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Abstract 

Increasing intergenerational connectivity within family or through societal programs can help 

mitigate feelings of loneliness among older adults. Diverse types of digitally-mediated 

interventions have been designed to penetrate solitude in a more engaged, scalable manner. 

However, such endeavors have been predominantly techno-optimistic, commonly omitting many 

potential critical aspects of bridging generational gaps with digital connectedness in the context 

of loneliness. Therefore, this dissertation aims to provide a more holistic and profoundly 

human-centric view of how older adults living with loneliness experience and reflect on 

intergenerational relationships created or maintained via digital media such as video calls and 

mobile chatting platforms. 

 The method of this dissertation was grounded in hermeneutic phenomenology and 

featured a model social intervention creating new acquaintances between 15 younger volunteers 

and 15 older adults living with loneliness via tablets and smartphones. The pairs were loosely 

instructed to stay in digital touch over a period of four weeks and keep simple logs of their 

communication events to facilitate future recollection. Multiperspectival data were collected 

through two rounds of in-person phenomenological interviews and observations during visits at 

the older participants9 homes, and through online surveys and follow-up phone calls with the 

younger participants. The analysis prioritized the interview data with my accompanying 

observations in order to highlight the voice of the older adults, followed the cyclical approach of 

the hermeneutic circle, and culminated with a final investigation through the lens of the four 

phenomenological lifeworld existentials, which also guided the rather unorthodox structure of 

this dissertation. 
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The results identify numerous aspects of digitally-mediated intergenerational contact in 

older age which can in the practice of familial relationships and societal programs lead to both 

damage and relief for the older adults9 mental well-being and sense of self. Notably, Corporeality 

shows how the emotionality of the process of adopting modern means of connectivity can be 

both empowering and disempowering for older adults living with loneliness. Temporality 

highlights perceived intergenerational differences in time availability and scheduling which may 

largely shape the progress of new digital acquaintances. Relationality illustrates the gap-bridging 

potential of meaningful communication in intergenerational connectivity and pin-points the 

suffocating experience of one9s own loneliness being mirrored through struggles with digital 

communication gadgets without perceived physical support. And Spatiality describes the 

meaning of perceived presence and absence within the older adults9 solitary spaces. After 

dissecting the participants9 insights by the respective lifeworlds, the general discussion 

reintegrates these insights into a cohesive report on the lived experience of the older adults. It 

introduces the novel concept of technological loneliness and presents key implications for both 

research and practice which may help advance the digital intergenerational struggle against 

loneliness while avoiding collateral damage to the well-being and identities of older adults. 

Keywords 

older adults, loneliness, intergenerational relationships, interpersonal communication, digital 

media, phenomenology, hermeneutics, online communication, senior identity 
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Abstrakt 

Zvybování mezigenera�ní propojenosti v rodinách nebo prostřednictvím sociálních programů 

může pomoci zmírnit pocity osamělosti u starbích dospělých. Dřívějbí výzkum testoval různé 

typy digitálních intervencí, které si kladou za cíl snížit osamělost efektivnějbím a 

bkálovatelnějbím způsobem. Tyto snahy vbak dosud byly převážně positivistické a 

techno-optimistické, �asto opomíjející mnoho potenciálních kritických aspektů překlenování 

genera�ních rozdílů skrze digitální propojování v kontextu osamělosti. Tato diserta�ní práce si 

proto klade za cíl poskytnout holisti�tějbí a hluboce lidsky orientovaný pohled na to, jak starbí 

dospělí žijící s osamělostí prožívají a reflektují mezigenera�ní vztahy vytvořené nebo udržované 

prostřednictvím digitálních médií, jako jsou videohovory a mobilní chatovací platformy. Metoda 

této disertace byla založena na hermeneutické fenomenologii a zahrnovala modelovou sociální 

intervenci, která vytvořila nové známosti mezi 15 mladbími dobrovolníky a 15 starbími 

dospělými žijícími v osamělosti, a to prostřednictvím tabletů a chytrých telefonů. Dvojice byly 

volně instruovány, aby si během �tyř týdnů udržovaly digitální kontakt a vedly jednoduché 

záznamy o svých komunika�ních událostech, které pak usnadnily budoucí rekolekci a reflexi. 

Sběr dat proběhl primárně prostřednictvím dvou kol osobních fenomenologických rozhovorů a 

pozorování během návbtěv v domovech starbích ú�astníků, a dále prostřednictvím online 

dotazníků a telefonických rozhovorů s mladbími ú�astníky. Analýza upřednostnila rozhovory se 

starbími dospělými, které doplnily zejména autorské reflexe hlavního výzkumníka. Cílem bylo 

zdůraznit hlas starbích dospělých. Proces analýzy postupoval podle cyklického přístupu tzv. 

hermeneutického kruhu a vyvrcholil závěre�ným betřením skrze �tyři „fenomenologické 

existenciály=, které následně ur�ily spíbe netradi�ní strukturu této disertace. Výsledky poukazují 

na mnoho aspektů digitálně zprostředkovaného mezigenera�ního kontaktu ve stáří, které mohou 
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v praxi rodinných vztahů a sociálních intervencí vést jak k přínosům, tak k ohrožení pro dubevní 

pohodu a sebevnímání starbích dospělých. Zejména existenciála tělesnosti ukazuje, jak silně 

emo�ní - pozitivně i negativně - může být proces přijímání moderních komunika�ních prostředků 

pro starbí dospělé žijící v osamělosti. Temporalita zdůrazňuje vnímané mezigenera�ní rozdíly v 

dostupnosti �asu a plánování, které mohou výrazně ovlivnit průběh nových digitálních známostí. 

Vztahovost ilustruje potenciál smysluplné komunikace v mezigenera�ním propojování a 

poukazuje na dusivý prožitek vlastní osamělosti, která se odráží ve zkubenostech s digitálními 

komunika�ními zařízeními bez vnímané fyzické podpory. A prostorovost popisuje význam 

vnímané přítomnosti a nepřítomnosti ostatních v domovech starbích dospělých v kontextu 

mezigenera�ních vztahů a digitálních médií. Po rozboru zjibtění podle fenomenologických 

existenciál následuje obecná diskuse, která tyto díl�í vhledy opět integruje do soudržné zprávy o 

žitých zkubenostech starbích dospělých. Diserta�ní práce představuje nový koncept 

technologické osamělosti a prezentuje jeho klí�ové důsledky pro výzkum a praxi, které mohou 

pomoci posunout digitální mezigenera�ní boj proti osamělosti a zajistit minimalizaci 

neplánovaných důsledků pro dubevní zdraví a identity starbích dospělých. 
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Introduction 

Although translucent, the white lace curtains seem to be absorbing all incoming sounds and 

events - not much more than occasional distant high-pitched shouts from the local playground 

passing through. It is late morning. Or is it early afternoon? Eyes find their way toward the 

push-button mobile phone which is keeping quiet company with the TV remote on the coffee 

table. The comfy old ottoman starts to feel strange, as if its shape has suddenly changed. The 

large antique clock in the hallway fills the void with its ticks and tocks which come both slowly 

and rapidly at the same time, until they are absorbed by the soothing murmur of a random radio 

show which has just arrived to break the tension and save the day in this suburban housing 

estate apartment.1 

<Loneliness is a silent killer.= This label, commonly associated with non-communicable diseases 

such as obesity, seems an even better fit here given its sensory nature. A meta-analysis by 

Holt-Lunstad et al. (2015) found the negative health impact of loneliness comparable to smoking 

15 cigarettes a day, ultimately shortening people's lives by up to 15 years. This public health alert 

is even more alarming when read in the context of the prevalence of loneliness. Authors such as 

Noreena Hertz (2020) draw on studies and statistics from all over the world when they warn 

against a <social recession= and claim that we have entered <the century of loneliness=. Rather 

than providing a social gerontology-driven analysis of loneliness or its increasing prevalence, 

this dissertation aims to shed more light on how people living with loneliness, specifically those 

who are of older age, experience and reflect on digitally-mediated communication with younger 

people as a means of increasing their social connectedness and relational satisfaction. 

1 This imaginary scene is rooted in the reflections of this study9s participants and my observations from visiting their 
homes. It provides the reader with a vivid glimpse of how older adults may experience loneliness through their 
bodies, relations, space, and time before the actual introduction starts. 
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The United Nations (2015) projected the world9s population aged 60 or more to reach 1.4 

billion over the current decade. Following the findings of Landeiro et al. (2017), half of these 1.4 

billion human beings are very likely to fall into social isolation and suffer from loneliness. While 

social isolation, or exclusion from social relations (ESR), is generally defined as the objective 

lack of social interactions and encounters with important others or the broader community 

(Aartsen et al., 2021), loneliness2 encapsulates the predominantly negative feelings linked with a 

subjective absence of wider social connections or companionship (de Jong Gierveld & 

Tesch-Römer, 2012; Valtorta & Hanratty, 2012). Although these two concepts should not be used 

interchangeably, as they can also occur separately (Su et al., 2022), the isolating measures of the 

recent COVID-19 pandemic further boosted the growing prevalence of loneliness (Schroyen et 

al., 2023), with up to 45% of Czech retirees aged 50 or more reporting some levels of loneliness 

during the last significant wave of COVID-19 infections (Vaculíková & Hanková, 2023). 

Loneliness is not necessarily bound to later life - evidence suggests that its prevalence 

across the life course does not dramatically differ (Nicolaisen & Thorsen, 2014). Nonetheless, 

typical media representations of loneliness are often tied to older age (Luhman & Hawkley, 

2016). Ageist, deficit-based language and stereotypical imagery reinforce negative connotations 

and nudge much of loneliness-related research, policies, and interventions to focus on older 

adults (Barreto et al., 2022; Jeste et al., 2020). On the individual level, older adults may 

internalize loneliness-related stigma such as being <unable to connect= or a <parasite= on the 

society (Neves & Petersen, 2024), which can translate into feelings of shame and guilt that 

further exacerbate and conceal experiences of loneliness (Neves et al., 2023). 

Older adults9 resilience against ageist stereotypes may be increased, among other 

strategies, through positive contact with younger people (Abrams et al., 2006). The extensive 

2 A more elaborate discussion on the feelings of loneliness in later life is provided in Chapter 4 (Relationality). 
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review of intergenerational interventions by Campbell et al. (2023) found that intergenerational 

activities can diminish ageism and perceived exclusion and boost mutual understanding. Whether 

the intergenerational communication is familial or non-familial, it may foster young adults9 

empathy toward aging (Holloway et al., 2023) and decrease feelings of loneliness among older 

adults (Gaggioli et al., 2013; Simionato et al., 2023). 

Medical research has found empirical links between loneliness and decreased immunity, 

poor mental health (Landeiro et al., 2017), reduced cognitive abilities (Zunzunegui et al., 2003), 

lowered general life satisfaction (Gow et al., 2007), and cardiovascular diseases (Xia & Li, 

2018), which is why governments and public health bodies search for cost-effective solutions to 

loneliness (Garner et al., 2016; Maeda et al., 2019). Human interactions mediated by digital 

technologies offer vast numbers of innovative, scalable solutions to the problem of social 

isolation, and thereby potentially to loneliness, too3. Digitally-mediated social interventions may 

be a particularly interesting form of volunteering for younger adults given their greater time and 

space flexibility (Seddighi & Salmani, 2019). As demonstrated in the study by 

Ramamonjiarivelo et al. (2022), young volunteers may help older adults feel more accepted by 

and connected to the younger generations while also successfully challenging their own 

internalized ageism through intergenerational digital communication. However, similarly to the 

bulk of research within gerontechnology4 and other social isolation-combating digital media 

domains, this study employed a very practically-oriented approach, arriving at definite, positive 

4 Gerontechnology is an interdisciplinary area of research and practice where emerging technologies are matched 
with the needs and wants of older adults to support the ideal of healthy aging (van Bronswijk, 2009). 

3 To illustrate this point with a few creative examples: virtual assistants have been used to create smart assisted 
living environments (e.g., Garner et al., 2016), a horticultural online family game utilizing digital pots was proven to 
stimulate the mental well-being of older people living alone (Wu et al., 2016), and a multisensory interactive 
window-like digital system was created to help older adults to keep in touch with distant places and people in a 
relatable manner (Angelini et al., 2015). 
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conclusions about intergenerational digital relationships in regard to loneliness in later life 

without considering potential unexpected, even negative outcomes (Campbell et al., 2023).  

The common denominator of such research efforts is the focus on a particular set of 

outcome variables 3 more concretely, the effectiveness of an application at hand with regard to 

certain key performance indicators, or the effects of a particular user interface design adjustment. 

For instance, Korsgaard et al. (2019) designed an augmented reality-based application which 

displayed virtual eating companions at the tables of solitary elderly people, and subsequently 

proved its ability to decrease loneliness through enhanced perceived social presence5. Another 

intervention, technologically much simpler, evaluated an intergenerational Internet-focused 

learning program solely through quantitative measures of the older participants9 well-being and 

loneliness (Jones et al., 2015). In a different study, Mountain et al. (2014) praised their 

intergenerational remote befriending intervention for being <standardized, manualized, and 

theoretically-informed= while completely ignoring the potential adverse effects of the great 

majority of the younger <befriending= volunteers dropping out in the middle of the study, 

abandoning the intervention9s target beneficiaries. 

As advantageous as this positivist mindset might be for the implementation of particular 

media products or large-scale public health programs, such a constrained investigation does not 

allow for a complete understanding of the meanings a digitally-mediated intergenerational 

relationship introduces into the daily reality of an older adult living with loneliness, especially if 

their experience is as peculiar as suddenly seeing and hearing strangers chewing at their dinner 

table, or being assigned a new <digital friend= who suddenly ceases all contact. There might be 

hidden effects and other complexities involved which we ought to investigate in order to design 

loneliness-tackling interventions in an ethical manner. This belief grounds the present study at 

5 i.e. the sense of being in the presence of another person (Lee et al., 2006) 
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the intersection of interpersonal communication studies and social gerontechnology, a still 

relatively recent niche domain encompassing a community of researchers with a similarly critical 

view of the recent AgeTech boom and its various outputs. 

 As with many other areas of digital innovation, the development of digital solutions for 

older adults is currently fuelled by omnipresent techno-optimism. To counter this trend and offer 

unique insights and advancements to both academia and practice, this dissertation aims to 

provide a deeper, more holistic and critical understanding of how digitally-mediated interactions 

are experienced by older adults who live with a certain type and degree of loneliness. While 

narrowing my focus specifically to older adults9 digital connections with younger people, who 

tend to play key supportive, motivational and teaching roles in the adoption of new technology 

among the older generations (Freeman et al., 2020; Tang et al., 2022) but also often hold and 

manifest opinions falling into digital ageism (Kania-Lundholm, 2023), I strive to answer the 

following overarching research question: 

 RQ: How do older adults living with loneliness experience intergenerational 

relationships through digital media? 

         The methodological approach of this dissertation is grounded in phenomenology, a line of 

research well-suited for understanding complex phenomena in their full depth (O9Neal Irwin, 

2018) and natural setting (Creswell, 2012). The present study equipped 15 older adults living 

with some form of loneliness in Prague, Czechia with tablets and connected them digitally with 

15 younger volunteers for a four-week period. Czechia provided a particularly interesting context 

for this study because its prevalence of loneliness in later life is relatively high compared to other 

EU countries (Sandu et al., 2021); however, digitally-mediated intergenerational social 

interventions are not yet common there and remain largely understudied. Following Gadamer9s 
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(1992) hermeneutics and being inspired by ethnographic studies with a similar focus (e.g. 

Beneito-Montagut et al., 2023), I conducted two rounds of visits to the older participants9 homes, 

gathering data through phenomenological interviews and observations, and collected the 

reflections of the younger participants through an online survey and follow-up phone calls.  

