older people as independent agents ex-
pected to be active and self-provisioning, serving themselves across a range of 
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welfare domains. This is an oxymoron and creates problems for those who 
cannot keep up with the digitalization pace of Swedish society.  

 The demographic development of an aging population, in combination with 
increasing economic constraints, has driven digital policy. Swedish government 
policy documents focus on making the most of digitalization. However, this 
cannot by itself explain why digital inclusion is not a more central focus of this 
project, being incorporated into state protection, instead of being reliant on 
popular education and family arrangements. Many elderly need digital help but 
are not provided with (public) support.  

6.4 Fourth Paper: The Greek Case Study of the Grey Digital Divide 
Worldwide, there is a debate on growing aging populations and how to help 
them remain active and independent for longer. Digitalized societies offer, 
among other things, a range of online welfare services that virtually eliminate 
the distance and delays between the state machinery and citizens. In some coun-
tries, such as Greece, the persistence of a grey digital divide in which older 
people lack Internet access impedes this significant opportunity.  
This paper aims to shed light on how the digital divide and seniors are described 
and positioned in the Greek digital discourse, using as a theoretical framework 
the existing culture (values) and the country’s current welfare state formulation 
(a familialist model). Document analysis and collected interviews were used 
(see Chapter 5 for further details). 

This paper reached two key conclusions. First, the digital divide in Greece is 
a complex matter with deep cultural roots. The analysis showed that this divide 
is embedded in the policy traditions of Greece, and in the country’s cultural, 
administrative, and economic characteristics. This institutional context largely 
shapes and constrains the character, content, and outcome of digital policies. 
Greek digital policy focuses primarily on improving the skills of younger people 
and those of productive age, while seniors are essentially overlooked. Regard-
ing seniors, the digital divide is handled according to a digital familialist model 
in which the digital divide is treated as a “family affair” and borrowed access 
(i.e., access to technology via an intermediary) is the key route by which older 
Greeks fulfill important digital tasks. The outbreak of the Greek economic cri-
sis and a rapidly aging population have challenged the familialist model of ser-
vice provision, but as the interviews indicate, this model has been reinforced 
rather than changed. 

Second, given the Greek context, the exclusion is not that extreme. Greek 
seniors might not become independent digital citizens through this model, since 
they are not encouraged to adopt technology autonomously. At the same time, 
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they are not necessarily socially excluded. They can usually ask for help from 
their close family circle, acquiring “borrowed access” (Reneland-Forsman, 
2018) to technology to handle daily dealings with, for example, public services. 
As Warschauer (2003) has noted, however, policymakers’ real challenge is not 
to overcome the digital divide, but to expand access to and usage of ICT to 
promote social inclusion. In Greece, digital public services for seniors are still 
largely lacking, and one important reason for this seems to be the familialist 
model, which depresses both the supply of and demand for digital public ser-
vices.  
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7. CONCLUSIONS
The thesis aims to analyze the grey digital divide and digital policy in divergent 
welfare regimes, Sweden and Greece, using a mixed-methods design (i.e., quan-
titative–qualitative research). Analyzing the grey digital divide is not in itself 
something new, as extensive research has investigated the relationship between 
age and digital exclusion. However, this thesis offers an analysis of this well-
known problem from a largely neglected perspective in addressing and investi-
gating the relationship between the welfare state and the grey digital divide.  

The central argument of this thesis is that if we wish to understand the grey 
digital divide and its consequences for older people, then we should look care-
fully at the wider historical and political context of the welfare state and the 
welfare culture... The structure and history of welfare regimes influence the 
digital divide, and the level of digitalization of the welfare state determines the 
consequences of being digitally excluded. In highly digitalized societies “digi-
tal” is today a core value of citizenship, as channels for interaction between 
citizens and the state migrate online. Other scholars even go as far as stating 
that digital inclusion in contemporary societies is a human rights issue (Sanders 
& Scanlon, 2021). The Covid-19 pandemic made it clear that technology is a 
necessity for all age groups.   

In this final section, the main conclusions of the thesis will be presented and 
some avenues for future research will be discussed. 

