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Abstract

Introduction: Increase in Internet access by elderly people is 
a consequence of population ageing, even though a long way 
still lies ahead for their digital inclusion. 

Objective: To describe the social representations of Internet 
among the elderly  and to compare objectification and anchoring 
processes of elderly people with different levels in Internet 
usage. 

Methods: Qualitative and quantitative study, with descriptive 
and comparative design, involving forty participants. Data 
collection occurred through  different tools as follows: 1) 
associative network, analyzed by EVOC2000 and calculation of 
polarity 2) semi-structured interview, analyzed by Descending 
Hierarchical Classification with IRaMuTeQ and  content 
analysis by Atlas TI and  3) characterization questionnaire and 
evaluation scale for digital inclusion level,   with  descriptive 
statistical analysis by SPSS software.

Results: Associative network analyzed 78 words and their 
polarity was slightly positive. Descending Hierarchical 
Classification analyzed 89.51% of the corpus, divided into 
three segments: Internet danger, difficulties in usage v. Internet 
options and practices; content analysis divided 505 occurrences 
into three categories: image, attitude and information. 

Conclusion: Representations of elderly people with the highest 
use of Internet were undertaken by accessing hardware, apps 
and sites, anchored on an idea of the Internet as a means of 
retrieving information, leisure and interaction. Representations 
of the elderly with the lowest level of experience were undertaken 
by computer, based on a sociological perspective and marked 
by unfavorable attitudes. 

Keywords: ageing, digital inclusion, social representations.

Corresponding author
amandacastrops@gmail.com

Suggested citation: Castro A, Vitali MM, Bousfield ABS, Vamargo BV. Social representations of the internet for the elderly. J 
Hum Growth Dev. 2020; 30(2):227-240. DOI: https://doi.org/10.7322/jhgd.v30.10369

Open acess

Manuscript received: September 2019
Manuscript accepted: January 2020  
Version of record online: May 2020



228

www. jhgd.com.br                                                               

J Hum Growth  Dev. 2020; 30(2):227-240. DOI: https://doi.org/10.7322/jhgd.v30.10369

Reported data have shown a continuous population 
ageing throughout the years due to several factors1,2. It 
has been estimated that by 2060 the elderly population in 
Brasil will be one in every three, or rather, 33.7% of the 
population will be over 60 years old2. 

When ageing and elderly people are mentioned, 
most studies or even representatives of the population 
concerned deal with details on life degeneration 
associated with physiological changes3. However, the 
Second World Assembly on Ageing suggested active 
ageing, characterized by maintenance of the elderly´s 
functional capacity and autonomy. Precisely, Information 
and Communications Technology (ICT) is one of the 
alternatives to reach such aims4.

The period 2008 – 2013 reported   an increase 
of 12.6%5  in the number of elderly people accessing 
internet. However, a long way still is ahead for greater 
digital inclusion and friendly access to ICT6. As a rule, 
young people learn using the computer at school, which 
did not occur with elderly people. This is more difficult for 
those whose professional occupation does not involve or 
has not involved the use of computers7. 

Current literature on the use of the Internet by 
elderly people has revealed several findings. Ferreira & 
Alves8 analyzed the construction of social representations 
of elderly people by the internet and concluded that it 
may be understood as an access tool to data, and its use 
can trigger anxiety, confusion, sadness and happiness. 
Moreover et al.9 state the use of the Internet by elderly 
people is more associated with the possibility of 
approaching their children. On the other hand, study by 
Buse10 showed that elderly people associate the Internet to 
inactivity and laziness. 

Neves & Pereira11 state that the use of ICT by 
elderly people may bring them numberless advantages, 
comprising decrease in loneliness, increase in information, 
better quality of life and the manner they spend their free 
time. Further, the Internet may affect health conditions 
through information or new types of recreation12. The 
use of the Internet, therefore, may influence an active and 
highly successful ageing. 

Consequently, the manner that elderly people 
perceive the internet affects their perception of it.  In other 
words, their representations on the theme are influenced 
by their experiences and affect their current use. Moreover, 

 INTRODUCTION
the internet´s social representations affect their social 
practices13. Representations have the social function of 
giving a meaning to the world surrounding us and guide 
our activities14.

Anchoring is a process that structures social 
representations. Through this process, an unknown thing 
may be incorporated to people´s cognitive system through 
the association of something known. The new and an 
already known category are compared15. In the case of the 
internet, the approach of the unknown takes into account 
previous experiences with technological equipments and 
complexity is attributed to these experiences within the 
construction of representations16. 

It is thus highly relevant to investigate whether 
social representations of the internet for the elderly are 
associated to their experience with the internet. The 
manner elderly people relate themselves to the internet 
is of paramount importance within the current context of 
increasing digitalization17. Therefore, it is necessary to 
understand social representations of the Internet and their 
relationship with the elderly´s practices. 

Discussions on  the relationship between 
representations and social practices for the elderly vis-
à-vis the internet will contribute towards large strides 
of knowledge in the area, with regard to the fastness of 
population ageing and to the increase of the digitalization 
process within the current context. The relationship 
between the themes is only scantily studied in Brazil from 
the theoretical perspective of Social Representations. 

Hence, this study aims to describe the social 
representations of Internet among the elderly and to 
compare objectification and anchoring processes of 
elderly people with different levels in Internet usage.

 METHODS
	 This is a qualitative, quantitative and descriptive 

study which analyzes facts and phenomena18. It has also 
a comparative design since it compares the anchoring 
process of social representations of the internet between 
elderly people with and without access to it to verify 
convergences and divergences18.