 

Figure 1: A brief overview of the research phases (OA: older adults; YV: younger volunteers). 

 As touched upon above, this study aims to complement our understanding of supportive 

intergenerational digital interactions as lived by older adults facing loneliness with a set of 

insights that are more in-depth and critical than those of the positivist approaches commonly 

used in both research and practice at the intersection of mental health and digital media. Two of 

these approaches are user-centered design (UCD), which could be labelled as a 

technology-oriented approach for its focus on human-computer interaction, user interfaces, and 

user experiences (Hassenzahl, 2010; Riley, 2019; Still & Crane, 2016), and persuasive design, 

which draws on various domains relevant for the process of instigating a specific behavior 

change and could therefore be termed persuasion-oriented (Kok et al., 2015; Ritterband et al., 
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2009; Sundar et al., 2012). The former might be helpful for adjusting the user interface of a 

socializing app to maximize its adoption by older adults with loneliness6, the latter for crafting 

societal interventions effectively diminishing behaviors which increase the social isolation of 

older adults. Neither approach, however, would be suitable for revealing older people9s intimate 

thoughts, feelings, and experiences linked to such initiatives (Orbe, 2009), which is why this 

dissertation adopts a profoundly human-oriented approach. 

 In order to identify the patterns of thought, self-perception, and emotionality which could 

critically point out certain risks in intergenerational digital connectivity and loneliness in older 

age, I applied van Manen9s (1997) perspective of lifeworld existentials, or lifeworlds, which can 

help researchers dissect the lived experience of their participants within four fundamental aspects 

of the human experience: corporeality, i.e. being in the world through our body and mind; 

relationality, i.e. experiencing the world through relationships with others; temporality; and 

spatiality (Rich et al., 2013). Such an approach is in line with Pickard9s (2018) recommendation 

of phenomenology as a very suitable method for tailoring interventions to fit diverse (embodied) 

experiences of aging. In the context of this study, the lifeworlds-led analysis showed how older 

adults living with loneliness experienced the process of connecting themselves digitally with 

younger generations through their (aging) bodies, (somewhat limited) relational network, 

(retirement- and life phase-shaped) perspective on the availability and flow of time, and (often 

quite solitary) spatial environment. In combination with a subsequent merger of the findings into 

one coherent report of the participants9 lived experiences in their full complexity, such 

atomization aligns well with the hermeneutic approach to reading a text by moving from the 

whole to the detail and back to the whole (Heidegger, 1996). 

6 To provide another example, Norouzi et al. (2019) manipulated the behavior of an augmented reality-based 
companion dog towards the user to achieve an enhanced sense of animality and co-presence (i.e., the sense that I am 
able to perceive others and they are able to perceive me; Goffman, 1963). 
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 By virtue of the widespread popularity of van Manen's guidelines for phenomenological 

research in nursing studies and related fields, finding inspirational studies with a similar 

approach was not an impossible task. For instance, Camargo Plazas et al. (2016) analyzed the 

structures of how people with chronic illnesses experience the globalized world, while Castillo et 

al. (2022) showed how older adults living alone experienced using new technologies during the 

COVID-19 pandemic through their bodies, relations, lived space, and lived time. However, while 

the four lifeworlds served merely as a framework for grouping the identified themes and 

sub-themes in these studies, the fundamental dimensions of the lived experience determined the 

rather unorthodox structure of this dissertation.  

 Although it is common practice, this dissertation does not start with a comprehensive 

theoretical framework. Instead, the reader is invited to learn about the methodology first and then 

inspect the four lifeworlds of the older participants9 lived experiences. Chapter 1 presents 

literature which informed the research aim and design and provides a philosophical grounding 

for my methodological approach. Relevant theories and prior empirical research then also enter 

the subsequent interpretations and discussions throughout Chapters 2-4, yet in a more easily 

digestible way and in line with how the literature naturally emerged as part of the hermeneutic 

circle. All of the four lifeworld chapters introduce their particular aspect of the lived experience 

in more detail and provide a summary of the most important findings. Their 23 subsections then 

present the respective structures of the participants9 recollections and reflections which are 

discussed with relevant theories and prior research. Finally, the general discussion in Chapter 5 

ties the most salient insights together and allows them to form a comprehensive picture of the 

participants9 lived experiences in the same way that the different structures of the human 

experience blend together in our minds when living the phenomenon at hand. 
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 The main reason for structuring the dissertation in this manner was to align the text with 

the way this study was conducted. That is, as the researcher applying an exploratory method to 

an understudied topic, I first needed to encounter the lived experiences of the older participants 

and let the data point me towards important concepts and theories. While this approach to 

integrating theory may lack certain depth in detail, it enables this dissertation to provide a more 

complex, relational view of the different aspects of the participants9 experience and the relevant 

concepts that emerged. This is crucial, as the dissertation9s primary aim is to conduct a 

preliminary investigation and uncover focal areas for the future research of the phenomenon of 

digital intergenerational connectivity in the context of loneliness in later life. The participants9 

experiences guide the reader through literature, instead of a specific theoretical framework 

shaping the analysis of the older adults9 experiences. Moreover, literature from other domains, or 

employing different research approaches, is also invited to contribute to the discussion of the 

insights from the data where relevant, promoting the much needed dialogue between various 

research fields and perspectives.  

While prioritizing the older adult9s voice, the research unravels a new set of insights 

contributing to the respective body of knowledge within media studies and 

socio-gerontechnology by shedding more light on interesting patterns in digitally-mediated 

intergenerational connectivity and how these might interplay with the everyday realities and 

self-perceptions of older people living with loneliness, as well as with their approach towards 

younger generations and new communication technologies as means of becoming more engaged 

with them. The study illustrates some of the positive potential of digital loneliness-addressing 

interventions for older adults9 mental wellbeing and informs the designers of societal programs 

and commercial digital socializing products about specific threats to older adults9 identities and 
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emotional health as experienced by the participants. By doing so, the dissertation should 

contribute to the creation of more ethical and empowering intergenerational support for older 

people who experience loneliness. In sum, this study aims to support virtually anyone eager to 

help older adults feel less lonely through digital means without collateral damage to their mental 

health. 
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1. Methodology 

This chapter first outlines the process of arriving at the dissertation9s particular methodological 

approach within phenomenology, creating links to its philosophical underpinnings and declaring 

various sources of inspiration in recent empirical research. Subsequently, the chapter builds a 

foundation for the reader's own interpretations by shedding as much light as possible on the 

research design, describing in detail the preparatory, data collection, and debriefing phases of the 

study conducted in 2021. Diverse methodological challenges are discussed throughout the 

sections below. Taking into account the highly sensitive nature of the phenomenon of loneliness 

and the imbalance in power dynamics between the vulnerable participants and a young 

researcher with satisfactory social embeddedness, the numerous ethical considerations tied to the 

study are elaborated on in a separate section. Finally, the chapter concludes with an introduction 

to the hermeneutic circle that allowed the insights to emerge from the data. 

1.1 Philosophical Underpinnings 

The following sections depict the sequence of key philosophical and methodological principles I 

drew upon when preparing the present study. They outline the thought process behind arriving at 

hermeneutic phenomenology and the multiplicity of perspectives with the aim of reflexively 

shaping the researcher9s role in this study as active, yet also careful and respectful. 

1.1.1 From Externalization to Lived Experiences 

Prominent thinkers in communicology (Smith et al., 2018), a methodological blend of semiotics 

and phenomenology, offer a vision of a human science researcher who refuses to fall victim to 

both the positivist Cartesian dualism of us and the world and the presupposition that the social is 
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what constructs our reality, who challenges the objectivistic underpinnings of traditional social 

science methods by emphasizing lived experiences, and who embarks on an exciting learning 

journey based on questioning people, communities, things, and texts. Through this dissertation, I 

wished to embody this vision, become a true human science researcher, and enthusiastically 

engage in an open-minded research process resembling William James's radical empiricism - an 

unconventional, unpredictable, and to a certain extent also unintentional and uncontrollable 

journey that enables the creation of true, pragmatic knowledge (Siegfried, 1995). The following 

paragraphs uncover the steps away from the traditional approach to phenomenological research 

which were necessary to fulfil this aspiration. 

Phenomenology rests on Husserl9s rejection of the taken-for-granted objects and passive 

registration of the world (Tomasulo, 1990). Discovering causal effects and <natural laws= in 

social sciences is replaced with the meaning-making processes operating within specific subjects 

living through their own experiences (Poyntz & Kennelly, 2015). Husserl's phenomenology 

invites us to visit the <lifeworld= (Lebenswelt) - the world as experienced, i.e. the lived 

experience and personal reality of a particular human being. 

For Husserl (1931), reality is created in the way a subject perceives the object of its 

experience. Husserl's student Martin Heidegger challenged the subject-object distinction with his 

<Being-in-the-world= (Dasein) and proposed moving from mere descriptions of an experience to 

the pursuit of understanding it. According to Heidegger (1996), human experience is largely 

constituted by relationships and social interactions (practices). His line of thought contrasts 

objectivism not with subjectivism or relativism but with intersubjectivism, the idea of our self 

being dynamically co-created by others in our lived reality (Bernstein, 1998). This is a highly 

relevant ontological notion for the phenomenon studied in this dissertation, as it posits that older 
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adults9 self-perceptions are rooted in their interactions with other people, or potentially in the 

lack thereof. Merleau-Ponty's (1986) later extension of phenomenology revolving around 

<embodiment= provides another relevant idea: Human experience is naturally and inevitably 

embodied - it is through their aging bodies, often burdened with widespread ageist stereotypes 

(de Beauvoir, 1972), that older adults know and experience the world including new 

communication technologies.  

As mentioned in the Introduction, the relational and embodied nature of the lifeworld 

served as the foundation of van Manen's (1990) framework of lifeworld existentials. I consider 

the concept of the four main ways of perceiving and experiencing the world as helpful and 

suitable for structuring a phenomenological analysis and presentation of results because it can 

help both the researcher and reader dissect the lived experiences in more detail and clarity while 

ensuring that all communicated findings closely relate to the research question. However, I find 

it important to note here that I wholeheartedly agree with Zahavi's (2019) critique of van 

Manen's <Phenomenology of Practice= - that his own branch of phenomenological research 

methods, highly popular within nursing studies, often lacks sufficient grounding in original 

phenomenological philosophy and overcomplicates the research process by introducing and 

insisting on <five methods=, <nine reductions=, <seven heuristic moves= and so forth. This 

dissertation avoids van Manen9s overly technical approach to phenomenology, as well as the 

approach of other branches such as Schutz's (1967) attempts to analyze how people experience 

and navigate various social contexts or Giorgi's (2009) purely descriptive phenomenology. 

Instead, it follows Heidegger (1996) and Gadamer's (1992) interpretive line of phenomenological 

research. 

22 



 

If we look at (communication) technologies through the phenomenological lens, we can 

agree with Ihde (2012) in that technologies are non-neutral 3 they should no longer be seen as 

passive objects, mere tools. Within the realm of digital media, this philosophy implies that our 

interactions with digital technologies greatly shape our understanding of the world, of ourselves 

and others (Vlieghe, 2017). In the context of digital media studies, the phenomenological 

approach allows us to inspect digital experiences while also taking into account all the 

accompanying material, social, and embodied experiences in a given situation (Richardson & 

Keogh, 2017). In this sense, media phenomenology partially adopts the key principle of media 

ecology by devoting attention to the study of communication contexts (Cali, 2017). In the present 

study, the spatial, relational, temporal, and embodied contexts in which the digitally-mediated 

intergenerational interactions had been lived and reflected upon were studied as important parts 

of the older participants9 experiences. By adopting this approach, I strove to answer the call by 

Krajina et al. (2014) for media research studies which put away the media-centric lenses and go 

beyond the questions of symbolic representations and cognitive processes. The present research 

aims to be a prime example of <non-media-centric media studies=, revisiting the field9s former 

interdisciplinary nature, and devoting much more attention to the meaning-making potential of 

people9s everyday actions. 

1.1.2 From Epoché to Hermeneutics 

Given its large body of empirical evidence, the field of digital interactions and experiences 

naturally carries biases and assumptions which should have no bearing on the highly specific and 

extremely intimate situation of engaging oneself with supportive digital social interactions as a  

substitute for real human contact when facing loneliness. Husserl's phenomenological epoché 

(i.e. <bracketing=) presents a path toward blocking such biases and assumptions about a certain 
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phenomenon and instead devoting all of the researcher9s attention to the depiction and analysis 

of authentic, lived experiences (Christensen & Brumfield, 2010). For Husserl (1931) and many 

other scholars following this approach to phenomenology, performing the epoché (or 

<phenomenological reduction=) and suspending any preconceptions, judgements, and prior 

theoretical knowledge is an essential epistemological task. However, as highlighted by Smith 

(2018a), the researcher9s worthy attempt to disconnect one from the self, just like the objectivist 

vision of being neutral, is virtually impossible. A researcher entering the field influences the 

field, and the field re-orients and re-adjusts the researcher in diverse, unanticipated ways. This 

was very much my experience when conducting this research - I will provide more details as part 

of the ethical considerations in Chapter 1.5. 

While serious doubts surround the legitimacy of the Husserlian enunciation of the epoché 

(Lanigan, 1992; Merleau-Ponty, 1986), a later reformulation of this concept provided more 

fruitful guidance for this research: Gadamer (1992) emphasizes <fore-meanings=, prejudices that 

can and should be addressed without falling victim to the objectivistic trap by making them 

known and continuously, reflexively questioned throughout the research process. Becoming fully 

aware (i.e. reflective) of one's own bias enables the phenomenon to depict itself in its complete 

otherness. Only then can we learn something new and interpret it reflexively rather than 

objectively or neutrally. This was the guiding principle of this study9s hermeneutic 

phenomenological approach. 

1.1.3 Decolonized Phenomenology Through a Multiplicity of Perspectives 

While moving from a philosophical debate toward the practical description of this study9s 

method, the delicacy and urgency of the issue of loneliness and social isolation among older 

adults urges me to make a short political intermezzo by introducing the idea of decolonizing 
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qualitative research. Smith (2018b) lists three main concerns with the process of researching 

others: a researcher conducting their work from a privileged position, potentially intertwined 

with biases; the questionable level of accuracy of descriptions and interpretations; and the 

responsibility of the researcher for both the immediate and long-term effects of their involvement 

with the field and the findings they communicate about the field and its inhabitants. While my 

cultural and language backgrounds are the same as those of the study9s participants, the 

generational gap, especially given the historical developments in the second half of the 20th 

century in Czechia, predisposes many other aspects of our lives and identities to be very 

different. It is therefore crucial that I acknowledge the fact that I might be, in a certain sense, 

colonizing their realities with my research efforts.  

 The preventive remedy suggested by Smith (2018b) is full immersion in the otherness of 

the participants and openness to unexpected twists and turns in the context and research design. 

This combination allows for truly active and open learning, which in turn sets the foundation for 

a decolonized study. Nonetheless, to further support this project9s ethical integrity, I also applied 

some principles of interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), a methodological approach 

largely resting on the foundations of hermeneutics and informed, among others, by Sartre's 

(1943) notion of <Others= who share the world with us and have a profound impact on the way 

we experience our own lives. According to Smith et al. (2009), the ultimate task of a 

phenomenologist is to find and uncover what is undiscovered or disguised. This uncovering 

process, embodied by an idiographic analysis of people's meaning-making processes (Larkin et 

al., 2018), could be facilitated by adding the meaning-making processes of these <Others= to the 

final mosaic. Therefore, during the data collection and analysis, I attempted to openly observe 

and engage with three different perspectives, three pieces of the complex picture of the 
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participants' lived experiences: 1. what constitutes the older adults' lived experiences; 2. how the 

older adults interpret their own experiences; and 3. how the lived experiences of their partners in 

the digital interactions are studied. Creating space for the participants' own reflexivity and 

granting space for the experiences of the older adults' younger communicational partners enabled 

the study to avoid colonizing research practices when entering, capturing, and interpreting the 

realities of older adults living with loneliness. The contextual data collected from the younger 

volunteers as the secondary participant group and also from myself, the researcher also actively 

involved in the phenomenon at hand, allow for the reader's own interpretations of the insights 

presented in the subsequent main chapters. 