First Research Question: How are older users and non-users of technology 
characterized in the research literature? (paper 1) 
The grey digital divide is a complex phenomenon that describes the exclusion 
of older people from technology and the Internet. This exclusion functions on 
at least three levels: (1) exclusion in terms of access, (2) exclusion in terms of 
skills, and (3) exclusion in terms of real opportunities. When an individual does 
not have access to technology in any form (i.e., the first-level digital divide), 
then automatically he/she cannot use the opportunities offered in a digitalized 
society (i.e., the third-level digital divide).  

Apart from the levels of the grey digital divide, there are also several charac-
terizations of older people and their relationship with technology. Based on the 
literature review, two positive profiles of older people’s relationship with tech-
nology were identified: the “silver surfers” or “athletes” who are proficient 
digital users, and “older people with borrowed access” to digital technologies, 
who are less powerful and independent while still using technology.  
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On the other hand, I also found some negative profiles of older adults: the 
“laidback” who are reluctant to use digital technologies but have the necessary 
intellectual capacity to acquire IT skills on their own, making them strong in 
terms of power. The biggest group encompasses older people as technophobes, 
non-users, “want-nots,” digitally backward/Internet laggards, digital immi-
grants, needy, and those who are unaware of the potential benefits that they 
can gain from digital technologies.  

What can be said is that the negative depictions of older people are more 
frequently represented in the material than the positive ones, showing that 
older people usually seem to stand on the wrong side of the digital divide. Of 
course, over the years, there has been improvement in the number of older peo-
ple who use digital technology, but the digital divide still exists and will con-
tinue to, since technology progresses continuously.  

Second Research Question: What do digital access, skills, and opportunities 
look like among older people in various welfare regimes? (paper 2) 
The analyses conducted indicate consistent and systematic differences in the 
diffusion of Internet use among seniors in European countries with different 
welfare regimes. While the extent of these differences has decreased somewhat 
over time, as the diffusion of Internet use has increased in all countries, the 
analyses indicate that the structure of the welfare regime affects the diffusion 
of Internet use. What is obvious from the results is that more universalistic 
welfare regimes are less affected by the grey digital divide, while less universal-
istic welfare states are more affected. The Southern European along with the 
Eastern and Central European welfare regimes are the most affected by the grey 
digital divide, while the Conservative and the Liberal welfare regimes stand in 
the “middle ground.” Based on these outcomes, it is possible to suspect that, 
when it comes to the familialistic welfare regimes of Southern Europe, there is 
evidence that such regimes reinforce the digital divide and digital exclusion. 

When we look at the levels of the grey digital divide, it seems that differences 
exist as the welfare regime types influence different aspects of the grey digital 
divide in different ways, for instance, the positive effect of a social-democratic 
welfare regime is almost twice as large for the third-level digital divide (i.e., 
opportunities, operationalized as e-service use) compared with the first-level 
digital divide (i.e., access, operationalized as Internet use). Thus, it seems that 
universalism plays a greater role in higher levels of the digital divide, which is 
logical since these aspects are more closely related to knowledge, attitudes, and 
skills than to physical access to technology. 
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The opposite is true among countries that fall into a Central and Eastern 
European welfare regime and a Southern European welfare regime. While In-
ternet use among senior citizens has increased substantially over time in these 
welfare regimes, e-service use remains fairly low throughout the period ana-
lyzed. As could be expected, the first- and second-level grey digital divides also 
“transfer” negative consequences to the third-level divide as older people in 
these two welfare regimes are deprived of real opportunities because they are 
unable to use e-services.  

All in all, older people are found to be more often digitally excluded in 
Southern European welfare regimes than in other types of welfare regimes. This 
is an indication that the welfare regime seems to play a role in the grey digital 
divide. In the present studies, I attempted to control for the most well-grounded 
alternative explanations of inter-country variations in the grey digital divide, 
i.e., economic development, ICT infrastructure, and societal age structure.
However, there are other potential alternative explanations of this inter-coun-
try variation that were not taken into account, such as differences in the struc-
ture of the political system, policy processes, and government institutions. Fu-
ture research should concentrate on those aspects and search for potential in-
teractions with differences in welfare regime types.