The study comprised 40 participants due to the data 
saturation criterion as from the twentieth interview, the 
information was repeated and no new datum is received19.  
The definition of age was according the Brazilian Elderly 

Authors summary 

Why was this study done?
To analyze the Internet´s social representation of elderly people and to compare the anchoring process of social representations for the 
elderly with high, medium, low and no level of experience in the use of the Internet. 

What did the researchers do and find?
Forty elderly people were divided into two groups, high and medium level in Internet usage and low level in Internet usage.  Elderly 
people with high and medium level in Internet usage underscore sociability, communication and leisure factors, whilst elderly people 
with low internet usage underscore factors with low privacy, loss of time and Internet as a crime site. Internet objectification is underlined 
with access through   computer and mobile phone in the two groups.

What do these findings mean?	
The Internet is an important tool within the elderly autonomy. Inter- and trans-generation workshops should be discussed for the 
elderly´s digital inclusion since digital autonomy is currently equivalent to social belonging. 
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those of other classes. Further, Contrast Analysis classifies 
the words of the corpus according to their association with 
the descriptive variables selected by the researchers. In 
current study, the use or non-use of the Internet formed the 
variables26. The same corpus underwent Content Analysis 
by Atlas.ti 6.2 to characterize and identify anchoring and 
objectification of representations. Following Bardin´s 
Content Analysis27, the flow reading was undertaken for 
the organization of hypotheses, aims and indexes that base 
interpretation for further codifying data as from register 
units.  Finally, categorization was executed according to 
the factors´ differences and convergences. 

Current study complied with ethical rules in the 
Resolution of the Health National Council (CNS 510/16) 
for research in Human and Social Sciences, with a positive 
mark by the Committee for Ethics in research with 
Humans (CEPSH) of the Universidade Federal de Santa 
Catarina (Protocol 1.688.433). 

 RESULTS
As discussed above, current study comprised 40 

participants, average age 64 years (± 3.46 years), minimum 
and maximum age at 60 and 68 years respectively. Fourteen 
were males and 26 females. Access site for the 20 with 
high and medium Internet usage level comprises home 
(n=15), work (n=8) and course (n=3), either by computer 
(n=14) or mobile phone (n=20). Fifteen high and medium 
level users reported daily usage, whereas three reported 
three times a week and two an average of five times a week 
(± 2.14). Twelve participants said that they started usage 
at work; 8 through relatives and 3 participants reported 
they started in Computer Science Courses. Table 1 shows 
Internet practices. 

Statute that establishes the 60th year as the start of third 
age20. Twenty participants had a high access (without any 
help) and medium access (with some help) level in the use 
of the internet, characterized by at least a weekly access 
during the last six months. The other twenty participants 
had low level usage, their access was nil during the last 
six months. Exclusion criterion included people with 
some cognitive impairment which may jeopardize the 
understanding of instructions during the interview. 

Research sample was not probabilistic and 
intentional. Participants were accessed through snowball 
sampling which consists of the identification of one or more 
participants who complied with the inclusion criteria, and 
these indicated other participants and thus, successively, 
to reach the necessary number of participants21. 

Data was collected   by indirect observation, 
associative network, semi-structured interview and 
questionnaire on the participants´ personal data. The 
association network was the first technique to be employed 
since it analyzed the hidden and evaluation aspects of 
social representations while reducing the effects of social 
desirability through a projective nature22. 

Then, a semi-structured interview was applied with 
its guidelines: a) what is your opinion about internet; b) 
what do you think of elderly people using the internet; 
c) what is your opinion on elderly people who do not 
use internet; d) what do you think that the internet user-
friendly elderly people think about you who do not use 
internet, or e) what do you think of elderly people who 
do not use internet think about you who use it.  Episodic 
techniques and classical non-directive intervention 
research techniques were employed to get more details 
about participants’ideas19. 

An evaluation scale of digital inclusion level was 
produced and validated by Bolza et al.23, coupled to a 
participant-features questionnaire on age, civil state, 
schooling level, profession, family earning and  closed 
questions on level of information and digital appropriation. 

Six pre-tests were undertaken with participants, 
or rather, three with low level usage elderly and three 
with high and medium level elderly people with regard to 
digital usage. Pre-tests trained researchers and tested the 
tools for possible flaws24.

The analysis of data retrieved from the 
questionnaire was performed by descriptive statistical 
analysis, or rather, a description of absolute and relative 
frequencies, dispersion measurements and central trend 
by Statistical Package for Social Sciences, 17.0. Data on 
Association Network were analyzed by EVOC 2000 which 
evaluated frequency and order of importance of words25. 
Polarity of evaluated words was calculated as positive, 
negative and neutral by the participants. The latter is an 
important datum on the aspects of attitude dimension of 
representation22. The mentioned words were then grouped 
in categories according to bonding to identify the main 
words of each elderly group. 

Semi-structured interviews were organized within 
a corpus submitted to simple Decreasing Hierarchical 
Classification (DHC) and Contrast Analysis by 
IRaMuTeQ. DHC disposes the corpus into classes of Text 
Segments (TS) with similar vocabulary and different from 

Table 1: Distribution of participants according to 
Internet usage.