1.2 Multiperspectival Interventional Research Design 

Following the dissertation9s philosophical grounding, this chapter provides a high-level overview 

of the research design. Its preparatory, data collection, and analytical phases are described in 

more detail in the subsequent chapters. 

The study paired 15 older adults living with varying degrees of loneliness in Prague, 

Czechia, with 15 younger volunteers of diverse ages and enabled these dyads to interact through 

a variety of digitally-mediated interpersonal modes of communication. The interventional part of 

the study involved creating these <digital acquaintances= and equipping the pairs for 

intergenerational digital interactions using quite free instructions, necessary skills, software, and 

hardware. Essentially, a short-term, online loneliness-addressing social intervention was 

implemented in real-world conditions as part of the study. However, rather than testing this 

intervention9s effectiveness in any sense of the word, the research objective here was to collect 

and interpret the participants9 detailed recollections and reflections on their experience with such 
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an intervention, and potentially with other forms of digitally-mediated social interactions with 

younger people who were also present in their lives. 

 

Figure 2: A detailed diagram of the research process and data collection points (OA: older 

adults; YV: younger volunteers). 

After onboarding, the pairs had four weeks to get to know each other and communicate 

via new media platforms they themselves opted for, as this natural selection of the 

communication means seemed to be another fascinating area worth exploring later when 

interviewing the participants. At both ends of this interventional phase, I collected qualitative 
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data from both the older adults and volunteers. Taking inspiration from media ethnography 

(Junnilainen & Luhtakallio, 2016), I gathered most of the data through fieldwork, namely 

participant observation in the participants9 natural context and in-depth phenomenological 

interviews, depicting the participants9 recollections of digital interpersonal interactions with their 

younger counterparts. 

The model social intervention was the backbone of the research design. In order to ensure 

its technological feasibility, I successfully applied for a grant from the T-Mobile Pomáhá 

(<T-Mobile Helps=) foundation. A large portion of the grant funds went towards 15 Lenovo M10 

Plus tablets and SIM cards with pre-paid Internet access for the older participants. To diminish 

potential worries about inability to use the technology, one of the most common barriers to 

participating in online social interventions for older adults during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Rodrigues et al., 2022), I aimed to make the user experience as simple and convenient as 

possible. I therefore partnered with Oscar Senior, a Czech startup facilitating supportive 

communication in both formal and informal social care. Together with its developers, I locked 

the tablets in a <kiosk mode= and set up each participant9s dashboard with easy-to-use apps for 

voice and video calls, text messaging, sharing photos, and playing simple social games such as 

chess or checkers. The volunteers later installed the Oscar Senior app on their smartphones and I 

linked their profiles to the older participants9 accounts, making the younger participants 

reachable with a single tap on the tablet. Additionally, following the advice of Bong et al. (2020), 

I prepared an <inexperienced user-friendly= manual for using the tablet and participating in the 

study, including pictures, screenshots, and tips for solving common technical difficulties. 
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Figure 3: A participant at home, looking at the study's tablet with the Oscar Senior app' 

dashboard.  

For methodological reasons highlighted in the previous chapter, I was interested in the 

perspectives of both parts of these newly-formed older adult-younger volunteer dyads, hence the 

multiperspectival design which resulted in a secondary line of data from the volunteers. This 

contextualized the recollections and reflections of the older adults with some of the younger 

volunteers' own lived experiences with, and perceptions of the newly-established digital 

interactions. The data collection process and all of its outputs, as well as the hermeneutic circle 

as the method of data analysis, will be explained in detail in forthcoming chapters, following the 

description of the recruitment process and both participant groups. 

29 



 

1.3 Participants 

The dyadic design of this study was bound to create numerous methodological, practical, and 

ethical challenges in recruiting participants. The study9s ambitious objective was to find at least 

15 older adults living with loneliness, convince them to participate in a study involving strangers 

and new technologies, and connect them smoothly with 15 additional participants motivated to 

help their older counterparts for a month. Fortunately, by virtue of collaborating with the right 

partners, the plan materialized. I will use this chapter to present how both participant groups 

were formed, as well as their relevant background information and demographic details. 

1.3.1 Recruitment Process 

Czechia is no outlier in the prevalence of loneliness in older age. In 2016, the country ranked just 

above the EU average in terms of self-reported loneliness among people aged 65 or over: 4 in 10 

people felt lonely some of the time, 2 in 10 people most of the time (Sandu et al., 2021). Even 

though loneliness is quite widespread among older Czechs, in order to recruit people who 

experience it ethically and effectively, I consulted several domain experts during the preparatory 

phase. The Social Services Center of the Prague 4 municipality suggested two main sources of 

older participants - senior volunteering hubs and assisted living facilities.  

The Center's social workers connected me with two Prague 4-based NGOs specialized in 

volunteering opportunities for older people - Mezi námi and Letokruh. Typically, people come to 

volunteer in Letokruh and Mezi námi as a way of preventing or treating loneliness, because the 

activities allow them to regularly socialize in a meaningful way. To diversify this source of 

participants beyond the Prague 4 city district, I contacted Elpida, another popular NGO with 

similar activities. This organization, based in Prague 7, is especially renowned for its wide range 
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of educational opportunities and helped many older people to stay connected and active 

throughout the COVID-19 pandemic by virtue of its online learning courses. Elpida also raises 

awareness of the issue of social isolation and loneliness through various events (festivals) for the 

public, media campaigns, or their online dating platform for older people. In an attempt to reach 

less active and networked older adults too, I also involved two means-tested assisted-living 

facilities in Prague 4, both of which provide tens of studio apartments to older people in need of 

irregular social care or practical help. The tenants live independently, but if they need any 

support to manage their health, home, food, supplies or bureaucracy, the facility manager 

arranges it through several in-house social workers. Such facilities usually do not provide many 

opportunities for socializing, which may increase the likelihood of the inhabitants developing 

feelings of loneliness, especially if the quality of their familial and other ties outside of the 

facility does not match their social needs. 

I created a simple presentational website and a recruiting leaflet (see Figure 4) which 

described the study in the briefest possible manner. Letokruh, Mezi námi and the two assisted 

living facilities distributed the leaflets to their volunteers and clients. Elpida shared the leaflet 

and website on social media and allowed me to pitch the study to participants of two online 

English language courses through a group video call just before the start of their classes. The 

funding mentioned in the previous chapter allowed me to hire some capacities of Letokruh's 

staff, who used their experience and a predetermined set of questions7 to conduct screening 

interviews over the phone and to present the study in more detail to ensure that all potential 

candidates could make an informed decision about their participation. In total, 20 people 

expressed their interest in the study after seeing the study leaflet or hearing my in-class pitch. In 

7 The screening interview was designed to determine the prospective participants' social engagement level, perceived 
loneliness, interest in the study, and willingness to adopt a new technology and learn how to use it, and to collect 
essential demographics and biography insights. 
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consultation with Letokruh's staff concerning the answers and data collected, two participants 

were filtered out because of their rather high level of social engagement and very low levels of 

perceived loneliness. Three people did not confirm their willingness to participate in the study 

after hearing more details about the design and dropped out for undisclosed reasons. 

  

Figure 4: The recruitment leaflets. The former targeted older adults, the latter younger 

volunteers. 

 Besides recruiting 15 older adults with (varying degrees and types of) self-reported 

loneliness and an interest in participating in a month-long study involving socializing through a 

tablet, the study needed 15 younger volunteers to complete the dyads. Letokruh and Mezi námi 

provided two participants for this study from their networks of younger volunteers. 13 more 

people were recruited through a social media post which was shared by the partnering NGOs. 
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The first 15 applicants were all successfully screened over the phone by Letokruh8. The last three 

were therefore offered the role of substitute. 

 The participants were not asked about their ethnic background during the recruitment 

process as this study did not aspire to achieve ethnic diversity in the participant group. The 

research was profoundly focused on the human experience of the phenomenon at hand, with all 

else considered merely contextual. Furthermore, despite recent increases in incoming foreigners, 

Czechia remains ethnically homogeneous (Bartoňová, 2021), and its minorities, especially older 

adults living with loneliness, are rather difficult to reach for research purposes. 

1.3.2 Older Adults 

This section pinpoints some of the most relevant older participant characteristics and background 

details at the group level, combining information from screening phone calls during recruitment 

with additional life story details shared by the participants during the first round of home visits. 

Appendix 1 features individual profiles that provide more personal background information. 

The average and median age were both 75. The youngest participating older adult was 68 

years old at the time of data collection, the oldest 81 years old. This participant group comprised 

mainly women, the female to male ratio being 11 to 4. The gender composition was unsurprising 

for two reasons: Firstly, older Czech women report more frequent feelings of loneliness than 

older Czech men (Sandu et al., 2021). Secondly, NGOs such as Letokruh and Mezi námi all 

suggested that more older women were eager to socialize and participate in volunteering 

activities. O9Rourke et al. (2018) reviewed 39 loneliness-addressing interventions targeting older 

adults and noticed that 86% of the interventions9 participants were women. It might be the case 

8 During the screening interview, applicants were asked about their active smartphone usage, background, 
motivation to participate, and realistic time availability for digitally-mediated contact with their older counterparts. 
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that older men are less likely to disclose their loneliness and are thus more difficult to recruit for 

such a study, but further investigation of this matter falls outside the scope of this dissertation. 

All the recruited older adults lived in Prague, most of them in or close to Prague 4, the 

Czech capital's most populated municipality. This geographic homogeneity was deliberate - in 

order to conduct the introductory home visits in a feasible time frame, I needed as many 

members of the group as possible to be concentrated in one reasonably small locality. Five 

participants lived in Prague 4 and four more lived in Prague 12, Prague 4's southern neighbor. 

Two participants lived in Prague 10 and one in Prague 9; I grouped these three in a cluster of 

at-home visits in the western part of the city. And the final three older adults lived in Prague 7's 

Holebovice neighborhood, where Elpida is based. 

Table 1 

Participants’ Age, Gender, Pseudonyms, and Pairing 

Older Adult  Age (OA) Gender (OA) Volunteer Age (YV) Gender (YV) 

Magdalena 78 female Karolina 20 female 

Lada 75 female Daniela 

Karolina 

57 

20 

female 

female 

Frantisek 80 male Adela 28 female 

Iva 71 female Vendula 30 female 

Barbora 73 female Simona 38 female 

Emil 76 male Julie 29 female 

Diana 81 female Linda 22 female 

Miroslav 75 male Tomas 22 male 

Marie 77 female Laura 38 female 
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Zdenek 70 male Blanka 38 female 

Vilma 70 female Petra 44 female 

Dorota 80 female Alena 51 female 

Apolena 68 female Klara 29 female 

Marcela 69 female Katerina 21 female 

Notes. OA: older adult; YV: younger volunteer. One OA is missing due to withdrawal. 

Six older participants lived in an assisted living facility. Seven participants lived alone in 

apartments in one of the many concrete housing estates on the outskirts of the capital that were 

typical of the communist era. One participant lived alone in an inherited family house in the 

suburbs. Only one person in the group shared her home with someone, in this case with her 

husband. Interestingly, this participant expressed her loneliness in probably the most explicit, 

alarming way. The majority of the participants moved to their current home after bereavement or 

a divorce, which aligns with recent studies (Sunwoo, 2020; atípková, 2021) that linked 

widowhood and divorce to higher loneliness in Czech older adults. Mostly, the participants had 

some family members living in the city; however, they did not find their relationships as 

particularly intense, deep, or gratifying. This is in accordance with Kafková (2023), who found 

dissatisfaction with close family relationships as one of the main drivers of loneliness in the 

older Czech population. Although they had relatives and/or some meaningful acquaintances 

within both remote (digital) and physical reach, they expressed fairly frequent feelings of 

loneliness. Some of the participants were highly socially engaged and active outside of their 

homes. However, they felt lonely on returning home from their daily activities with family and 

friends. Quite often, the participants skirted around the specific term <loneliness=, perhaps due to 

its negative connotations - they did not want to label themselves as <the lonely senior=, so they 
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used other ways to describe feelings and experiences which clearly fall into this category. Ågren 

and Pavlidis (2023) explain a similar observation in their data through the concept of othering 

loneliness, which proposes that as part of identity protection, older adults may prefer to talk 

about loneliness through the experience of others, or by referring to popular imagery of lonely 

older adults. 

The recruitment leaflet targeting older adults (see Picture 1 above) highlighted two main 

benefits for prospective applicants: Firstly, they would be in regular online contact with a 

volunteer which could transform into face-to-face encounters. Secondly, they would be trained in 

using a (borrowed) tablet for online communication. Both the screening phone calls and the first 

round of the home visits with interviews confirmed that these were indeed the two primary 

motivating factors for participating in the study. The most commonly stated reason to participate 

was <to get connected with the outside world a bit more=. Many of the participants also 

expressed their eagerness to face such a challenge, especially regarding the technological part of 

the study. They viewed it as a perfect opportunity to finally learn how to use a tablet to 

communicate with others online. People who did not mention this as a motivator usually already 

owned a smartphone, tablet, or laptop and possessed essential digital skills. 

The month-long course of the study was in some cases affected by the participants' 

health. One of the participants dropped out of the study after a week when her level of 

Parkinson's disease suddenly worsened, and she lacked the physical and mental capacities to 

participate at that time. Another participant, also living with Parkinson's disease, completed the 

whole study. However, our final at-home interview clearly showed that his worsened health had 

also played a role, especially in the second half of the month-long model intervention, when he 

reported being too depressed to invest energy and effort in his communication with the volunteer. 
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A different participant also experienced health issues which impacted her participation but she 

too finished the whole course of the study, even though her final interview only lasted about 25 

minutes. One of the points of critique towards this study could therefore be that current health 

status should have been one of the recruitment criteria which could have limited the possibility 

of creating extra stress in the lives of people whose physical or psychological fitness to 

participate in the study might have been questionable. However, I would argue that the approach 

of leaving this decision up to the participants themselves was ethically sound, especially when 

their feelings about the study were screened in two mid-study check-ups and the participants 

were regularly reminded that they could withdraw from the study at any time. Even if we leave 

aside the challenge of trying to objectively assess someone's health on the basis of information 

shared over the phone, any other approach would have discriminated against people of poor 

health, paternalistically prevented them from accessing the benefits of participating in a study 

which was partially also a public health intervention (Alexander, 2010), and contributed to their 

underrepresentation in research (Bonevski et al., 2014; Poli et al., 2021). 

1.3.3 Younger Volunteers 

The following overview of the key characteristics of the younger group of participants is based 

on their survey replies and screening phone calls conducted during the recruitment. The 

volunteering counterparts of the older adults had an average age of 34. The youngest volunteer 

was 20 years old, the oldest was 57 years old. One of the substitutes was brought into the study 

after the original oldest volunteer (aged 69) dropped out for undisclosed reasons. After another 

drop-out for unexpected personal reasons shortly after the study commenced, the youngest 

volunteer offered to substitute and connect with another older participant. Most of the volunteers 

lived in or around Prague, but there were also three participating volunteers from Moravia, 
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Western Bohemia, and Eastern Bohemia. Only one participant was male. Similarly to the case of 

the older participants, this large gender disbalance was expected because as in European 

countries, women are more likely than men to volunteer for social causes such as helping older 

people (Dittrich & Mey, 2015; Gil-Lacruz et al., 2018). 