Third Research Question: What digital policies have been adopted in the di-
vergent welfare regimes of Sweden and Greece? (papers 3 and 4) 
The two studied cases display important differences but also interesting com-
monalities. In Sweden, digital policies have been given a high priority as the 
country has invested in its digital future since the 1990s. The Swedish welfare 
state has a strong digital presence and citizens are familiar with completing 
their affairs online. In other words, the welfare state is largely digitalized and 
includes various institutions that can assist older people. In Greece, the welfare 
state has just started to invent digital channels of communication between the 
state and older citizens, who in turn are not as familiar with technological tools. 
Even in this respect, the Corona crisis was an excellent opportunity to ‘break’ 
this pattern even in highly familialistic countries, such as Greece. 

One important commonality found in the collected interviews was that in 
Greece the welfare state prioritizes improving the digital skills of younger peo-
ple and deprioritizes the needs of older people in this area. This is to some 
extent logical since Greece has to “heal” the serious problems that the eco-
nomic crisis caused and create jobs for younger people who, unlike older indi-
viduals, can support the economy.  
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In Sweden, a similar pattern exists but takes a more indirect path. The Swe-
dish policy documents state that the goal of Swedish digital policy is to help all 
citizens, including older people, to participate in the digital society. In reality, 
though, far from enough is arguably done for older people, since there is no 
public digital assistance for this group, apart from that offered by public librar-
ies or some municipalities’ eldercare services that help very old Swedes deal 
with welfare technologies. Hence, older people in Sweden are largely left to 
find their ways to resolve the grey digital divide.  

The second commonality is that in Greece, as expected, the institution of the 
family is the key actor helping older Greeks fulfill their needs in the digital 
sphere. Despite the existence of a very developed welfare regime in Sweden and 
the wide diffusion of technology, the family seems to assume the same role in 
the acquisition of digital knowledge and providing help for older people. That 
was an unexpected result given that Sweden does not have a familialistic wel-
fare regime, as Greece does. It remains to be seen whether Sweden will keep 
this peculiar familialistic trait or whether other actions will be taken by the 
welfare regime. Either way, Sweden continues to be a reference point for other 
countries as regards its digital maturity level. 

The key findings of the two case studies are presented below, in separate 
sections, offering the reader a more complete picture. 

 
•  The Grey Digital Divide Does Not Affect Everyone the Same Way  

 

Sweden 
In Sweden, the (non)usage of technology takes two paths: the young-old are 
familiar with technology (“silver surfers”) and only a small minority of them 
face digital exclusion. To find digital access, young-old individuals either ask 
for help from their families or seek other kinds of help, for instance, through 
popular education, which is an important aspect of Swedish welfare culture. 
The other group is old-old Swedes, who have completely different needs and 
often confront complex health conditions. For old-old individuals in Sweden, 
the discussion of technology revolves around welfare technologies and how 
these technologies can help those with less capability to stay as independent as 
possible. Welfare technologies are a product of the Swedish technological mir-
acle but are not offered by all Swedish municipalities.  
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Greece 
The situation is very different in Greece. Few older Greeks are “silver surfers.” 
From the state’s perspective, technology is not the first priority for this age 
group. Welfare technologies are not a vital part of the Greek welfare regime. 
As noted above, for the Greek state, when it comes to digitalization, older peo-
ple are not the priority in comparison with younger individuals, who have to 
obtain the necessary digital qualifications to enter the labor market. 

At the same time, the whole structure of Greek society is not exerting any 
pressure on older people to be digitally active, as is the case in Sweden, where 
being digital is less of an option but rather a necessity. In Greece, welfare ser-
vices have only been partially digitalized, so digitally excluded older Greeks do 
not have to worry about their welfare rights because they can be served in other 
ways, i.e., via in-person contact. The digitalization of welfare services in Greece 
has become more apparent in recent years, particularly after the Greek economic 
crisis in 2009, yet it is largely concentrated in the field of pension allocation. 