Gender Total
Usage practices Male Female
Exchanging instant 
messages

5 12 17

Access to social 
network

5 11 16

Access to e-mails 4 9 13
Surfing sites 9 4 13
Reading News 3 8 11
Research 4 7 11
Assisting videos and 
listening to music

4 5 9

Banking 3 1 4
Consulting maps 1 0 1
Comparing prices 0 1 1
Purchasing 0 1 1
Total 38 59 97

Schooling of participants with high and medium 
Internet usage mainly means higher education (n=13), 
whereas others only frequented high school (n=7). Average 
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family earnings of the group reached 7.29 Brazilian 
minimum wages. In the case of low or no Internet usage, 
basic (n=12) and high school education (n=8) were 
dominant. Average family earning for the group reached 
2.27 Brazilian minimum wages (±1.08). Twenty-five of 
participants were employed, eleven were retired and four 
were housewives. Participants´ family structure is formed 
by partner and children (n=24). 

Association network
Results for the Association Network on the term 

“Internet” comprised 200 callings, with 78 different words 
and five words for each participant at an average. Twenty-
five out of the 78 different words were given by the high 
and medium Internet usage group, 13 by the low Internet 
usage group and the other 50 words by both groups. 

Polarity calculation with variation between –1 and 
+1 provides attitude aspects of representation the Rosa22, 
with slight positivity (M=0.23±0.14) for polarity of words 
evoked by the term ‘Internet’. The above indicates the 
presence of positive attitudes within the composition 
of social representation of the Internet. Polarity degree 

between groups was different: the high and medium 
level had a greater positive polarity (M=0.23±0.14) when 
compared to the group with low or no experience on the 
Internet (M=0.02±0.41). Means demonstrate significant 
statistical differences [U=22; Z=-3.57; p< 0.001].

The prototypic analysis of words associated to 
the ‘Internet’ shows that minimum frequency of word 
occurrences for inclusion was 6 and the mean evocation 
order (MEO) was 3. In other words, recalled words were, 
at an average, at the third position. Mean frequency of 
evocation reached 8.15.

 Factors with low MEO rates, or rather, recalled 
immediately and with greater frequency are shown on the 
left upper square of Table 2, characterizing factors with 
a greater probability of belonging to the representation’s 
central nucleus28. The right upper square of Table 2 shows 
high frequency factors, although evoked less immediately, 
and which compose the first periphery of representation. 
The left lower square comprises low frequency factors, 
albeit evoked faster, whilst the right lower square contains 
factors that were evoked less readily and with lower 
frequency, forming the second periphery of representation. 

Table 2: Evocations on association network induced by the term ‘Internet’ (n=40), following MEO criteria. 

MEO < 3.0 MEO >= 3.0
Factor F MEO Factor F MEO

Computer 18 1.668 Research 19 3.428
Technology 15 2.428 Young people 15 3.477
Innovation 13 2.328 Message 10 3.663

f  > = 8 Information 9 2.250 WhatsApp 9 3.320
Fastness 9 2.366 Youtube 8 3.500

Friendship 8 2.163 News 8 4.243
Google 8 2.175 E-mail 8
Danger 7 2.670 Complexity 7 3.257

f  < 8 Videos 6 2.782 Difficult 6 4.320
Purchasing 6      2.775 Family 6 4.322

It may be perceived that the term ‘research’ 
obtained the greatest recall frequency, followed by 
‘computer’, ‘technology’ and ‘young people’. The factors 
of the left upper square organize the social representation 
of the Internet, with the materialization of the computer 
with the hardware´s fastness and innovation. Google and 
its possibility to obtain information are functionalities. 
The word ‘friendship’ appears as a consequence of Internet 
usage and results in bonds maintained or established by the 
network. Consequently, the Internet may be represented 
by the image of the computer, anchored on the idea of 
technology, characterized by fastness and innovation. 
Functionalities are represented by data retrieval and by 
maintaining or establishing more friendships, with the 
Google as a tool. 

The first periphery, characterized by Youtube, 
WhatsApp and e-mail, denotes factors on the usability of 
the Internet, the main tools and functionalities associated 
to the object. These factors are evoked less immediately 
by participants. Certain functions comprised access to 
news, research and message exchange which are an 

example of representation-associated social practices. The 
term ‘young people’ is also underscored as associated to 
the Internet´s social representation. They are factors that 
integrate social practices and the relationship Me-Alter-
Object of the representation. Alter is represented by the 
figure of the young person. 

The factors of the left lower square denote 
complications in Internet usage, represented by the term 
‘danger’. In spite of its low frequency, it is immediately 
recalled by elderly people. In the case of usability, the 
terms ‘video’ and ‘purchase’ are associated. The right 
lower square has some factors that associate the Internet 
with something difficult and complicated which, in turn, 
lessens the perception of usability. The term ‘family’ refers 
not only to social support but also to contact established 
through the network. 

Recalled words underwent prototype analysis 
which takes into account the mean importance order 
(MIO) of recalling. MIO reached 3 and average recalling 
frequency reached 8.15. The left upper square of Table 3 
demonstrates the most important factors with the lowest 
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Table 3: Recalling referring to association network with inductor term “Internet” (n=40), following MIO criteria. 

MIOs and greatest frequency rates. First periphery lays 
in the right upper square and is characterized by high 
frequency factors, albeit less important. The left lower 
square contains low frequency factors, albeit featuring 

high importance levels. Second periphery is represented 
in the right lower square and contains factors with low 
frequency and importance levels for the elderly. 