Two volunteers were university students, all others being either employed or 

self-employed. They included a managing director, an HR specialist, a marketing consultant, an 

assistant to a mayor, a project manager, and a sommelier. Everyone actively used a smartphone 

and reported good availability during weekdays for communicating with the older adults 

throughout the week. In addition to the screening interview, their digital skills were further 

checked as part of an online onboarding survey to ensure that everyone would be able to help 

their older counterpart with essential tasks on the tablet.  

The main motivator for their participation was the model intervention - they wanted to 

help someone in need, specifically an older adult without many social interactions in their daily 

life. Three volunteers were formerly or currently employed as social workers focused on older 

people. Four other volunteers had previous experience with volunteering aid for older adults, and 

a few others had some experience with other target beneficiaries such as disadvantaged children. 

The rest were eager to try this form of social help. 

 Letokruh's staff collected insights into both the volunteers' and older adults' interests 

during the screening phone calls. We used this data to jointly decide on the pairing of the dyads. 

Our primary objective was to find some common ground for all pairs so that their new online 

acquaintance or friendship could easily start with mutually meaningful conversations. For 

instance, we paired some participants on the basis of their shared love for cooking, music, or 

history. An interesting case involved an older adult who expressed his strong passion for learning 
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the English language and specifically asked for someone with <at least a B2+ level, ideally a 

native speaker=. Fortunately, the husband of one volunteer was an Australian citizen kind enough 

to join his wife on some of the video calls with this older participant. 

 The role of the younger volunteers was twofold: Firstly, they offered their time and 

enthusiasm to the older participants through their digitally-mediated interactions as a form of 

social help. Secondly, they acted as standard participants and shared their own experiences and 

reflections of the study period with me. They were not trained or instructed to collect any data 

from the older participants in a co-researching role. 

1.4 Data Collection 

After introducing both participant groups, this chapter describes the study9s ethnography-inspired 

methods and five-week-long procedure of data collection. Given the dissertation9s focus on the 

older adults9 perspective, visits to their homes comprising in-depth interviews and observations 

were of primary importance. My own observations and reflections, voice-recorded on different 

occasions, as well as the reflections and experiences of the younger volunteers provided 

contextual insights facilitating subsequent interpretation. Table 2 shows an overview of all 

collected data with the exception of demographic and biographic data and reasons to participate 

which were collected during the screening phone interviews with both participant groups. 

Table 2 

Overview of Collected Data 

Data Perspective Form Focus 

First interviews OA audio recordings life story, relationships, media use 
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Observations R voice memos nonverbal cues, living environment of 

OA, first OA-YV interaction 

Second interviews OA audio recordings recollection and reflection of new 

acquaintance & study period 

Initial interpretations R voice memos reflections and interpretative thoughts 

during interview weeks 

Mid-study check-ups* OA & YV brief call notes ensuring smooth and safe study progress 

Communication logs* OA & YV Handwritten / 

digital notes 

noting individual contact points for 

easier recollection during second int. 

Oscar app activity logs* - app analytics back-up, alternative logs of contact 

Final volunteer surveys YV online survey reflections of study & contact with OA 

Follow-up interviews YV call recordings ad-hoc clarification of survey answers  

Notes. * not included in data analysis. OA: older adult; YV: younger volunteer; R: researcher. 

1.4.1 Methods 

This section introduces the key data collection methods, specifically the voice-recorded, in-depth 

phenomenological interviews, my observations during home visits recorded in the form of 

post-visit voice memos, and online surveys with follow-up phone calls which served to capture 

the experiences and reflections of the younger volunteers. After thorough consideration of the 

intensity of the participant-researcher contact and its potential impact on the results, this 

informed by Bong et al. (2020), who conducted  three interviews with socially isolated people 

(pre-, mid-, and post-intervention) and warned against the participant-researcher relationship 
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developing further than desirable, I scheduled only two main data collection points with the older 

adults: pre- and post-intervention. 

1.4.1.1 Interviews 

There were two main sources of methodological inspiration for the interviews - Explication 

Interviews and biographical interviews. As put forth by Vermersch (2009), each lived experience 

can be described on different levels with different degrees of granularity, and the method of 

Explicitation Interview (EI) can help us target and access the pre-reflective layer which is not 

something unconscious and purely internal (Zahavi, 2011), but rather something not yet available 

to reflection and verbalization. With EI, a researcher can repeatedly shift the attention from 

beliefs about past experiences to their actual descriptions, thereby evoking particular time slices 

of a selected, specific time- and space-grounded experience (Vermersch, 2012). As Høffding and 

Martiny (2016) put it, with EI, we should notice the moments when the participant starts 

rationally analyzing or explaining an experience and redirect them back to the deep descriptions, 

specifically to the <how= rather than the <what= (Petitmengin, 2006) - the researcher should 

guide the participant on their introspective journey by helping them access their own feelings and 

sensory recollections that were part of their actual lived experiences (Tosey & Mathison, 2010). 

The EI method has been successfully applied in prior research with vulnerable groups and older 

people specifically (e.g., Bedin et al., 2019; Ladores, 2020). I applied the principles of EI when 

formulating the interview guide, but, more importantly, when improvising follow-up questions 

and prompts during both rounds of interviews. 

Biographical interviewing (i.e. life story interview) is a method commonly used in 

phenomenology to research a participant9s understanding of their own life and its interplay with 

the formation of their personal and social identity (Chaitin, 2004; van Manen, 1997). According 
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to Ricoeur (1984), the self only comes into being in the process of telling our life story. 

Verbalizing and interpreting our past experiences helps us build a <narrative identity=, i.e. our 

life story and its meaning for our sense of the self (Brockmeier & Carbaugh, 2001). The primary 

objective of the first interview was to at least partially access the narrative identities of the older 

participants and depict brief life situation overviews (available in Appendix 1) which would help 

contextualize the recollections and reflections during interpretation. Interestingly, virtually all 

participants started the interview with a quick summary of their life story without me even 

asking them to do so - they seemed to consider sharing their narrative identity a natural part of 

such a meeting. 

In short, with varying degrees of detail, the first round of interviews covered the older 

adults' demographics, background (i.e. brief life story), current life situation, relationships and 

social interactions, media habits and new technology usage, and visions of potential changes or 

improvements to their lives. The interview guide (see Appendix 2) served merely as a free guide 

supporting my confidence as a researcher and enhancing the clarity and relevance of questions, 

which in turn increased the chances that the participant would feel comfortable (Spiers & Smith, 

2019). Following the advice of Smith et al. (2009), the interview started with rather general 

questions about everyday topics to help the participant relax and ease them in and out of the 

interview, such as: <What do you do on your normal day? Can you walk me through it step by 

step?=, <How is it different from your weekends or festive days?=, or <Who are you in contact 

with over a normal week?=. And for the more reflective questions, I still aimed to be less direct, 

for instance with: <How do you feel during the activities you do on your normal day? Are you 

happy with how your normal day looks?= Follow-up elaboration triggers such as <Tell me more 

about…=, <Can you explain to me…=, <How does that feel…=, <or <What does it mean…= were 
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also frequently used. Media habits were discussed through questions inspired by the media 

ecology approach of López-Gómez et al. (2021) and their investigation into the use of 

technologies in space and time during the everyday life of older adults.  

Additionally, since building rapport and mutual trust plays a key role in accessing the 

interviewee9s personal experiences (Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009), I strived to demonstrate 

genuine interest in every participant and be a friendly, kind, and patient listener as suggested by 

King and Horrocks (2010). I noticed a global positive trend in terms of the rapport between 

myself and the participants during the second round of interviews. In most cases, the participants 

clearly became more acquainted with me and showed a more relaxed state of mind. This 

confirmed the notion by Snelgrove (2014), who highlights the improvement in rapport over time 

as one of the benefits of longitudinal phenomenological research.  

The second interview covered both descriptions of, and reflections on the participants' 

lived experiences with digital interactions in their pair, as well as with other aspects of their lives 

during the previous four weeks. I deliberately did not use any structured interview guide, as the 

aim was to become fully immersed in the older adults' perspective and let the discussion develop 

in the most natural way for the participants. Some questions were, nevertheless, present across 

all interviews, for instance <Were your days during the past month any different compared to the 

previous months?=, <How would you describe your new acquaintance?=, <How did your 

acquaintance (or friendship) develop during the past four weeks?=, or <Did you experience your 

day any differently if it included a moment of contact with this new acquaintance of yours?=. 

Interestingly, the second round of home visits seemed to be slightly less emotional for the older 

adults, presumably due to less time being spent on personal and family issues, which were 

naturally a feature during the first introductory interviews with biographical elements. 
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The second interviews also featured a creative method for eliciting emotional 

self-reflections. During the first home visit, I asked the older adults to keep very brief notes on 

all points of contact with their volunteering counterparts in a paper-based table I had prepared for 

them. This task was intended as a substitute for frequent self-assessments used in other similar 

studies (e.g., Mejía et al., 2020) that I anticipated to be too burdensome for the older adults 

throughout the one month interventional period, hence potentially annoying or discouraging. 

When I visited them for the second time, we used this simple communication log as input9 for an 

interactive task inspired by the phenomenographic interviews conducted by 
aić et al. (2018). 

Besides asking general questions about how the study period went, I helped the participants to 

cut their paper-based communication log (table) into single rows, with each row describing one 

point of contact with the volunteer. I asked the participants to take one cut-out at a time and place 

it onto a print-out of a Czech translation of Robert Plutchik's wheel of emotions (see Appendix 

3), one of the most well-known diagrams of basic human emotions. This activity was supposed 

to facilitate the reflective part of the interview, triggering more introspection than I was able to 

achieve with some of the participants in the first round of home visits. However, with hindsight, 

this creative method was quite ineffective with most participants - they were either rather 

confused by the range of emotions they saw in front of them, or they were trying too hard to 

match every point of contact with one particular emotion despite reassurance that this was not 

the objective of the activity. Instead, our goal had been to discuss the emotions as openly as 

possible, using the diagram merely as a trigger for evoking some feelings from the past four 

weeks. 

9 Volunteers were also instructed to log the moments of contact with their older counterparts in online spreadsheets I 
had prepared for them. Some of the older adults forgot about their logs or only filled in a handful of events. In these 
cases, I could also look at the volunteers' spreadsheets to ask about specific calls and messaging moments during the 
final interviews with older participants. 
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1.4.1.2 Observations 

Shortly after every interview, I voice-recorded field notes with a flexible, improvised structure, 

capturing my initial impressions and interpretations through a short reflective debriefing (Birks 

et al., 2008; Onwuegbuzie & Byers, 2014), as well as observed details about the behavior and 

living space of the participant (Eriksson et al., 2012; Gorman & Clayton, 2005).  

Conducting interviews without any observations being collected is common practice in 

qualitative research but also a missed opportunity to enhance the findings with thicker 

descriptions (Denham & Onwuegbuzie, 2013). In my study design, it was not feasible to adhere 

to the guidelines proposed by Baker (2006) and Groenewoud et al. (2017) and observe the 

participants for a prolonged period of time and without any interactions between the observer 

and observee. I therefore only used the 5-10 minute-long voice memos as secondary data, 

complementing the interview recordings with rich details which would otherwise get lost such as 

nonverbal cues suggesting emotional or introspective moments (Petitmengin, 2006). Following 

Stein9s (1989) suggestion, during the interviews and the initial tablet onboarding also involving 

the first video call with the younger volunteer, I tried to intuit the bodily experience of the 

participants and perceive their nonverbal signs and expressions which could help me describe 

and interpret their lived experiences later on (Johnson & Christensen, 2010). 

Additionally, taking inspiration from the ethnographic study with life story interviews by 

Pinsky (2015), I approached the home visits as opportunities to observe the environments in 

which the older participants realized many of their sense-making processes regarding their 

bodies, life stories, and social embeddedness (Rubinstein, 1989). I recorded my fresh general 

impressions from their living spaces in relation to the interview; however, I made sure to avoid 
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noting down any personal details which would be especially undesirable when doing 

ethnography-inspired research with a vulnerable group (Baillie, 2019). 

1.4.1.3 Survey 

To make the study feasible for both myself and the volunteers, I collected data about their 

experiences with and reflections on the intergenerational digital engagement through an online 

survey, a rapid and convenient, yet not very rich method of remote data collection (Creswell, 

2012). All but one of the 13 volunteers who remained active participants throughout the study 

completed the post-study survey, which first asked several quantitative questions about the 

perceived benefit of the study for themselves and the older adults, the instructional and technical 

aspects of the study, and their overall satisfaction. These quantitative items were included solely 

for the purpose of methodological reflection - no statistical analyses were performed with this 

data. The remainder of the survey (see Appendix 4) posed open-ended questions such as <What 

are your general reflections on the study?=, <What does your new acquaintance mean to you? 

And what do you think you mean to them?=, <How would you describe the development of your 

relationship during the study?=, and <How did you usually feel before, during, and after your 

interaction?=. Before the final week of the study ended, I conducted short follow-up phone calls 

with several volunteers, who submitted interesting yet not fully-developed answers. This tactic 

allowed me to clarify some of the reported experiences and reflections of volunteers which were 

later used as contextual insights into the communication dynamics within their dyad. It is worth 

noting here that the older adults' perspective was prioritized also in the data collection sequence 

throughout Week 4 - I only read the perspectives of the volunteers and made the follow-up calls 

after I had conducted the final home visit with their older counterparts in order to avoid being 

influenced by the way the volunteers perceived the past month. 
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1.4.2 Procedure 

This chapter provides an overview of the study’s procedure by placing the key onboarding, data 

collection, and debriefing processes on a rough timeline of the study’s four-week duration. 

1.4.2.1 Week 0 & Week 1 

The week before the model intervention started, I conducted online onboarding meetings with 

the volunteers on two different days and times to increase the chance that all participants could 

join one of them. The onboarding calls were purely instructional, practically-oriented gatherings 

without any data collection taking place. Prior to these online meetings, the volunteers received 

an instructional online document (see Appendix 5) which explained the course of the study and 

listed key initial tasks: to download and install the Oscar Enterprise app; to sign a simple 

volunteering contract with Letokruh for administrative reasons on the NGO9s side; and to fill in 

the pre-study volunteer online survey mentioned in chapter 1.3.3. Besides assigning these small 

preliminary tasks, the document suggested that volunteers be in touch with their counterparts at 

least three times per week, included practical tips on how to use the different communication 

features in the Oscar app, and highlighted that the volunteers would receive a video call from me 

and the older adults during pre-scheduled time slots corresponding to the dates and times of the 

initial visits to the older participants9 homes. Regular phone calls and face-to-face personal 

meetings were not forbidden, should the pairs naturally desire this form of contact more than the 

digital interactions. All additional questions about the study were answered during the 

onboarding group calls. 

In the first week of the study, between May 10 and May 14, I visited all 15 older 

participants in their homes. Each visit lasted between 90 and 120 minutes. The meetings were 
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scheduled in coordination with Letokruh according to the locations and time availability of the 

individual participants. On most days of this first week of the study, I conducted three home 

visits. I spent approximately 15 minutes introducing myself and the study's objective and design. 

During this introduction, we jointly browsed through the printed instructional document prepared 

for the older participants (see Appendix 6). After signing the informed consent and loan 

agreement for the tablet, each visit continued with an in-depth phenomenological interview. 