In sum, older people in Greece are not considered the first priority in the 
policy agenda, while in Sweden, older people are prioritized in the digital policy 
rhetoric. Yet, older Swedes arguably do not receive satisfactory public support 
in fulfilling their digital needs, as the kind of assistance offered differs depend-
ing on their age (young-old vs. old-old) and the municipality that they live in 
(not least concerning welfare technologies). 

• Despite variations in digitalization, the Family carries the Burden of the
Digital Inclusion of Older People

Sweden 
Contrary to what was expected, the family is the main source of help for older 
people to solve their technological queries/problems even in Sweden. When 
these technological queries or problems persist, older people (especially the 
younger-old) in Sweden can go to institutions such as the public library, NGOs, 
or pensioners’ organizations and ask for help. This help can take the form of 
either a course or direct assistance in performing specific tasks (at public librar-
ies). The educational alternatives in Sweden are so vast that older people might 
feel that it is their fault if they cannot uphold the digital norms of Swedish 
society.  

The Swedish welfare state does not offer adequate help for older people to 
go digital. This is despite there being a great number of institutions that recog-
nize the existence of the problem but from different perspectives based on their 
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institutional arrangements and goals. All these institutions form a dynamic net-
work of digital governance in Sweden, representing different pieces of the puz-
zle but differing in terms of power and voice.  

For older-old Swedes, the Swedish welfare state offers welfare technologies, 
but this provision also varies depending on the municipality where the older 
person lives. This leads to reliance on the Swedish family, via “borrowed ac-
cess” (Reneland-Forsman, 2018), to shoulder the burden for daily digital af-
fairs, such as paying bills online, if an old person cannot be digitally independ-
ent. In this respect, the Swedish family is responsible for transferring digital 
knowledge to older Swedes. However, it remains hard for older Swedes to ask 
for help from their families because this contradicts the ideal of independence 
that Swedish society transmits in accordance with the active aging agenda and 
neoliberal ideas. In this respect, the ideal of independence can further promote 
the digital exclusion of older Swedes. 

 
Greece 
In the Greek context, the family is the key institution addressing the technolog-
ical weaknesses and difficulties of older people. Younger family members, usu-
ally children and grandchildren, take the role of transferring digital knowledge 
to older relatives without considering this a burden, but as a chance to share 
time and experiences between generations. Apart from the family institution, 
older people in Greece do not have many alternatives to acquire basic digital 
skills, and even when these alternatives exist (usually by paying fees for a pri-
vate course or in special local centers called KAPI), they are not permanent or 
universally available. In most cases, older people in Greece are left to their own 
fate regarding digital matters. 

The syndrome of the over-care of older relatives by the Greek family institu-
tion is still present, so existing welfare gaps are currently covered, but the ques-
tion is for how long. Ferrera (2012) claimed that the role of the family in South 
European welfare states such as Greece hinders the implementation of family-
oriented policies by the state, as it keeps the demand for benefits and services 
low.  

In sum, the family plays a prominent role in both welfare regimes, but in 
Greece the family assumes a more difficult role, as the welfare state is almost 
completely absent regarding the digital needs of older people. Digital independ-
ence is not the top priority for older people in Greece, at least it does not have 
the same content as in Sweden. At the same time, the family in Sweden has to 
assume a mostly supportive role, since there is a strong and generous welfare 
state in place. Older individuals try to protect their feeling of independence and 
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not be fully dependent on the family, given that the phenomenon of defamiliza-
tion is also more apparent in Sweden. Finally, it needs to be said that even 
Sweden, the most developed welfare state from a social point of view, has not 
yet developed a digital policy that does not leave anyone behind, although sev-
eral initiatives have been taken in this respect.  

• The More Digitalized a Society, the Higher the Risk for Social Exclusion

Sweden 
Sweden is a highly digitalized and cashless society where information, products, 
and services (including welfare services) are largely offered online. Interestingly, 
the notion that Swedish society does not have a digital divide problem is wide-
spread. However, a recent study found that research and demographic surveys 
likely overestimate the use of the Internet within the older population in Swe-
den (Anderberg et al., 2020, p. 8). 