IO < 3.0 MIO >= 3.0
Factor F MIO Factor F MIO

Research 19 1.632 Technology 15 3.427
Computer 18 2.612 Young people 15 3.576

Information 9 1.562 Innovation 13 3.668
f  > = 8 News 8 2.252 Message 10 3.663

Friendship 8 2.538 What´s Up 9 3.320
 E-mail 8 4.212

Google 8 3.778
Danger 7 2.675 Complicated 7 4.255
Crime 6 2.541

f  < 8 Videos 6 2.782
Payments 3  2.700

Some periphery factors may become central, such 
as research and news, whilst others, such as technology, 
innovation, fastness and Google become peripheral. 
Consequently, the Internet´s social representation 
seems to be centered around positive or neutral factors, 
characterized by the image of the computer with 
the function of informing, represented by the words 
‘information’, ‘research’ and ‘news’, and social functions 
associated with the term ‘friendship’. 

When the order of importance of the recalled factors 
are analyzed, changes in the organization of representation 
are identified where the idea of Internet is more centralized 
in the image of the computer, in friendship as a social 
function and in research and news associated to usage 
practices, mainly composed of positive factors. 

In the case of bonding between words of the 
association network, factors that have bonds have been 
identified. Filter of at least two co-occurrences followed 
grouping and counting. Figure 1 provides the data. 

Figure 1: Representation of graph of semantic bonds of words of association network with inducer term 
“Internet”.
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Similar to the recalling analysis, bonding analysis 
demonstrated the computer as a central factor, with a 
great number of bonds. It establishes bonds with the 
words ‘payment’, ‘information’, ‘research’, ‘technology’, 
‘course’, ‘friendship’, ‘complicated’ and ‘uninteresting’. In 
other words, it is related to social and financial possibilities 
and its use is associated with the family and study courses. 
It is also described as complicated and uninteresting 
by some participants.  On the other hand, the factor 
‘complicated’ is linked to the terms ‘difficult’, ‘crime’ and 
‘danger’, whereas ‘uninteresting’ is linked to ‘gossip’. 
Therefore, the negative aspects of social representation 
of the Internet seem to be associated with complexity, 
possibility to commit crime, cybernetic dangers and 
gossip generated by sharing social information. 

Moreover, technology as an Internet factor is 
associated to the fastness of information flow, constant 
innovation, usage associated with young people through 
videos, which, in their turn, are linked to Youtube. In the 
case of research, it is associated with Google, tablet and 
3G, the latter is linked to mobile telephone as a material 
tool for information accessing. Access to information is 
associated to updating and news. The term ‘payment’ 

is associated with buying and possibility of online 
transactions. Social support by the Internet is associated 
to the term ‘friendship’ guaranteed by message exchange, 
e-mail and WhatsApp.

As a rule, the Internet is represented in the 
association network by the image of the computer and 
described through its functionalities, positively through 
possibilities of leisure, social bonds, financial transactions 
and obtaining information, albeit in a negative form 
due to threats to privacy, viability to virtual crimes and 
complexity. 

Decreasing Hierarchical Classification
Analysis of the Decreasing Hierarchical 

Classification (DHC) of the semi-structured interview 
by IRaMuTeQ generated 2,508 text segments, with 
2,245 for analysis (89.51%). Text Segments (TS) were 
integrated by 6,300 words that occurred 82,705 times, 
an average of 13,612 times per word. TS contextualizes 
typical vocabulary of each phrase which was taken into 
account in the quantitative analysis. Figure 2 illustrates 
the relationship between DHC classes. 

Figure 2: Dendrogram of the  Internet corpus. 
One should note that the program divided the 

corpus into two sub-corpora, giving rise to Classes 1 and 
3 and, separated from them, Class 2. The first class was 
separated and transformed into Class 3 and then into Class 
1. Figure 2 has the name of each class, the amount of TS 
and their respective words with the greatest association 
according to the double lexographic criterion: to have a 
frequency which is higher than the average and according 
to association χ2 ≥ 3.84.

Class 1, called ‘perils of the Internet’, was the first 
class to be differentiated from the rest of the corpus. It 
comprises 37.34% of total TS, associated to the idea that 
the Internet is a dangerous and hostile element. Texts were 
mainly provided by females and participants with low level 
Internet usage. It forwards the terms ‘Internet’, ‘danger’ 
and ‘computer’, with the computer as the materialization 
and object associated with the Internet and as a tool that 
makes possible the invasion of data and access to data. 
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This is why the terms ‘bad’ and ‘harm’ are underscored. 
The term ‘television’ in this class indicates the Internet as 
a space of illicit acts, associated with games and violence. 

The terms ‘old’, ‘young’ and ‘time’ pinpoint young 
people as the main public of the Internet, associated to 
vice due to their exaggerated usage. The term ‘old’ shows 
a self-identification which is a contrast to the Internet, 
something new and, therefore, difficult to ‘learn’ how to 
use it.  Lack of family support underlies the term ‘time’, 
denoting the short period available for help. However, the 
term ‘time’ also refers to the past through the phrase ‘in 
my time’ and the time spent using the Internet. 

Class 3, titled ‘Difficulties in Use v. Option’, 
characterized 29.15% of TS and mostly elderly people 
with low or no Internet usage level. It comprises factors 
that justify the reasons for not using the Internet due to 
internal and external causes. The factors ‘difficulty’, 
‘family’ and ‘use’ demonstrate the difficulty in learning 
new technologies, a dichotomy by which one would like 
to participate in family discussions, but shuns exposing 
oneself.