After the interview, I spent between 30 and 60 minutes onboarding the participants into the study 

(see pictures in Appendix 7), explaining to them essential user actions with the tablets, going 

through the participant manual with them step by step, and overseeing the first video call with 

their new digital acquaintance (i.e. the assigned volunteer) to ensure the smooth introduction of 

the participants to each other and to foster the older adults' confidence with using the new 

technology at hand. The very low digital literacy of some participants and the numerous 

technical difficulties that emerged with the tablets and the pre-installed software made this part 

of the visits quite challenging. Nonetheless, we always managed to go through the basic actions 

together and call the volunteers, which made this learning experience end on a positive, 

enthusiastic note.  

1.4.2.2 Week 2 & Week 3 

In the second and third weeks of the study, the participants kept in digital touch and logged their 

interactions as instructed for future reference during the final interviews. In the case of any 

technical difficulties, the participants were instructed to discuss them with their counterpart 

within the pair before turning to the partnering NGO via phone for help. I would only step in if 

some technical fixes were needed. This was in line with the recommendations of Boudin et al. 

(2014), who conducted a study with older adults and tablets with a social networking app and 
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noticed that their phone calls with participants during the study increased researcher-participant 

interaction beyond the desirable level. For that same reason, I asked Letokruh9s staff members to 

conduct two mid-study phone check-ups with all participants during the second and third weeks 

and record their very brief summaries in a securely stored spreadsheet. I prepared a brief 

check-up script for Letokruh, the purpose of which was to identify any potential personal, 

interpersonal or technical issues which might prevent the dyad from participating properly or 

safely.  

The check-ups did not raise any concerns that would require immediate attention,10 with 

two exceptions. First, during his second mid-study check-up, participant Miroslav replied to the 

questions <Are you doing well?= and <Is the study progressing well?= with straight <no-s= and 

briefly explained that his current mental well-being was very poor. After Letokruh informed me 

about this situation, I called him and offered the possibility for him to withdraw from the study. 

Miroslav, however, wished to complete the last week of the study and the second interview. A 

similar situation but of a more physical nature emerged in another dyad - participant Dorota told 

Letokruh she was worried about the study because of her current physical health issues, which 

essentially prevented her from being in frequent contact with the volunteer. When I called her 

about this, Dorota also decided to continue her participation after being reassured that there 

would be no high expectations in terms of the intensity of her digital engagement with the 

volunteer. 

 

10 During the first mid-study check-up, volunteer Klara expressed her worries about participant Apolena being quite 
stressed by the tablet due to hearing and other issues when using it. However, when Letokruh asked Apolena about 
this in her check-up, she expressed her determination to learn with the tablet and did not request any further 
assistance. This situation was further monitored in the second check-up with volunteer Klara which showed that the 
issues were less frequent and noticeable as the study progressed. In addition, participant Miroslav expressed his 
worries about potential <debt issues= as a consequence of his participation during the first check-up and was 
successfully reassured by Letokruh's staff that there were absolutely no financial obligations linked to the study. 
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1.4.2.3 Week 4 

In the final week of the study, I shared the debriefing online survey with the volunteers and 

conducted pre-scheduled interview visits to the older participant9s homes11. At the end of the 

second interviews, the older participants were debriefed and asked reflective questions about the 

study and their participation in it. I again reassured them of their anonymity and the option to 

withdraw from the study retrospectively in the future. Also, I informed them that as a reward for 

their participation, they would be able to keep the tablet if they wished to keep using it in the 

future. The majority of them were keen to accept the tablet, and I performed factory reset on the 

devices, helped them to set them up, and left them with a prepaid SIM card with 5GB of monthly 

data allowance for the next five months. The rest of the tablets were later donated to older adults 

visiting the technology skills courses in Elpida. 

1.5 Ethical Considerations 

People affected by loneliness, as well as older people living alone can be considered vulnerable 

research participants. The topic of loneliness is undoubtedly sensitive and accessing it with 

participants might lead to a variety of highly emotional reactions and discussions. Therefore, 

researching loneliness among older adults, especially those experiencing loneliness, required 

careful planning and numerous ethical considerations. The research design and data collection 

plan were detailed in the application for an ethics committee approval (application no. 3/2021), 

which was granted by the Faculty of Social Science, Charles University on April 30, 2021. In the 

11 There were two exceptions: During one of the visits in Week 1, participant Iva expressed to me that she did not 
feel comfortable talking about her feelings in the apartment where her husband was constantly present so we 
planned the second meeting in a park close to her home. Another visit in Week 1 happened in participant Zdenek9s 
car where he invited me because of some ongoing renovations in his home. He himself found this setting as 
inconvenient, hence our second meeting happening in a café in a location convenient for him. 
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forthcoming sections, I will explain the measures ensuring the participants9 privacy and safety, as 

well as my approach to the power imbalance between a young researcher with satisfactory social 

capital and older participants living with loneliness. In addition, potential ethical limitations of 

the study9s model social intervention will be briefly discussed. 

1.5.1 Safety, Privacy and Security 

First and foremost, I was obliged to ensure the safety of the older participants whom I would 

later connect with a stranger for at least a month. The first step was carefully selecting the 

partnering NGOs. I only approached organizations which were well-known even among the 

general public as solid actors in the social care field. The staff of Letokruh were all sufficiently 

experienced and skilled to screen the participants well and help me select two groups of people 

which exhibited no signs of ill intent. Participants were also not given each others' personal 

details. To further boost the participants' feeling of safety, I focused on careful explanations, 

onboarding, and debriefing during the home visits and highlighted the fact that their informed 

consent could always be withdrawn without having to state any specific reason. The good 

reputation of Charles University among Czech older adults definitely helped in this general 

regard. 

Given the highly sensitive nature of the phenomenon studied, I also needed to establish 

mechanisms that would ensure the (data) privacy and security of all participants, especially the 

older adults. Together with the Oscar Senior team, I made sure no participant data would be 

collected through the software on tablets apart from the necessary entries into the admin database 

under an account only accessible by me. I set up a secured, password-protected cloud archive 

which was then used for carefully storing and managing all data from the participants throughout 

the study. None of the partnering NGOs received any participant data from me besides Letokruh, 
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which only worked with personal information necessary to perform the screening and mid-study 

check-ups. Participants were repeatedly assured of data anonymization. The interview recordings 

only included participant codes instead of their real names. 

The mid-study phone check-ups described in chapter 1.4.2.2 served to protect the 

participants from any undesired feelings and psychological or physical damage. The 

aforementioned worries about participant Miroslav9s mental health eventually outweighed the 

principle of privacy protection. During the final interview in Miroslav9s home, I noticed clear 

signs of a strong depressive episode - all his answers about current life, the study, and the new 

acquaintance were very negative, although he also highlighted that this was no one's fault and 

that the study and its attempt to engage him could not have been better. The risk of a depressive 

episode potentially developing into suicidal thoughts and other severe consequences seemed too 

high. After the interview, I therefore shared very non-specific concerns with the manager of the 

assisted living facility where Miroslav lived, as I felt the urge and ethical responsibility to warn 

relevant people not only as a researcher but as a conscientious human being. Specifically, I told 

the manager that Miroslav was seemingly in need of extra psychological care and attention on 

the basis of what he had told me - without quoting any direct words spoken during the brief final 

home visit. In line with Buchanan and Warwick9s (2021) recommended <ethical triage= for 

research with vulnerable participants, I believe that responsible human-centered researchers 

should always put the health and well-being of their participants first if they have justified 

concerns of serious nature. 

Additionally, as highlighted by Iphofen and Tolich (2018), a researcher who pairs their 

participants is responsible for protecting both participant groups from any unintentional harm, 

which may not only be straightforward or explicit, but also occur much later on - for instance, 

52 



 

through the publication of results. Specifically, the warning by Ummel and Achille (2016) about 

participants of a study with a multiperspectival design being able to recognise other participants 

when reading the paper or thesis resonated with me. To mitigate this risk, I decided to follow the 

advice of Loaring et al. (2015), who suggest avoiding the use of quotes and other sensitive 

insights which might be hurtful to the other member of the particular dyad, or at least sharing 

them without mentioning the relevant pseudonym or other contextual information. 

1.5.2 COVID-19 Context and Measures 

In the spring of 2021, Czechia experienced another outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic which 

severely affected the lives of many older adults especially. Fortunately, by the time the study 

commenced in May, the coronavirus situation had become less alarming. Nonetheless, I took 

extra care to minimize the risk of bringing the virus to the participants' homes. I limited my own 

physical social interactions as much as possible one week before the study and tested myself 

several times with rapid antigen tests and one time with a PCR test. I repeated the same 

procedure before the final week of the study. In addition, I constantly wore an FFP3 mask and 

replaced it regularly. 

All older adults agreed to the home visits prior to their participation. During the screening 

interviews, Letokruh staff asked about their health and vaccination status. Three of the 15 older 

adults were not vaccinated. When visiting their homes, I was especially cautious and constantly 

wore an FFP3-standard face mask and replaced it regularly. During the second round of home 

visits, some participants reportedly felt very comfortable with me already and insisted on me 

taking the mask off for the interview so that <we could have a proper conversation=. I only did so 

if the participant was fully vaccinated by that time and did not show any signs of a respiratory 
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disease, and if we sat at a safe distance from each other. To the best of my knowledge, none of 

the participants became infected with COVID-19 during or close to the study period. 

1.5.3 Power Imbalance and Maintaining Distance 

When working with vulnerable groups who lack certain political, social, or economical capital 

compared to the average member of the society (von Benzon & van Blerk, 2017), research may 

cause harm not only to participants’ physical or mental health but also by contributing to their 

feelings of powerlessness, marginalization or exclusion (Aldrige, 2015; McDonald et al., 2017). 

The vulnerability of this study’s participants was rooted in a combination of personal (perceived 

loneliness, unsatisfactory social embeddedness, living alone with health difficulties) and 

structural factors (age-based social inequalities), all of which can influence the course of the 

study and the researcher-participant relationship (Larkin et al., 2018; Tarrant, 2014). As noted by 

both Corrado et al. (2020) and Sedláková and Souralová (2019), various inequalities and power 

imbalances are fairly common yet often uncovered in research with older adults, which can 

contribute to the creation of harmful stereotypes, epistemic injustice, and the exploitation of this 

population group (Dahlin-Ivanoff et al., 2024). 

 In my approach to addressing the power imbalances stemming from my being in better 

cognitive and physical health and from carrying social capital and creating socializing 

opportunities for the older participants (Sedláková & Souralová, 2019), instead of utilizing the 

empowerment model reimagining participants as co-researchers (Walker, 2007), I followed 

several recommendations from literature for conducting research in which the researcher 

conclusively presents the world as they see it but in consonance and intimate connection with the 

voice of the participants (Phillips & Zavros, n.d.). Specifically, I showed true interest in the 

participants' lived experiences and patiently listened to their stories (Aldrige, 2015), and I treated 
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the participants as equal partners who could co-lead the interview in a specific direction, reject 

my interpretations during the interview, express criticism towards the study, or avoid any 

sensitive topics (Anyan, 2013; Dahlin-Ivanoff et al., 2024; King & Horrocks, 2010). Throughout 

the research project and this dissertation, I aimed to reflexively acknowledge my privileged 

perspective in the interpretations and dissemination of findings and strove to incorporate the 

awareness of older adults’ power inequalities in the design of the study, data collection, and 

analysis (Andress et al., 2020; Sedláková & Souralová, 2019). Additionally, in situations where 

some participants seemingly felt stressed about their performance within the study as they 

<wanted to do well= and <avoid being a failure=, perhaps because they perceived the study 

participation as part of their <personal project= (Roe et al., 2022), I reassured the participants 

repeatedly that neither I nor the study had any <performance= expectations and no <failure= was 

ever possible and encouraged them to act in exactly the way they were able or wanted to at the 

time. 

Another difficult aspect of the study was the challenge of balancing distance and support. 

As suggested by Iphofen and Tolich (2018), phenomenological research requires a certain level 

of emotional, political, and personal involvement which should ideally be in balance with the 

aspiration of acquiring valid, meaningful data. The researcher should reflectively manage the 

wider influence of their presence in the lives of the participants. Especially when working with 

vulnerable populations, the researcher might be tempted to actively help them with their 

struggles. During the home visits, similarly to Sedláková and Souralová (2019), I experienced 

numerous difficult-to-prepare-for situations such as emotional breakdowns triggered by 

unpleasant memories or very sensitive personal topics or family tragedies. In these moments, I 

felt the responsibility of an empathetic human being to provide at least some essential comfort 
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and verbal support. At the same time, I tried to follow the propositions on empathy by Edith 

Stein (1989) and avoided <emotional contagion= which could blend the boundaries between our 

realities and experiences. Ethical research engagement should avoid emotional 

over-identification; therefore, in these situations, I reminded myself that the distressing 

experience discussed belonged to the participant and I ought to keep a healthy distance from it 

not only for my own sake, but especially out of respect for the participant. However, given the 

nature of the phenomenon of interest, I was perhaps in some sense always bound to breach these 

boundaries. Visiting a person living with loneliness in their home and having in-depth 

conversations about their daily life might have created some undesirable attachment. During 

some of the final visits, the participants asked me <Well, and will I see you again?= or concluded 

<The interactions with the volunteer were ok but you cannot compare that to our time together 

here right now.= In such situations, I took great care in formulating a gentle and kind answer, 

explaining that as the researcher, I would not continue these interviews with them, but that I 

might see them in person at the post-study workshop on tablet skills that I co-organized with 

Letokruh for the participants two months after the study. I also casually mentioned the specific 

senior volunteering opportunities of the partnering NGOs, especially for participants who clearly 

lacked such socializing activities. 

Finally, I followed the advice of the ethical committee of the Faculty of Social Sciences 

at Charles University and avoided the gifting of the tablets as a motivational element during the 

recruitment process, as such a reward could have been too substantial if disclosed prior to the 

study - some participants might have been too motivated to complete the whole course of the 

study solely because of that reward, preventing them from withdrawing from the study in case of 

any complications. I did not mention the tablets as rewards at any time before the very end of the 
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final home visits. During the onboarding home visits, we signed a simple free rental agreement 

with the older participants and they entered the study thinking that the tablet would be returned 

after a month. The strongly enthusiastic and emotional reactions to the offer of the tablet as a 

reward at the end of the last interviews showed that the participants were indeed not participating 

because of this valuable material reward. 

1.5.4 Social Support 

This section presents some of the interpersonal limitations of the study’s model intervention and 

the way I addressed them prior to and during the study. As put forth by Larkin et al. (2018), in a 

dyadic design, a researcher needs to be ready to flexibly react to different interpersonal issues 

and questions which might arise in between the paired participants throughout the course of the 

study. In this study, some dyads simply <did not click=. No conflicts between volunteers and 

older adults were reported; however, some of the pairs clearly did not enjoy each other's online 

company all that much. In all cases, this was only discovered at the end of the study, either 

during the final home visits or from the final volunteer survey responses. One might argue that 

the interpersonal dynamic should have been more thoroughly checked mid-study and pairs which 

<had not clicked= should have been adjusted, perhaps with a substitute volunteer stepping in. 

Although social impact was an important aspect of the study, I did not deem such an approach as 

appropriate and beneficial for the wellbeing of either participant group. Fortunately, no 

volunteers completely neglected the older adult or avoided further interactions, or vice versa. 

Two additional volunteers were ready to cover for potential drop-outs; however, enlarging the 

substitute pool might be a desirable precaution when conducting future research with a similar 

design. 
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 The final ethical remark concerns the continuation of the social support created by the 

intervention after the study concluded. Acting on a suggestion from the partnering NGOs, I 

planned a physical gathering of all (interested) participants as a follow-up to the study. The event 

took place at Letokruh’s office two months after the end of the study. A professional digital 

literacy tutor hosted a workshop enhancing the digital skills of the participating older adults, this 

with a special focus on using a tablet to maximize the benefits coming from their participation 

reward. None of the younger volunteers attended despite expressing their interest but the 

majority of the older participants joined and shared a fruitful learning and social event. Such a 

relatively low-cost follow-up engagement was clearly desirable and helpful for most of the older 

participants. Participants who could seemingly benefit from a long-term supportive program after 

the study period were casually informed about the many learning and volunteering opportunities 

organized by Letokruh, Elpida and Mezi námi. 