Older people who do not know how to use digital technology are excluded 
from a wide range of activities. In this way, older Swedes cannot experience the 
benefits of technology and are therefore deprived of their digital citizenship, 
with negative implications for their social status, resulting in social exclusion. 
Social exclusion is a multidimensional, relational process of progressive social 
disengagement that has negative consequences for the individual and society in 
terms of social cohesion (Böhnke & Silver, 2014). Under these circumstances, 
the Swedish welfare state does not offer satisfactory solutions addressing the 
digital divide at its roots, given that it takes for granted that older people will 
be able to use technologies by partially adopting the “digital-by-default” phi-
losophy. Popular education constitutes a path-dependent solution that excludes 
frail and old people who cannot, for whatever reasons, visit specific places and 
learn how to use digital technology. The situation becomes more perplexing for 
very old Swedes who might have health problems and probably experience dig-
ital disengagement. Very old people must find ways to use welfare technologies, 
if these are provided by their municipality, while no specific measures address 
their grey digital divide.  

Greece 
The situation is somewhat different in Greece. Older people are not as excluded 
for two key reasons: first, the Greek family offers “borrowed access” to a 
greater extent than in Sweden and, second, digital welfare services are not as 
diffused in Greece. Older Greeks, therefore, have better opportunities to visit 
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public authorities in person or contact them via telephone. The Greek welfare 
state does not yet help older people deal with the digital divide, and the scheme 
of popular education offered in Sweden is just a dream—i.e., nonexistent. Liv-
ing in a less digitalized society as in Greece has an unexpected benefit: older 
Greeks have fewer chances to be digitally and socially excluded than do their 
Swedish counterparts, who are exposed to greater inequalities and exclusion. 
In sum, older people in Greece are less digitally excluded than are older people 
in Sweden. 

From this perspective, one could argue that Greece should not simply trans-
plant full digitalization from abroad (e.g., from Sweden) to modernize its digi-
tal sector. Where the digital divide meets the familialist welfare model, Greece 
should instead move away from past rigidities to the progressive elaboration of 
a new social contract combining positive familial values with new digital ser-
vices and state support for seniors. The Greek state should start playing a lead-
ing role in this direction to offer a greater number of more innovative online 
services to citizens of all ages.  

Taken together and in light of the results presented above, it is obvious that 
contemporary welfare states have to deal with two challenging societal devel-
opments, a rapidly aging population, and digitalization with all its negative 
(e.g., digital divide) and positive (e.g., higher productivity) aspects, which in-
tersect with each other. This was clearly illustrated as the pandemic pushed 
governments to accelerate their investment in digital infrastructure, the creation 
of a digitally keen workforce, and citizen connectivity—but at what cost for 
older citizens? In the words of Seifert (2020, p. 657): 

A focus only on digital events as a means of social participation during the 
COVID-19 pandemic has the potential to perpetuate ageism – that is, older non-
users of technology are viewed as outsiders, additional to the already prevailing 
view of older adults as rendered frail and physically isolated by the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

It is arguably utopic to hope that all individuals will become digital by de-
fault without assistance. On the contrary, it is reasonable to assume that a large 
burden will fall either on the older persons themselves or on the family institu-
tion, if the challenges associated with the digital inclusion of older people are 
not recognized by statutory service providers. One could argue that a central 
mission of the welfare state is to give real opportunities to the people (echoing 
the third-level digital divide) who need them the most. The digital-by-default 
policy in welfare services instead moves in the opposite direction, towards individ-
ual responsibilization and the reinforcement of digital and social exclusion. 
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Technology is going to occupy a growing part of our lives, and as new tech-
nologies replace old ones at an increasing pace, it seems rational to suspect that 
future generations of older people are likely to face new kinds of barriers to 
using technology, compared with those encountered by today’s generation of 
older adults. The digital divide is much more than a generational phenomenon 
(Loges & Jung, 2001). That is why scholars need to be cautious about their 
predictions regarding the elimination of the problem by itself, as has already 
happened with previous technologies, such as the television (Norris, 2001). 