 This is also associated to ‘interest’ which indicates 
lack of interest as a motive for not using the web. The 
terms ‘children’ and ‘grandchildren’ are also used to 
justify lack of usage due to the absence of attention and 
sensitiveness of relatives using the network. Internet is 
underscored in this class by the word ‘chat’ which is an 
asset but makes difficult direct contact. The term ‘elderly’ 
in this class also denotes self-nomination and the moral 
judgment that makes one believe that one suffers due to 
relatives and other elderly people. Elderly people believe 
that other people think they are outdated and incapable 
due to lack of Internet usage. 

Class 2, called ‘practice on the Internet’ corresponds 
to 33.51% of TS and mainly comprises married elderly 
people who live with their children and have high and 
medium usage level. Main factors are ‘talk’, ‘news’ and 
‘work’, with contents related to Internet use, association 
practices and accessibility. Proportional interaction is 
a positive factor since it maintains or forms new bonds 
through the terms ‘talk’ and ‘past’. Description of the 
Internet as ‘fast’ and ‘easy’ is associated with availability 
to information and contents.   

The use of the Internet evidences ‘research’, access 
to ‘information’, access to ‘banking’, ‘medical test results’ 
and ‘payments’. ‘Mobile’ and ‘telephone’ are quoted as 
accessibility tools, with usage in places beyond the ‘work’ 
site. The term ‘work’ also denotes digital inclusion and the 
term ‘children’ indicates the social support for the initial 
use of the medium, but also related to the lack of family 
support for other elderly people. 

As a rule, one may perceive that social 
representations of the Internet for the elderly may be 
grouped according to the possibilities of use, association 
to dangers and management difficulties. Social support is 
thus an asset with regard to use and mediation of usage, 
whereas crimes and virtual dangers spread by television 
news, moral crimes and overexposures are unfavorable 
for use. The Internet materializes through the computer, 
mobile phones and telephones, and is associated to the 
maintenance of social bonds. 

Contrast analysis
Analysis was undertaken within the corpus 

containing answers on social judgment with regard to the 
use of the Internet by the elderly. A question was asked to 
high and medium level elderly users: “What do you think 
that people over 60 years old and who do not access the 
Internet think about you who uses the Internet?” Another 
type of question was asked to low or no elderly users: 
“What do you think that people over 60 years old and 
who use the Internet think about you who doesn’t use the 
Internet?” Corpus reached 1.811 TS and IRaMuTeQ was 
employed for contrast analysis to compare the data for 
the two groups. Analysis identified words associated with 
each group, frequency and χ2.

One may perceive that in the case of elderly people 
with low or no experience with the Internet, the term 
‘old’ (f=41) is underscored because shunning the Internet 
amounts to something new. The word ‘outside’ (f=28) 
underscores the fact that they are at the periphery of the 
Internet world and excluded from it. The term ‘young’ 
(f=32) indicates the group associated with technology. 
Further, it underscores a type of thinking young from 
which they consider themselves far off. ‘Updating’ (f=37) 
and ‘acquiring’ (f=26) are factors associated with the idea 
of elderly people with more experience in contrast to 
outdated elderly people, evidently from the point of view 
of exclusion. There is also the notion of the elderly with 
less experience in Internet usage as incapable of entering 
such a world. 

In the case of the elderly with high and medium 
Internet experience the term ‘believe’ (f=42) indicate, on 
the one hand, a belief that they are judged, and, on the other 
hand, the belief that no judgment is emitted on Internet 
usage. Similarly, the term ‘normal’ (f=21) corresponds to 
the idea of lack of judgment, since everybody may learn to 
use it. This fact denotes an inclusive feature of the Internet 
as a form of social participation. The terms ‘criticize’ 
(f=33) and ‘vice’ (f=20) correspond to an example of 
instances in which relatives and friends indicate its use 
as something excessive and harmful. Moreover, the term 
‘time’ (f=38) denotes the idea of loss of time according 
to elderly people who do not access the web. The term 
‘arrogance’ (f=21) supposes that elderly people with low 
experience think that elderly people with greater contact 
are narcissistic and arrogant. 

Consequently, in the representation of the elderly 
with low or no digital experience is that they are at the 
periphery and excluded from social conviviality and 
linked to oldness. On the other hand, elderly people with 
high or medium digital inclusion level feel they are not 
criticized or, when criticized, they are criticized for their 
exaggerated, unnecessary and harmful use. For such a 
group, the Internet is thus linked to social belonging and 
updating and being far away from the real world. Vice and 
loss of time is a consequence. 

The process of objectification and anchoring of 
social representation (SR) of the Internet

A thematic-category content analysis from sections 
of interviews dealing with image, attitude and information 
was performed by Atlas.ti so that the anchoring process 
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and objectification of Internet social representations could 
be identified. Five hundred and five occurrences were 
identified and divided into 3 categories: image, attitude 
and information, and then divided into thematic factors. 

The category image is integrated by the thematic 
factors ‘computer’ (52), ‘mobile phone’ (42), ‘Google’ (31), 
‘messaging app’ (31), ‘social network’ (27), ‘new/young’ 
(15), ‘window/door/lock’ (15). The category ‘attitude’ 
comprises the thematic factors ‘socialization space’ (34), 
makes easy access to information (32), approximation of 
the family (29), accessibility to products and services (25), 
loss of time (24), dangerous environment (21) and loss 
of privacy (20). Further, the category ‘information’ deals 
with thematic factors sources of information (33), type of 
technology (32), form of communication (30) and type of 
leisure (12).