1.6 Data Analysis 

The present study produced a plethora of multimodal data. However, as touched upon earlier, the 

data analysis focused primarily on the recordings of interviews with older adults12, 

complemented by my voice-recorded observations and field notes from the interviews. 

Contextual data collected during the screening and onboarding process, as well as through the 

final volunteer survey and short follow-up phone calls were also taken into account when 

relevant. Finally, the analysis incorporated my own interpretive accounts of the study period and 

its respective phases recorded in the form of voice memos, documenting how my understanding 

of the phenomenon of interest was developing throughout the research process. Other types of 

collected data such as activity and communication logs from the Oscar Senior app, reports of the 

12 The total duration of interview recordings was 30 hours 18 minutes for both weeks. 
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mid-study phone check-ups, and the communication diaries of both participant groups were 

omitted from the analysis. 

 When reporting the results, I avoided using words and phrases which would imply 

counting and comparing the occurrence of specific experiences or reflections, as the objective of 

the analysis was to let insightful, salient patterns emerge from the data but not to compare their 

prevalence or strength.  

Before the interpretative analytical process is explained in detail, I will briefly present my 

pre-understandings of the phenomenon of intergenerational digitally-mediated communication as 

experienced by older adults living with loneliness. 

1.6.1 Pre-understandings 

As explained before, the phenomenological approach of this dissertation largely rests on 

Gadamer's (1992) reformulation of the epoché. The data collection process clearly showed that 

as the researcher, I unavoidably became involved in the phenomenon I had set out to investigate. 

When I entered the lives and homes of the older participants with the model social intervention, I 

clearly participated in the co-creation of their lived realities, specifically by bringing an 

opportunity to readjust their perceived social connectedness. In such cases of a researcher9s 

inevitable involvement, Gadamer's suggested remedy for preserving the validity of research 

outputs is continuous reflexivity, especially with regard to one's own pre-understandings of the 

phenomenon. In other words, instead of claiming that I was able to suspend my own pre-existing 

beliefs and biases during the planning and implementation of the study, this section very briefly 

summarizes my previous knowledge and relevant experience so that the reader can put the 

subsequent interpretations into personal context. 
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 First of all, I have been professionally involved in the so-called AgeTech industry13 for 

the past five years. In 2020, I founded a small company creating virtual reality experiences for 

the provision of activation therapy and cognitive training for older clients and patients in care 

homes and hospitals. Collaborating with hundreds of care providers, visiting tens of conferences 

and expos, and communicating with many other companies and NGOs active in the field 

inevitably formed a certain view of different social and personal aspects of aging, especially in 

the Czech context. I visited numerous utterly techno-optimistic events which were either 

promoting the active aging ideal while hiding the less attractive aspects of aging, or 

conceptualizing all older adults as help-seeking patients. In contrast, the academic conferences I 

visited were generally much more critically oriented and dug very deep into digital ageism and 

the many risks and threats of adopting certain new technologies in older age. Moreover, being in 

contact with both social workers and families, I heard many detailed stories of specific older 

people living at home or in a nursing home whose physical and psychological condition had 

rapidly deteriorated due to various circumstances such as detachment from family and friends, 

mobility difficulties, fear of falls, or a mere lack of motivation and sense of purpose. On the 

other hand, I also heard many stories about strong emotions and important shifts in 

self-perception and the approach to life being triggered by seemingly small events. For instance, 

only a few days ago, a family shared with me the story of their grandmother, who cried - 

probably for the first time in her life - when she made it to a grocery store with a walker after a 

long period of being housebound, an achievement which reinvigorated her sense of self-worth.  

Additionally, my experiences in the role of a grandson shaped the pre-understanding of 

intergenerational communication in the context of aging and loneliness. I was fortunate enough 

13  AgeTech as a research field but primarily an industry oriented at practical applications will be introduced later on 
in chapter 2.1 mainly through the work of Keren Etkin (2022). 
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to get to know and spend time with all my four grandparents. Some years before this doctoral 

study commenced, I closely witnessed the difficulties of advanced aging experienced by                         

two of my grandparents as a high school student living in the same city. Later on, I also 

experienced the challenges of maintaining a relationship with one's grandparents with 

deteriorating health at long distance while living abroad as a university student. And most 

recently, I saw the health and well-being of my other two grandparents completely collapse over 

a period of only two years. These varied periods of time showed me how difficult it can be to 

rebuild a relationship with one's grandparents in early adulthood and how this process might be 

different if you have opportunities to spend time together in person. Counterintuitively, perhaps, 

I felt a greater closeness to my grandparents and enjoyed stronger rapport with them as they 

became more dependent on the help of others, this vulnerability seemingly increasing their 

emotional openness toward younger relatives. On the other hand, I also experienced episodes of 

the determined rejection of any help or support on the part of older relatives resulting from an 

unwillingness to accept that their health was deteriorating and that they were becoming less 

independent. I saw multiple times the unfortunate domino effect of a physical injury in one's late 

70s or 80s, visiting different hospitals and departments and realizing how many different 

consequences such a physical health issue might have on an aging person's mental well-being, 

identity, or motivation. All of these experiences have undeniably co-created my 

pre-understandings of the phenomenon at hand and further shaped them throughout the course of 

this doctoral project. 

1.6.2 The Hermeneutic Circle 

This section presents the dissertation9s approach to data analysis, which stems from the 

hermeneutic circle rooted in the work of two key phenomenological thinkers. Heidegger (1996) 
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popularized the concept previously developed in hermeneutics to explain the dynamic and 

dialectic relationship between our understanding of a text as a whole and our understanding of its 

respective parts: A preliminary understanding of the complete text helps us interpret the 

individual parts, the understanding of which then reshapes our understanding of the whole again. 

Gadamer (1992), Heidegger's student, viewed the hermeneutic circle not only as a 

methodological tool but more so as an ontological stance. Similarly to Ricoeur (1981), Gadamer 

saw <truth= as something that can be revealed when the fusion of horizons occurs, i.e. when both 

the expressed and unexpressed meanings within the text, the context of the text, and the 

perspective of its reader all interplay and blend in. The hermeneutic method counts with a 

plurality of intersubjective meanings of the text and does not aspire to produce one single 

<correct= interpretation (Geanellos, 2000). 

To enable this process, I opened myself to seeing the world in different ways and 

dedicated time to repeated engagement with the text (Geanellos, 2000) and dwelling with the 

data (Heidegger, 1996), more specifically dwelling in the language of the older participants (Ho 

et al., 2017). I used the data in its original language - Czech. Only quotes illustrating the insights 

presented in the forthcoming chapters were later translated into English. Following the advice of 

Baker (1992), I ensured that the translations were semantically as close as possible to the original 

text, paying extra attention to culturally-specific phrases. Fortunately, I did not have to consider 

the potential influence of <code-switching= (between Czech and English) as the hermeneutic 

analysis did not include any coding of the data (Myers-Scotton, 1993).  

Following the process outlined by Ricoeur and applied in previous hermeneutic interview 

studies (e.g., Delmar et al., 2006), the analysis was performed on three levels: naive reading, 

structural analysis, and critical interpretation. I entered the hermeneutic circle already during data 
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collection when forming the interpretations in my mind during the interviews (Stein, 1989). 

These first assumptions and sense-making processes were later incorporated into the overall 

analysis in the form of the voice memos (Eriksson et al., 2012). I first listened to all interviews 

and field notes once, searching for interesting patterns and reflections and occasionally returning 

to specific parts of some of the previous interviews, and formed the initial set of preliminary 

findings. Presenting these initial insights at conferences showed me that continuation of the 

cyclical process of the hermeneutic circle should ideally be structured around a specific 

framework which would further deepen the analysis while also keeping the findings closely 

related to the original research question. After exploring the suitability of  phenomenography14 

and ethnographic vignettes15, I eventually decided to let van Manen9s (1997) lifeworld 

existentials guide the final phase of the analysis, the reporting of the results, and the general 

structure of this dissertation. 

In the final phase of the cyclical hermeneutic analysis, I replayed all of the recordings 

while reading automated transcripts16 at the same time. I used the AI-driven TurboScribe tool, 

which allowed me to read through the transcripts repeatedly and play the audio recordings of 

specific quotes by clicking on them, thus keeping the analyzed material embodied and richer 

than mere transcription (Gallagher, 2020). I moved from the group of participants as a whole to 

16 I used an online tool TurboScribe, which created surprisingly accurate AI-generated transcriptions despite the 
source language being Czech. I edited each important part of the transcription while replaying the recordings to 
correct the AI9s errors. 

15 Beneito-Montagut et al. (2023) and López-Gómez et al. (2021) et al. used circa half-page ethnographic vignettes 
(i.e. eloquent stories capturing the essence of certain people, behaviors, or practices; Erickson, 1985) to capture the 
practices of new communication technology adoption by older adults before pin-pointing and interpreting relevant 
elements of the stories. As much as I appreciated how this approach had grounded the quotes and insights in the 
context of the individuals, I found this approach to communicating results more suitable for a less extensive piece 
such as a journal compared to a doctoral dissertation with a more robust set of findings. Nonetheless, given the 
ethnographic nature of the data collection, I decided to take some inspiration from the ethnographic vignettes and 
focus on adding rich personal context where relevant to the forthcoming findings and quotes - more than in the 
majority of studies which present their phenomenological findings through themes and sub-themes, illustrated by 
short participant out-of-context quotes. 

14 Phenomenography aspires to depict a map of all the ways one can experience a certain phenomenon (Kettunen 
& Tynjälä, 2022). Such an approach would not be in line with the philosophical grounding of the study9s method. 
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the individual narratives, lived experiences, and reflections again, listening to the first and 

second interviews of each participant in tandem. I also revisited my field memos and the 

contextual data about the other perspective within that particular pair, reading the survey answers 

and insights from the follow-up phone interviews with the younger volunteers. Following 

Strauss' (1987) suggestion, I made comprehensive notes on the interpretative process throughout 

the analysis, noting down my thoughts after encountering specific fragments of insights in the 

text. This <final lap= of the hermeneutic circle produced a new set of insights which were more 

refined and more closely related to the research question in comparison with the preliminary 

findings - insights which will now be presented and discussed through the four subsequent 

lifeworld chapters. 
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2. Corporeality 

In Merleau-Ponty9s (1986) view, we always experience and reflect on the world through a lived 

body, an entity which therefore constitutes the absolute fundament of the human experience. The 

body as a medium allows us to feel and interact with everything and everyone around us. 

Corporeality, as van Manen (1990) dubbed this fundamental aspect of Heidegger9s Dasein, 

encompasses not only the way we experience a phenomenon through our body but also the way 

we experience our body and the sense of self within a phenomenon. It could even be argued that 

corporeality provides a platform through which the three other lifeworlds may be experienced. 

The body is arguably the most salient element of our thoughts and discourse about the 

concept of age (Laz, 2003). The physiological, psychological and social process of aging is 

deeply intertwined with our bodily experience of the world (van Rhyn et al., 2020). There is no 

one aging body but rather a plethora of differentiated bodies which do not merely perceive the 

world but may actively alter the reality of the aging person (Katz, 2011). While some social 

gerontologists researching the bodily aspect of growing older focus on the interplay between the 

aging body and one9s understanding of the self as part of a society (e.g., Wainwright & Turner, 

2006), others deliberately omit the wider elements of the embodied self in order to closely 

inspect the mundane material and sensory experience of daily life in older age (e.g., Gish & 

Vrkljan, 2016). The forthcoming analysis features insights from both of these two dimensions - 

perceiving and constituting oneself and one9s place in the world as an older adult living with 

loneliness through digital intergenerational connectivity, as well as navigating and handling this 

type of digitally-mediated interpersonal communication with an aging body. 

The findings for corporeality will be presented through Emotionality and Materiality - 

two main categories grouping ten different structures of the participants9 experiences (see Table 
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3). Most notably, the older participants experienced intergenerational interactions via digital 

media with a high degree of emotionality, which might have had both empowering and 

disempowering implications for their sense of self - their perceived self-worth and place within 

the (younger) society. The challenge of connecting with a younger person via a tablet created an 

opportunity for the participants to <prove their worth= in the modern world and distance 

themselves from the stereotypical image of incapable, stagnating old people. Overcoming the 

challenge yielded very positive reinforcement with respect to their sense of self and challenged 

internalized negative age- and technology-related autostereotypes. Contrarily, technical 

difficulties, mostly stemming from health issues or a low level of digital skills and experience, 

triggered negative self-reflections and supported some of the participants9 deeply ingrained 

self-perception of being a burden, which in some cases prevented the participants from using the 

available technical assistance during the study. In addition, structures in the second category 

show the vital role of the body as a communicative tool when building intergenerational 

relationships, which could only be substituted to a limited extent in digitally-mediated contact. 

Table 3 

Overview of Categories and Structures Within Corporeality 

Category Structure 

Emotionality Staying Alive 

 Limited abilities 

 Unnerving Dissonance 

 Proving Oneself 

 Impactful Satisfaction 
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 Shameful Failure 

Materiality Communicative Body 

 Tangible Closeness 

 Energetic Exchange 

2.1 Emotionality 

The goal of this chapter is to untangle the strong emotionality of the embodied process of 

adopting and utilizing a new communications technology to keep in touch with younger people 

in older age, this emotionality being one of the most salient general patterns already emerging 

from the data during the preliminary analysis. The forthcoming sections present and interpret six 

structures of this category of corporeality (labelled here in italics): The challenge of digital social 

connectivity created a platform for Staying Alive and Proving Oneself. Successes delivered 

Impactful Satisfaction and helped the older participants challenge some of their internalized 

age-related autostereotypes, which also seemed to be the source of an Unnerving Dissonance 

between an aging body and a modern communication technology. However, struggles with 

keeping in digital touch with a younger generation were experienced as Shameful Failure, 

sometimes linked to perceived Limited Abilities of an aging body. The subchapters are built 

around specific moments within the study which the participants experienced and reflected on as 

existential, unnerving, reassuring, or motivational. The lens of corporeality allowed me to dissect 

this part of the phenomenon at hand more elaborately and find clearer links to literature on the 

aging body, senior identity, ageism, and digital technology adoption in older age.  
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2.1.1 Staying Alive 

Connecting to the Internet to interact with the younger world was experienced by the participants 

as motion, a sign of life. Contrarily, having low digital literacy and not being able to 

communicate digitally was seen as a metaphorical halt, a sign of passing. Iva explicitly tied her 

progress with digital communication technology to the ambition and feeling of staying alive: 

<Passive is, for me, like dying. Stagnation, dying. <Just go to the grave, don’t be interested in 

anything, don’t do anything=. No, no.= Iva clearly found it important to distance herself through 

the metaphorical motion of technology adoption from her husband, who she thought of as the 

embodiment of stagnation and passivity in older age. In a similar fashion, at the end of the study 

period, Magdalena proudly rejected her association with more vulgar stereotypical images of 

older people when saying: <It was good to find out that I’m not such a dead old hag.= 

 For Magdalena, the existential aspect of being connected to the Internet went beyond 

simple confirmation of being alive as the fundament of the lived experience: <I don’t have the 

Internet, so I’m not a human?= The participants recollected specific moments of becoming stuck 

when dealing with various practicalities in their everyday lives. The fact that ordinary 

bureaucratic tasks and practical information were not accessible to them due to their low digital 

literacy apparently made them feel that they had been reduced to some non-human segment of 

society. Going online seemed to provide reassurance and validation that the participants were 

still accepted by the wider society. As Diana put it: <I couldn’t exist without it. It’s simply a 

connection to the world.= 

 Magdalena and others experienced the consequences of the digital divide - long-term 

societal inequalities in access to various digital technologies (van Dijk, 2020). More specifically, 

they felt excluded from the online dimension of the everyday workings of today9s society. 
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Although the digital divide has narrowed in recent years, the part determined by age is still 

largely prevalent even in Western societies (Friemel, 2016). Older generations spent most of their 

lives surrounded by media which have lost most of their importance in today9s society (Jansson, 

2014) and they are in a more difficult starting position for adopting newer technologies. This 

may result in a perceived lack of individual security among older people, who feel disconnected 

from the key media of today (Hartmann, 2009), as the participants9 existential reflections above 

documented. 