The only way to escape from this vicious circle is by addressing the structural 
obstacles and changing the prevailing culture and discourse regarding older 
people. This can only be done with the existence of a strong welfare state that 
will take care of all the digital/social bottlenecks arising from the so-called “sil-
ver tsunami” (Bartels & Naslund, 2013), which will constitute in upcoming 
years the majority population in advanced societies. Briefly, what is needed is 
a digital welfare state, able to intervene when required for the good of its citi-
zens and in the interest of social/digital fairness. The same notion was put for-
ward by Duffy (2016, p. 13):  

Of course, societies have always been ‘welfare societies’ - no society can exist for 
very long without institutional arrangements to promote the well-being of its 
members. However societies can also tolerate grave injustices, slavery, the op-
pression of women or eugenics. So, while all societies are welfare societies, not 
all societies are just or fair. The welfare state was an attempt to bring fairness to 
welfare and to establish welfare as a non-negotiable element of the democratic 
system itself. 

The same ideals should diffuse somehow into the digital world, and public 
policies are the appropriate tools for facilitating this. 
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Future research 
Building on the findings of this thesis, future research could take multiple 
routes. Some suggestions are described briefly below: 

• Research on the influence of welfare regimes on policies addressing the 
digital divide should be extended to encompass welfare regimes other 
than those analyzed here. These regimes represent unexamined areas 
that future research should address. While the comparative study in 
this thesis did identify the presence of a link between the digital divide 
and the welfare regime, it remains an open question as to the mecha-
nism of this association (see Alexopoulou et al., 2022, pp. 277–279). 

• Further research should also examine how older people in different 
welfare regimes manage to meet their digital needs if they do not have 
a family or are not supported by their own community. Furthermore, 
there is need to improve our understanding of how digital welfare pro-
vision for older people is distributed across different ethnic, gender, 
and class groups—in other words, the intersectionality of the grey dig-
ital welfare divide. 

• Finally, the impact of the Covid-19 crisis on the grey digital divide and 
digital inclusion should be further explored. This crisis can be per-
ceived as a “natural experiment” relevant to the two main variables of 
interest in this thesis: age and digitalization—giving rise to the digital 
divide. People were affected asymmetrically in relation to age, and the 
crisis speeded up the digitalization of all welfare services. The real con-
sequences of this pandemic have not been explored in their entirety, 
not least since it is very recent. 
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APPENDIX 

Table 1: Key questions for the Swedish case 

Areas of open-ended questions Key questions 

The concept of the digital divide and its 

characteristics 

How do you understand the concept of the dig-
ital divide and its 

 characteristics? 

The concept of welfare technologies and their 
characteristics 

How do you understand 

welfare technologies and what do you include 
in this concept? 

What are the advantages/disadvantages? 

The organization of the Swedish state Who is responsible for solving the digital di-
vide problem in Sweden? What institutions? 

Who is responsible for offering welfare tech-
nologies? What institutions? 

What is the role of the Swedish state with re-
spect to the digital divide problem and welfare 
technologies? 

What is the role of the private and third sectors 
in addressing the digital divide problem? 

Older people and their usage of technology What is the view of Swedish users and non-us-
ers of technology? 

Why do some older people in Sweden not use 
technology? 

Who are the recipients of welfare technologies? 
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Table 2: Key questions for the Greek case 

Areas of open-ended questions Key questions 

The concept of the digital divide and its 

characteristics 

How do you understand the concept of the dig-
ital divide and its 

 characteristics? 

The organization of the Greek state Who is responsible for solving the digital di-
vide problem in Greece? What institutions? 

Who is responsible for offering digital technol-
ogies? What institutions? 

What is the role of the Greek state with respect 
to the digital divide problem and digital tech-
nologies? 

Older people and their usage of technology What is the view of Greek users and non-users 
of technology? 

Why do some older people in Greece not use 
technology? 
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