Regarding to the image of social representation, 
objectification seems to be associated to access hardware, 
with the mobile telephone as the concrete representative of 
this abstract social object, especially for the elderly with 
high and medium level usage (f=33). The naturalization of 
the Internet is perceived through social network and apps, 
and this is the figurative nucleus of the representation 
(f=39). In another context of the image, the representative 
of the social object is the young person as a contrast 
to the elderly, mentioned mainly by participants with 
low or no experience with the web (f=9). In their case, 
materialization occurs through the image of a lock or 
window that allows insiders to see those who are outside 
and vice-versa (f=12). 

Regarding attitudes towards the Internet, high 
and medium digital elderly people demonstrated positive 
attitudes towards the web as a form of socialization 
(f=26), widening or extending bonds (f=23), access to 
useful information for real action and to satisfy one´s 
curiosity (f=20), access to products and services (f=19) 
and approximation towards the family (f=19). However, 
elderly people with low or no Internet usage demonstrated 
unfavorable attitudes which were based on fear with 
regard to invasion of privacy (f=28), loss of time (f=23) 
and cybernetic crimes (f=20). 

The Internet was characterized as a way to retrieve 
cultural information or practical knowledge (f=19) and a 
sort of communication linked to the notion of telephoning 
(f=21), and a manner to obtain leisure through videos and 
audios (f=8) by high and medium Internet users. On the 
other hand, the low or no Internet users define the Internet 
as a type of technology (f=20) anchored to technological 
progress.  

Consequently, high or medium Internet elderly 
people defend the Internet´s social representations, coupled 
to factors linked to sociability, access to information and 
services through the image of access hardware, such as 
mobile and computer and online platforms to socialize 
and access information. Consequently, representation is 
anchored on the notion of the internet as a means to obtain 
information, leisure and communication. 

Low Internet elderly users are imbued with the 
Internet´s social representation as a loss of time, poor 
privacy and a site for crime. The objectification of 
representation occurs through primary access hardware 

or the computer. The image of the lock/door/window 
becomes associated to the representation as a metaphor 
that connotes invasion of privacy and space. The 
anchoring of representation is derived from technology 
and changes from the analogical to the digital system, 
based on previous experiences. 

 DISCUSSION
In current research, the Internet was represented 

by elderly people through the image of the computer, 
described by its functions. It seems to be centered on 
positive and neutral factors related to hardware as image, 
to information and the web´s social functions. Negative 
factors and tools that permit access to the Internet´s 
function may be found in the periphery. Consequently, 
accessibility and perceived utility become central in the 
elderly´s representation and demonstrates the relevance 
for the development of digital inclusion strategies that 
confirm perceived utility. In other words, that would 
investigate the elderly´s social representations to make 
feasible workshops that start from social thought to 
forward network tools.  

The Internet materializes from such factors as 
computer, mobile telephone, telephone, and seems to be 
associated with the maintenance of bonds. Therefore, the 
bond is relevant for elderly people and should be taken 
into consideration during the digitalization process. It may 
be suggested that digitalization workshops should initially 
help in the management of communication tools online 
and within the social network. Or rather, the perceived 
usefulness should be taken into account. 

One should take into account that current analysis 
investigates the social representations of the elderly 
for the progress of knowledge in the area. In spite of 
the digitalization context and the social relevance in a 
country with a fast ageing process of its population, social 
representations are only slightly exploited. This study is 
a starting point for new issues on social thought and the 
digital inclusion of the elderly. It actually discusses the 
intersection between social and digital belonging. 

Although current study has reached its target, it 
still has its limitations. Pairing of the variables gender, 
schooling level and social and economic condition was not 
performed. They are significant data to understand digital 
inclusion and favorability with regard to the internet29-31. 
Health status and dependence level were important 
intervening factors for the understanding of acceptance 
of technology, which have not been studied in current 
work32,33. It should be underscored that the participants´ 
age bracket is a factor that should have been taken into 
account in a study on social representations since older 
people tend to reject technology34,35. Variables mentioned 
above are an asset in the understanding of intra-group 
differences. Through them, one may verify the groups to 
which the elderly belong and which may contribute towards 
aspects of social representations of the Internet for elderly 
people. It may be thus suggested that further studies that 
control such variables and new methodological strategies, 
such as focal groups with the handling of web-accessible 
hardware, so that social representations are shared in a 
context of social practices, should be undertaken. The 
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use of several research methods makes more feasible the 
relationship between the elderly and the Internet. 

Socio-economic conditions and the use of the 
Internet by the elderly

During the characterization of the participants 
in current analysis, one could pinpoint that several 
high or medium Internet users started within the work 
environment. In their analysis, Barnard et al.17 underscored 
that representations and attitudes on technology are 
associated to ‘good’ and ‘bad’ experiences, especially 
within the work milieu. 

Family mediation is an important factor for the 
preference of using the Internet, especially when associated 
to positive work experiences, both of which are important 
conditions for the perception of the elderly on themselves 
as capable people16-17. Contrastingly, if the elderly´s 
social environment associates them with the stereotype 
of oldness as incapable of progressing in technology, 
this attitude affects the rejection of technology by the 
elderly9,17. Consequently, elderly people take the social 
role offered to them when they reach this stage of life. The 
role is organized and maintained by social representations 
that affect the favorability towards the Internet36. 