 Literature on identity formation provides fertile ground for interpreting the other part of 

this structure - the distancing from stagnation and death exhibited by the older participants. 

Following Burkitt (1999), we may understand identity as both an internal perception of ourselves 

and our place in the world, as well as a foundation for the external presentation of ourselves in 

relation to others. This approach is in line with that of Burke and Reitzes (1981), who suggested 

that identity has a key defining influence on the many roles we tend to have in our lives - which 

ones we take on, how we perform them, and the importance we assign to them. Additionally, 

Dittmann-Kohli (2016) distinguishes a social, collective identity, and a personal identity - our 

self-concept. The social identity theory by Tajfel (1982) describes our inherent need to have a 

clear place in society and lists several processes through which we form a social identity. One of 

these key processes is the psychological distancing from other groups with (in one9s view) a 

more negative status, followed by a heightened sense of belonging to <the right group=. 

 The discussion above does not aim to suggest that the participants wanted to distance 

themselves from the idea of being of higher age. It seems, rather, that they were preventing their 

age identity (Dittmann-Kohli, 2016) from leaning towards undesirable conceptualizations of 

aging. From a general point of view, age is undoubtedly one of the most important factors in the 
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identity-forming process (Marshall, 2015). Chudacoff (1989) highlights the emergence of the 

peer society17 as the cornerstone of the concept of age identity, which in his opinion largely 

provides a substitute for the part of the collective identity linked to traditional societal roles 

which we lose in the process of individualization. One of the foundations of today's concept of 

age identity is the institutionalization of the notion of the life course (Kohli, 2007). Specifically, 

the emergence of the concept of a funded retirement gave momentum to the othering of the 

fourth age, a process through which the active aging ideal emerged (Higgs & Gilleard, 2014). 

Nowadays, the senior life phase is seen to comprise two very different parts: the third age, i.e. 

active retirement, during which one should find a new life purpose, hobbies, and social 

connections, and the fourth age, i.e. the <true aging= phase characterized in popular imagery by 

negatively-perceived attributes triggered by physiological aging such as physical disability, 

cognitive decline, and severe health decline. The aforementioned urgency of the participants to 

stay in progressive motion was presumably motivated by their socially-constructed aspiration to 

keep their senior identity aligned with the normative <successful aging= concept (Rowe & Khan, 

2018), which puts emphasis on individual responsibility to maintain high physical functioning 

and an <active=, <healthy= approach to life while largely ignoring health and social inequalities 

and individual differences (Katz & Calasanti, 2015). 

2.1.2 Limited Abilities 

The body was perceived as a vehicle for connectivity with some unavoidable age- and 

health-related limitations. When Miroslav thought about the prospect of reconnecting with his 

son who lived abroad, he saw his body as the ultimate barrier: <Nothing can be done now. (...) 

17 According to Chudacoff (1989), two major shifts in the 19th century: families became more age-homogenic, and 
an economical split into the family and work spheres of our lives occurred. This led to the emergence of the peer 
society - one in which we are more conscious of and driven by our belonging to a specific age group. 
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Physical health is against me now. (...) I’m just not able (to improve the relationship) anymore.= 

In consonance, Frantisek thought that <it is due to the age and the state of health that a man is 

less equipped for some interaction.= Additionally, Frantisek reflected on the bodily changes 

triggered by aging as limiting not only his ability but also his eagerness to socialize: <You’re less 

mobile, less willing to participate. You’re more inclined to just go take a nap in the afternoon.=  

 For others, such embodied age-related connectivity limitations manifested themselves 

primarily during the process of technology adoption. In a more general reflection, Lada claimed 

that <older people have difficulties learning new things which come to their life=. Dorota 

expressed a similar skepticism about the ability of older people to partake in digital 

communication: <I don’t know how many old people can do this but I myself can’t anymore.= 

Diana was more specific when describing her perceived cognitive limitations: <My brain doesn’t 

absorb it anymore. I have to write things down on a <dumb-card=.= Besides seeing themselves 

as less intellectually and cognitively capable due to their more advanced age, the participants 

referred to themselves negatively as <dumb=. Sensoric disabilities such as hearing troubles and 

poor sight were seemingly calmly accepted as a given; however, I observed more substantial 

distress when fine motor skill limitations (clearly caused by Parkinson9s in some cases) were 

creating hurdles for the participants on their journey to learning how to use the tablet. Worries 

about perceived bodily limitations were present even for participants who were already active 

users of digital devices. For instance, Diana built a habitual connection to her smartphone and 

although the phone was already malfunctioning, she did not want to change it for a new model 

because of the worrying challenge of learning to use a different digital device with her limited 

cognitive and sensory capabilities. 
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 Turning to the existing literature, the distressing and self-doubting connection between 

the participants9 age and their perceived bodily limitations in relation to technology use 

presumably came from two sources: their physiological (Arber & Ginn, 1991) or functional 

(Frangos et al., 2023) age, i.e. the actual fitness of their bodies, and their social age (Arber & 

Ginn, 1991), i.e. their view of their age, which was co-constructed by the social environment 

around them.  

As health and mobility issues are among the most prominent risk factors with respect to 

developing loneliness in older age (Stevens et al., 2024), the participants expressing concerns 

about these issues is of little surprise. According to research by Vroman et al. (2015), most 

non-users of new communication technologies are older than 75 and live alone with a disability 

or chronic health issues. There is much room for improvement and a potentially positive impact 

here, as evidence from the study by Bracken et al. (2015) suggests that if this group in particular 

were to adopt mobile communication devices, they might partake in behaviors which were 

otherwise out of reach due to their health limitations. However, in order to benefit from digital 

media devices, older adults require design adjustments which would accommodate their specific 

cognitive and physical limitations, such as reduced motoric coordination or haptic sensitivity 

(Bong et al., 2020). Even though I attempted to tailor the hardware and software setup of the 

study to such needs, interaction with the technology was clearly still unnerving for some of the 

participants. 

Nonetheless, the perception of user disability might have partially come from the wider 

social discourse. Five decades ago, Simone de Beauvoir (1972) was already writing about the 

medicalization of aging bodies, i.e. the societal tendency to treat older bodies as objects of worry 

and care. According to Levy (2003, 2009), such ageist constructs omnipresent in the cultural 

72 



 

imagery of older age can be internalized to the extent that they become ingrained in one9s 

subconscious view of the self and the world, which can later guide our behaviors but also 

physiological changes in our bodies. It seems that many of the negative self-labels such as <less 

equipped for socialization= or <dumb= were merely reflections of the general ageist societal 

discourse that will be elaborated upon in the next chapter. 

2.1.3 Unnerving Dissonance 

<Oh look, an old granny!= This joke was Diana9s way of dealing with the perceived contrast 

between herself as the old and the tablet as the new. On the basis of the subsequent recollections 

of Diana9s contact with her volunteer, humor in combination with ageist auto-labelling was 

seemingly her natural coping mechanism in digitally-mediated interactions where she might have 

felt inadequate (e.g., when she failed to send a text message) or in the wrong milieu. 

Self-deprecating humor in combination with a nervous laugh also became evident when Marcela 

embarked on her first video call with the volunteer: <So she will see me? Such an old hag!= 

The physical mirroring of the tablet9s camera triggered insecurities which presumably 

originated in the reactions of other people to the perceived dissonance between the old and the 

new. Being an active player of online computer games with a profile honestly declaring her real 

age, Marcela reported being regularly confronted by other players who could not comprehend the 

fact she had been playing computer games at her age. <I usually don’t mind if they formulate it 

decently. They don’t insult me most of the time because if they write vulgarisms, I can report 

them and the support will block them. (...) It used to happen more often because the game used to 

be more popular among young boys. Now it’s mostly guys around 40. They are even worse. (...) 

They are not vulgar but they can knock you down so much. I always start shaking and I cannot 

believe it.=  
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Marcela was clearly able to play video games yet it was still suggested to her by the 

younger world online that it was odd, and perhaps not appropriate, for her to do so at her age. 

During our first interview, Marcela started describing this part of her daily life and the shocked 

reactions and obtrusive age-related remarks she regularly received in the game in an amused, 

light-hearted way. However, as she delved into the details, the tone of her voice and the speed of 

her delivery changed, clearly signalling that she felt uncomfortable and upset about such 

communication. It seemed to me that on the one hand, she took great pride in being unique 

among her fellow players, but on the other hand, these interactions were making the game an 

unsafe environment for herself and her identity. Even players who she had befriended hurt her 

with harsh references to her more advanced age when she did not reply for a week: <You died, or 

what?= A similar pattern of deeply ingrained doubts about older people and new technologies 

was present in Frantisek9s reflection of the online courses he had attended: <What can older 

ladies talk about in a group video call… maybe about visiting a doctor.=  

An exploration of existing literature suggests that the reported feelings of inadequacy, 

misplacement, or non-acceptance originated in internalized ageist stereotypes. Our identities are 

shaped through interactions with others and through our integration in a particular social context 

(Westerhof et al., 2012). If we apply this to senior identity following the thoughts of Fealy et al. 

(2012), we must assign substantial importance to the relevant macro-societal discourse in the 

formation of our perceptions of and interactions with older adults. Although many of the strong 

cultural associations between <old= and <disability=, as well as the hurtful <non-adult= status 

based on the perceived structural dependency of seniors on adult labor (Mastin & Priestley, 

2011), may very well have reasonable foundations in some of the evidenced aspects of 

physiological aging, seniors themselves often see <seniority= merely as a label forced upon them 
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by the younger segments of the population (Ito et al., 2001). Choosing not to be <old= may be 

very difficult (Biggs, 1997), which only fuels the wide impact of ageism, defined by Butler 

(1969) as either the more positive or negative treatment of others based on our expectations of 

their incapability, physical or cognitive disability etc. 

However, as touched upon in the previous chapter, the potentially harmful influence of 

age-related stereotypes and ageism does not stop at shaping the behavior of younger groups 

towards seniors. According to the bio-socio-cognitive model of ageism described by Bugenthal 

and Hehman (2007), if our age-related expectations, originally based on the biological aspects of 

aging, are supported by ageist policies and acts, seniors become stressed and their physical and 

social competences suffer, which may lead to them supporting these stereotypes themselves and 

eventually possibly also internalizing them as autostereotypes. Our age identity is often strongly 

related to our self-esteem, hence its wider impact on our wellbeing and health (Dittmann-Kohli, 

2016). Other studies (e.g. Róin et al., 2021) have also noticed that older adults9 self-deprecating 

humor may sometimes function as a way to soften this impact and protect one9s positive 

self-image. 

Age-related stereotypes play a crucial role in the process of forming and evaluating our 

age identity (Keashly, 2018) also in the context of technology adoption. Widespread stereotypical 

assumptions that older people cannot use new technologies which fall under the label of digital 

ageism lead to the digital exclusion of older adults, and thus to the widening of the age-related 

digital divide (Kania-Lundholm, 2023). According to research by Lavenir (2022), digital ageism 

manifested through ageist and often offensive communication from younger players forces older 

players of online games (dubbed the <silver gamers=) to either isolate themselves or adapt and 

resist. Marcela chose the latter approach and absorbed the hurtful remarks perhaps because her 
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online gaming experience was key for satisfying her socializing needs in her otherwise very 

isolated living situation. Her distress seemingly stemmed from the tensed duality of being 

<different from seniors= by integrating herself in the younger online gamers community while 

also being <othered= in this community because of her older age (van Dyk, 2014). 

2.1.4 Proving Oneself 

Participating in the study was in some cases primarily driven by the participants9 urge to prove 

their worth, active lifestyle, or social embeddedness. When asked about their motivation to enroll 

in a study which brought different generations together through digital means of communication, 

the participants referred to their desire to continue learning and exploring the world. Vilma 

wanted to <get to know something new, enrich myself in some way. I was never against this. I 

have always enjoyed learning things which go forward and so on.= In line with that, Iva also 

mentioned the forward-oriented motion described in chapter 2.1.1: <For me, being active is 

about searching, laughing, going somewhere.= Lada expressed a similar view but added the 

notion that the ambition to realize oneself through such a project was one of her own: <My 

family doesn’t require it. I require it from myself. (...) I want it. I like it. I want to find joy in it.= 

For Lada, the original driver of such an ambition was the prospect of digital gadgets such as a 

tablet with the Internet to provide practical help, increased social reach, and support for personal 

independence. 

 Miroslav9s eagerness to increase his digital capabilities stemmed from his lifelong pursuit 

of knowledge, which clearly gave him purpose and meaning in life after his family and 

professional life crumbled at the same time. By obtaining new skills and knowledge, he could 

source internal pleasure from following the <many philosophers from different parts of the world 

who claimed throughout centuries that a man should study from crib to coffin= while also 
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receiving external praise. He did not see his relatives very often but when he did, the one thing 

that they explicitly admired about him was his vast knowledge. In a similar vein, although Lada 

primarily talked about her internal motivators, she also mentioned that she would like to <be 

seen as a grandma who tries to communicate in a modern way= by her grandchildren. 

Magdalena expressed similar ambitions in her own brief and witty style: <Well, I don’t want to 

die as an illiterate, right?= 

 Finally, some participants were highly invested in proving that they were not <loners=, 

either to themselves or to others, and they saw intergenerational social contacts through digital 

media as appealing means of achieving this. Iva, one of the participants who cried quite early 

into our first meeting, was clearly not going through a satisfying period in life, both socially and 

psychologically. Being a sensitive person, she could almost literally feel the heavy social burden 

of her husband, who she felt was potentially turning her into a loner, i.e. someone who is lonely 

and does not mind it. <For me, it’s important to maintain stable friendships, communication, 

that’s really important - for me. I’m not a loner. My husband, for instance, he can really be just 

on his own. Well, alone… Yeah, alone!= If Iva was actively pushing against the prospect of 

identifying herself as a loner, Barbora9s distancing herself from the term took a more circular 

approach. When talking about the ongoing pandemic measures, she said: <Well, I felt a little bit, 

a little bit lone-... Not really lonely, but when everything closed and the numbers of ill and dead 

were high, I said to myself: <Well, I might even become a loner!= (...) But I think it’s not going to 

happen. I’m not going to become a loner.= She saw a loner as someone who <doesn’t have 

anyone= and this was clearly a characterisation which she was very reluctant to even think about, 

even though her recollections suggested she did feel this way on a regular basis. The topic 
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clearly made her nervous - the minute we touched upon it, she suddenly stopped making any eye 

contact, placed her palms underneath her legs, and slowly swayed back and forth in her armchair. 