It may be stated that the social environment is 
an important influencing factor for or against access. 
However, schooling and income are also associated 
conditions, or rather, the higher the family monthly 
income and schooling, the more probable elderly people 
maintain or broaden technological usage7. In the case of 
schooling, elderly people with higher education present a 
greater possibility of usage due to the need of preparing 
assignments during this period. Further, income makes 
easy the acquisition of access hardware29. 

The social practice of access to the Internet affects 
representation dynamics, or rather, positive usage practices 
affect positive polarity of social representation of the 
Internet presented by the elderly17,37. Further Contarello 
e Sarrica38 identify that positive representations tend to 
be related to the notion of the Internet as an information, 
communication and contact medium.

Social representations of the Internet
Computers, research, friendship and news were 

the central factors of representation, whilst technology, 
innovation, fastness and Google were peripheral ones. 
Similar data have been found in the literature: the 
computer and mobile phone are frequently employed 
by the elderly to establish family communication and 
broaden or strengthen friendship7,12,39,40, such as retrieving 
information for learning, updating and accessing social 
network and health contents7. 

The computer was amply cited due to its popularity 
and its several usage possibilities. Since it was the 
first hardware with extensive access, it transformed 
communication dynamics, demanding changes in social 
practices. In other words, people had to adapt themselves to 
the types of communication and develop new capacities41. 

The negative aspects of the Internet´s social 
representation comprise possible dangers, particularly 
those associated with cybernetic crimes. Fears of exposing 

oneself, compromising oneself professionally, people´s 
reaction and crimes are present even among young 
people that use the web. They are manifestations of life´s 
insecurity42. Consequently, representations are based on 
significant social context and acquire new symbolism 
following the digitalization process43. 

Web complexity is also a representation factor for 
the elderly and may be associated with their concern for the 
unknown. They anchor the new learning mode on previous 
experiences with other apparatuses9,16,38. In fact, one of 
the most important factors in digital exclusion is their 
digital difficulty since acknowledging the utility of a new 
technology and previous experience are not a guarantee 
for usage. In fact, one has to take into consideration the 
complexity of their usage17,44-46. 

Elderly people with slight usage experience have 
the notion that the Internet is a thing for young people. 
This notion makes difficult acknowledging oneself as 
a web user. Further, the stereotype of the elderly with 
difficulty in learning new technologies contributes towards 
acting according to social expectations that reaffirm their 
devaluation47-49. Consequently, the above internal and 
external factors contribute towards the acknowledgment 
of oneself, the object, and the representation of oneself, 
of the social group to which one belongs and also the 
object´s representation50. 

Participants presented the figurative nucleus 
of social representation of the Internet through access 
tools, such as computers/notebook/peripherals, mobile 
telephone and tablet. The figurative nucleus makes 
easier for the elderly to speak on the object. It is used to 
understand the groups associated to the object, the object 
itself and its relationships with its own group51, or rather, 
the materialization of the Internet through its tools, the 
elderly associate it with the group of young people. The 
use of the Internet is a rather complex thing and it needs 
previous experiences with other technological equipments 
in the case of the elderly group16.

The central nucleus of a representation is 
influenced by the object itself and by the relationship of 
the person with the object13. Current analysis reveals that 
the computer is a central nucleus factor, associated to its 
history. In fact, it was invented before the Internet and it 
is related to information exchange which, in its turn, is 
a function for current usage for the elderly52. The other 
contents are the peripheral representation factors, which 
are secondary. Innovation and functionality aspects, such 
as Google, WhatsApp, e-mail and messages, or rather, 
factors of social practice and relationship with the object, 
belong to the first periphery. Such experience occurs as 
from the interiorization of the other´s perspective on 
oneself who places oneself as the social object. In this 
context, the representations of the object, common to me 
and to the other, are established53. 

Representation´s second peripheral zone brings 
more specific factors54 and presents factors related to 
difficulty and complexity of usage. They are negative 
factors that affect the elderly´s non-favorability with the 
Internet, probably related to the fear of making mistakes 
and to the notion of not belonging to the digital era9.

Further, data from DHC confirm aspects found in 
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the association network with regard to usage practices and 
possible cybernetic crimes. Accessibility to information, 
medical and health data are also the main motives for 
the use of the web, all affecting autonomy level, self-
medication, as a reliable source of information55. 

The terms ‘family’ and ‘time’ have different 
nuances within the different ways of analysis in current 
study. There is the lack of support of the family with 
regard to the use of the Internet because of lack of time to 
teach the elderly. Pires12 found that the elderly are worried 
not only because they do not demand young people to 
teach them but also because they think that the Internet 
is a loss of time. The time issue is also relevant to denote 
something that does not belong to their past. 

Consequently, the Internet´s social representations 
are identified due to the symbolic load and the social 
evidence of the object which is broadly shared between 
the groups38. Contrast and content analyses allowed a 
widening of representation in spite of the fact that many 
contents are reaffirmed in the analyses. Several new 
factors, such as the Internet associated with inclusion or 
exclusion, also arise. Therefore, the Internet is a new type 
of community linked to information and communication 
and to belonging marked by web surfing. In other words, 
lack of knowledge and lack of spreading information is 
equivalent to not belonging56. 

The social judgment that low or no Internet elderly 
endure is associated to persons who do not belong to this 
context, or rather, they do not maintain communications 
and information with the same speed as the Internet´s. 
However, the self-representation attributed to the other 
may produce aspects of one´s representation57, or rather, 
a metaphor occurs by which something is attributed to 
the other which gives meaning to the elderly but it is not 
perceived as coming from oneself53. 

On the other hand, some elderly people with high 
and medium Internet levels relate social judgment to their 
own image as fools, pretending to be young and with a 
lot of free time, whereas others think that no judgment 
is emitted since the Internet, as free, is accessible to all 
who want to learn. Therefore, digital inclusion is a choice, 
justifying the digital exclusion of others58. The Internet is 
perceived as maintaining oneself young and accessible 
to all, which brings tension among groups. The above 
are representations that manifest themselves within the 
relationship between subjects and which organize the 
relationship of people and their respective social worlds36. 

Anchoring and objectification of representations
Anchoring and objectification processes comprise 

the genesis of representation which occurs through 
the simplification of the object according to its most 
relevant aspects for the belonging group (objectification). 
Followed by the assimilation of the objectified content 
within a network of preexisting meanings for the group 
(anchoring)37. 

Representation passes to an image which guarantees 
the applicability of knowledge through the inclusion of 
practical aspects53. In the case of high and medium Internet 
elderly users of mobile telephones, the social networks 
and apps are the concrete aspects representative of the 

Internet, whereas in the case of the elderly with low or no 
Internet usage, the image is associated to young people as 
a contrast to the figure of the elderly, coupled to the image 
of the lock/window. In the case of the first group, these 
access hardware make elderly people transform ideas into 
reality which may be experimented and confirmed by the 
senses15,59. The contrast between the new versus the old 
seems associated with the dichotomy between activity 
and inactivity60 and the image of the lock/window/door 
is a metaphor on privacy and the need to maintain the 
relationship with the other, with the necessary distance 
that provides a limit to the other61,62.

Metaphors are relevant to understand a 
representation. As a rule, they are tridimensional: 
dominion of origin, dominion of target and the relationship 
between the target and origin dominion, or rather, the 
concrete content and its relationship through experience, 
one´s own or a third party´s, shared, with the social object. 
The metaphor transforms an experience towards an 
explanation level and forms a concept63. 

One may thus perceive the contrast with regard to 
the objectification between social groups and not between 
the group and the individual64. Divergences between 
groups also arise with regard to attitudes which are the 
predispositions to answer favorably or unfavorably to 
an object, person, occurrence or institution65. Elderly 
people with high usage levels have positive attitudes 
towards the Internet, especially because of interaction, 
information and consumption aspects. Similar data have 
been reported by Contarello & Sarrica38 in their study with 
100 Italian university students on social representations 
and attitude vis-à-vis the Internet, and by Targino66 on 
the social representations of the elderly in the virtual 
environment. The group of elderly people with the lowest 
level of Internet experience had an unfavorable attitude 
towards the Internet, especially due to the notion of loss of 
time and virtual crimes. These factors were corroborated 
by research work on the use of information and 
communication technologies by Contarello & Sarrica38 

and by Santos & Almêda67 with elderly people in the state 
of Rio Grande do Norte. 

The start of social representations among the 
elderly with high and medium experience levels with the 
web shows favorable attitudes due to the acknowledgment 
of their interaction, information and service aspects, 
objectified by access hardware, app and search sites, and 
anchored on the notion of the Internet as a way to retrieve 
information, to provide leisure and communication. 
However, social representation among elderly people with 
low or no Internet experience is supported by unfavorable 
attitudes due to their perception of the Internet as loss of 
time, lack of privacy and a site for cybercrimes, objectified 
by the computer as a primary access hardware anchored 
within a basic sociological perspective in its relationship 
with social groups with similar representations. 

 FINAL CONSIDERATION	
The manner the elderly analyze the Internet is 

influenced by, and concomitantly, may influence, their 
experience in their use of the system68. This is highly 
important for the elaboration of potential new services, 
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Resumo

Introdução: O aumento do acesso à internet por idosos acompanha o avanço do envelhecimento 
populacional, mas há ainda um longo caminho a percorrer para a inclusão digital desse coletivo. 

Objetivo: Descrever as representações sociais da internet para idosos e comparar seus processos de 
objetificação e ancoragem para idosos com diferentes níveis de uso da internet.

Método: Trata-se de um estudo qualitativo e quantitativo, com delineamento descritivo e comparativo, 
composto por 40 participantes. A coleta de dados ocorreu por rede associativa, analisada pelo 
programa EVOC2000 e cálculo de polaridade, entrevista semiestruturada, analisada por Classificação 
Hierárquica Descendente com o software IRaMuTeQ e análise de conteúdo por meio do software Atlas.
TI, questionário de caracterização e escala de avaliação do nível de inclusão digital, analisados através 
de análise estatística descritiva do Pacote Estatístico SPSS.

Resultados: A rede associativa analisou 78 palavras e sua polaridade foi levemente positiva. A 
Classificação Hierárquica Descendente analisou 89,51% do corpus e o separou em 3 segmentos de 
texto: o perigo da internet, dificuldades de uso x escolha e práticas na internet; a análise de conteúdo 
dividiu 505 ocorrências em três categorias: imagem, atitude e informação.

Conclusão: As representações dos idosos com maior nível de uso da internet foram objetificadas por 
meio de hardwares de acesso, aplicativos e sites, ancoradas na noção da internet como forma de obter 
informação, lazer e interação. Enquanto as representações dos idosos com menor nível de experiência 
foram objetificadas por meio do computador, ancorada em uma perspectiva sociológica, marcada por 
atitudes desfavoráveis.
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