 When looking at relevant literature, this structure of the participants9 experience could be 

seen as a reaction to the preceding structures revolving around ageist stereotypes - the 

participants were eager to show the world and themselves that they were in fact alive and active, 

modern and capable, and not lonely. The active aging ideal, heavily reinforced by the media, 

fuels feelings of falling behind among older adults (Givskov, 2017) and roots aspirations to keep 

on learning and stay active, beautiful and young forever as if there was no other life phase after 

the productive age besides the undesired, close-to-death image of old age (Klein, 2012). Studies 

from North America (e.g. Clarke & Korotchenko, 2011; Slevin, 2010) document how older 

adults can go to great lengths in employing clothing, exercise, and cosmetic enhancements to 

conceal signs of aging and demonstrate their agency in maintaining youthfulness. The current 

population of Czech older adults has a very different generational experience compared to their 

peers from the United States and Canada; however, globalized media representations perhaps 

contribute to the worldwide dissemination of these ideals and aspirations. Although they opted 

for other tools than youthful clothing or aesthetic medicine, participants of this study were also 

eager to distance themselves from the typical negative representations of older people as frail, 

dependent, and falling behind new trends and technologies (Katz, 2005), which were linked to 

Czech older adults9 expectations of later aging in previous studies (Marhánková, 2023; 

Vidovićová & Sedláková, 2009), and instead to associate their identity with continuous progress 

and ability to communicate through modern media with younger generations. 

 The observed distancing from the label of a <loner= is rooted in the long-standing and 

widespread stigmatization of loneliness, often linked to older age in popular imagery (Luhman & 
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Hawkley, 2016). Such stigmatization is one of the main obstacles in effectively addressing the 

so-called loneliness epidemic (Hertz, 2020) because it may lead older adults to conceptualize and 

talk about loneliness in older age through the experience of others rather than reflecting on their 

own experience of it (Ågren & Pavlidis, 2023). 

According to the biological perspective of Cacioppo and Patrick (2008), the feeling of 

loneliness inflicts pain because the body interprets it as a failure in the social area and a threat to 

one9s survival. More critical research in social gerontology also identifies older adults9 feelings 

of being hopelessly unwanted, rejected, or forgotten (Neves et al., 2023). In a reaction to such 

feelings, the participants might have subconsciously opted for one of the standard mechanisms to 

increase the perceived positivity of one9s social identity outlined by Tajfel and Turner (1979) - 

rejecting one9s membership of a group with an undesired identity. Applying the lenses of Cohen 

and Sherman (2014), typically <non-old= virtues such as independence, self-reliance, having an 

active lifestyle, and general mental and physical competence are often actively sought-after by 

seniors as desired identities, while stereotypically <old= attributes such as physical disability, 

dependence on others, or isolation and loneliness are to be avoided as undesired identities, as 

many empirical studies have already documented (e.g., Dollard et al., 2012; Miller et al., 2016). 

2.1.5 Impactful Satisfaction 

When the ambitions discussed in the previous chapter successfully materialized, not only did the 

participants feel good in that moment but the embodied act of using a new digital technology to 

connect with a younger person also provided them with positive identity reinforcement beyond 

this momentary success. <It brought me some kind of excitement, yes - that it went successfully, 

that we saw each other, that we talked.= Barbora was one of the more challenging interviewees 

in this participant group due to her well-maintained distancing and a neutral emotional facade. I 
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therefore understood her choice of the word <excitement= as a sign of a very strongly positive 

reflection of her accomplishment within the interactions with the younger volunteer.  

Apolena9s story is quite similar to Barbora9s in this particular context. Loneliness had a 

rather substantial presence in their daily lives, they both clearly had their doubts about the 

success of their participation in the study, but when they managed to connect with the new 

person over a new piece of digital technology, it was quite a moving moment for them. Apolena 

said that she felt <joy - from the accomplishment - that I got in touch with her.= She continued by 

mentioning <a big relief=, as handling the tablet was clearly particularly challenging for her due 

to her numerous health limitations. Nonetheless, the study did not go too well for her, as will be 

elaborated further in the next chapter. In consequence, during our second meeting, Apolena kept 

underestimating her value for the study and perhaps for the world in general, but when she 

learned that she would receive the tablet as a reward for her participation, self-disappointment 

was quickly substituted with tears of joy and pride: <When I tell my daughter, she will get 

emotional too. And my grandson will be happy too!= It was not the hardware that delighted her 

to such an extent - it was the sense of accomplishment after connecting with a younger 

generation digitally, as experienced by an older person living with loneliness. 

According to Identity Theory by Burke and Stets (2009), we all try our best to establish 

and maintain a stable living environment. Its balance can be compromised by a sudden 

discrepancy in our identity, an example of which could be the process of aging and transitioning 

towards the <old= population segment. In such a situation, we tend to adjust our behavior to 

re-establish the balance in our environment and approximate our desired identity again. 

Technology adoption and usage is undoubtedly an important element of our identity (Bailey & 

Ngwenyama, 2010). Successfully introducing a modern communication technology into one9s 
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life as an older adult may therefore provide an important identity boost manifested through joy, 

excitement, relief, or a sense of accomplishment. Older adults might be hesitant to accept a new 

digital gadget into their lives due to a lack of confidence and familiarity with it (Larsson et al., 

2017) but when they do so and succeed, it can be motivating for further engagement with new 

technologies (Groenewoud et al., 2017) and empowering even in other aspects of life, as being in 

control of current media is connected with perceived autonomy and agency in general (Givskov, 

2017). 

2.1.6 Shameful Failure 

Unfortunately, the emotionality of any technical difficulties encountered along the way was in 

some cases even stronger compared to the positive feelings derived from aforementioned 

accomplishments. No matter the size and source of the obstacle, failing to do something with the 

tablet as part of this study could trigger very negative feelings and thought sequences. Marie9s 

reflection on a moment when the tablet could not be turned on because, unbeknownst to her, the 

battery had died clearly illustrates this point: <I felt really bad. I said to myself: Oh god, that 

cannot be true, whatever I touch goes wrong.= Any minor stumble could activate pre-existing 

self-doubts such as the ones expressed by Apolena: <When my granddaughter told me that I 

wouldn’t break it, that was a big relief - that I couldn’t fail (the study) so much, hopefully.= 

Apolena truly struggled with the tablet and video calls, presumably largely because of her 

numerous physical health issues. However, in her reflections on the study, she did not mention 

any of her objective capability limitations. Instead, she labelled herself as <dumb=, which could 

have perhaps been a long-existing self-doubt that then became highlighted by her perceived 

failures with the new means of communication. Throughout the second interview, she kept 

undermining her own self-worth, primarily according to her age: <I probably didn’t help you 
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much because I feel like I am really dumb. (...) I am really old. And we think differently to you, 

young people.=  

In line with my reflexive and proactive approach towards the clear power disbalance 

between a young, technologically-skilled researcher and an older research participant with very 

limited digital skills (see Chapter 1.5.3), I reacted to Apolena9s concerning, ageism-rooted 

self-doubts and fears of failing the study by reassuring her that she could not fail in virtue of her 

participation in any way and that our interviews provided me with important insights. I continued 

showing real interest in her recollections and reflections, and I also encouraged her to continue 

learning with the new technology if she felt like it, saying that both younger and older people 

naturally encounter challenges when obtaining new skills. The fact that she stopped undermining 

herself, continued sharing her thoughts with me, happily accepted the tablet as a reward at the 

end of the interview, and expressed excitement about the prospect of learning the ropes of it 

better and using it to be in regular touch with her granddaughter signalled that her worries and 

doubts were successfully reduced. 

 Miroslav9s case was somewhat similar. His capabilities for handling the tablet were 

objectively limited by progressing Parkinson9s disease, a health issue which he openly shared 

with me during the first interview. However, the process of obtaining new skills and knowledge 

was perhaps so important for Miroslav that he did not fully integrate the fact that his 

Parkinson9s-affected cognition and motor skills could limit his ability to operate the tablet. I 

could see his frustration building very quickly already during the tablet onboarding part of our 

first meeting and reassured him of the available technical support during the study. Nonetheless, 

Miroslav isolated himself with his technical struggles and eventually stopped using the tablet 

completely: <It wasn’t working somehow. So I gave up. I just couldn’t do it.= For most of the 
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study, he remained in intermittent contact with the younger volunteer over the phone. During the 

second home visit, Miroslav seemed to be a different person - he kept his proverbial guard all the 

way up and made our interview very short: <I’m sorry that you expected more from me. But you 

can’t force people to do things which don’t come from within themselves.=  

As mentioned before, Miroslav9s behavior and words during the second interview showed 

signs of a worsened depressive disorder, an issue which he had lived with for quite some time 

already. His participation in the study might have potentially contributed to this: He admitted that 

he had never had the intention to socialize through the study; his interest in participating 

stemmed solely from the prospect of enhancing his digital literacy skills, and failing to do so 

might have exacerbated his depressive thoughts. However, Miroslav proactively addressed this 

ethical question by highlighting that his depressed state was no one9s fault and that the study 

could not have been designed or implemented in any better way for him. Nonetheless, I 

reassured Miroslav that, as the researcher, I had no specific expectations from him and that he 

had not failed me or the study at all; rather, he had tried his best and contributed to the study in a 

meaningful way despite his struggles. I tried to support Miroslav further but he was clearly not 

interested in discussing his feelings with me on a deeper level. As detailed further in Chapter 

1.5.1, I later shared a non-specific alert with Miroslav9s assisted-living facility manager because 

his depressive symptoms seemed to be of a quite serious nature. 

 The pattern of emotionally-triggering technical difficulties which could potentially 

damage one9s self-perception were also present in the recollections of some participants who did 

not face any health issues decreasing their technology user capabilities. For instance, Diana, an 

elegant lady with an otherwise very calm demeanor, loudly banged the table when describing her 

feelings about trying in vain to <move something on the tablet=: <Well, I was angry and lost 
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patience and turned the whole thing off. So that was that.= The strength of this negative memory 

clearly made her physically nervous when recollecting it during our interview. Such moments 

and memories thereof could play a key long-term role in a vicious cycle: They may have 

generated feelings of embarrassment, shame, and being a nuisance for others, which could 

prevent the older adults living with loneliness from reaching out to the formal or informal 

technical support at hand that might have otherwise contributed to preventing future technical 

failures from occurring. While Diana felt too ashamed to call her daughter or granddaughter 

when she forgot how to do a certain task on her smartphone, Vilma didn9t want to <bother you 

(the researcher) by calling and asking how to do this and that=. A similar pattern was also 

present in the story of Iva who did not want to bother anyone, which eventually led her to <feel 

bad when using the tablet=, because she did not know what to do and later reflected on the study 

as <disappointing= and <her failed project=.  

Fortunately, no serious damage seemed to be done in these two cases - Vilma operated 

the tablet successfully throughout the study period and was tremendously satisfied with her 

relationship with the younger volunteer, and Iva expressed her overall gratitude for the new 

intergenerational acquaintance, as well as continuous interest in boosting her digital skills after 

the study, which she then demonstrated by attending in person the follow-up tablet skills 

workshop. However, I find it important to openly acknowledge that despite all of the measures 

described in the Methodology, such as repeated written and verbal encouragement to ask for 

technical assistance and preventive phone check-ups conducted 10 and 20 days into the study, 

some participants clearly perceived asking for help as being a nuisance either to me, Letokruh, or 

the younger counterparts. Since I only learned about this during the final interviews, the only 

thing I could do at that point was to apologize for any negative feelings the participants might 

84 



 

have felt during the study, reassure them that they would not be a burden to either me or 

Letokruh and that they had definitely not failed the study in any way, appreciate their efforts 

despite the challenges they encountered, and offer sources of technological support for future 

digital skills learning such as Elpida, Letokruh, and the follow-up in-person tablet skills 

workshop. In addition, I gently shared my own experiences and reflections on the situations with 

them, using these to demonstrate that there might often be people around who are, in fact, ready 

and eager to provide a helping hand, and encouraged the participants to restrain themselves from 

feeling like a nuisance and to try reaching out to the helping hand the next time they faced 

difficulties with new communication technologies. 

 Turning back to the findings and their interpretations, while the previous structure of the 

participants9 experiences explained how successes with modern communication technology can 

be empowering for older adults living with loneliness, this structure demonstrates how 

disempowering perceived failures can be. In the study by Givskov (2017), older adults expressed 

similar feelings of disempowerment when not in control of the (new) media as the main gateway 

to today9s world. Groenewoud et al. (2017) reported that older participants in their research with 

a game on a tablet reported feelings of inadequacy which can often prevent people from further 

use of new technologies (Heinz et al., 2013). Perceived failures can create a sense of inability to 

distance oneself from the undesired, stereotype-driven senior identity, possibly triggering intense 

emotional reactions that I witnessed or heard about during the data collection. The dissonance 

between a youthful, aspirational mind and the body9s (objective or subjective) limitations can 

cause substantial frustration (de Beauvoir, 1972) and overwhelmed feelings which may lead 

older adults to disengage with such technologies in the future (Kania-Lundholm, 2023). This is 

in line with the finding of Mannheim et al. (2023), who claimed that digital ageism might be a 
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more important factor in low technological engagement among older people than actual user 

difficulties. 

 The self-perception of being a nuisance expressed by Vilma, Diana and Iva might stem 

from the devaluation of old age in modern society (de Beauvoir, 1972) - after losing their 

economical usefulness, older people can feel like a burden on their families. It is perhaps no 

coincidence that such feelings were only reported by female participants - they might indeed be 

more prevalent among women who also lose their reproductive and caring roles in the process of 

aging, as well as their ability to cater to the male gaze objectification with their appearance and 

behavior (Pickard, 2022). In her novel Těla (Bodies), Klára Vlasáková (2023) vividly illustrates 

the self-deprecating thoughts commonly tied to the embodied process of aging as a woman. The 

main character, aging mother Marie, often feels like a <huge, laughable rock which others have 

to pull behind them= (Vlasáková, 2023, p. 33), which is perhaps not too far from how some of 

the participants sometimes felt when considering whether or not to ask for help with the new 

technology. 

2.2 Materiality 

Following up on the previous chapter which described the interplay between the body, the self, 

and the process of connecting with younger people through digital media as lived by older adults 

facing loneliness, this section will discuss another set of findings which were less salient in the 

interviews and observations yet still provide relevant pieces of the puzzle with respect to the 

embodied aspects of the phenomenon at hand. The findings will be presented through three main 

structures of materiality: Communicative Body shows how the participants reflected on the 

communicative power of the body in both face-to-face and digitally-mediated communication. 

Tangible Closeness explains the participants9 explicit preference for in-person contact for its 
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tangible aspect. And finally, Energetic Exchange briefly describes the perceived flow of energy 

in digitally-mediated intergenerational interactions. 

2.2.1 Communicative Body 

When discussing different modalities of interpersonal communication, the participants expressed 

strong appreciation for the communicative potential of the body in face-to-face interactions. 

Frantisek, a former technical engineer and a proud lifelong amateur radio enthusiast, saw a 

<technical problem= in video calls: <People are jumping in each other’s sentences. They don’t 

know how to use it properly - how to communicate there.= For him, face-to-face interactions 

were much more functional in this sense: <You can react quickly and you understand everything. 

There is the body, you know, and you see the reactions.= Iva shared a similar excitement: 

<Really, the physical contact is amazing. There you can instantly, like, with your smile, or your 

look… like people say things with their eyes, you know, they just react. The physical presence…=  

Real-time nonverbal communication was clearly a key element of interpersonal contact 

for the older participants. Just like in the meeting with Marcela, the possibility to <read reactions 

from the eyes= resonated across different interviews both at the start and end of the study. As 

Vilma summarized, <personal contact is always better=. Vilma was certain that if she and her 

volunteer, Petra, were to meet in person, their <relationship would get elevated by the fact that 

we are both human beings and we see each other, not through some screen…= The word elevated 

ought to be highlighted here as it vividly illustrates how the participants saw their new 

intergenerational acquaintance as somewhat limited by its non-physical modality even in cases 

when the relationship was developing rapidly and well. Vilma and other participants nonetheless 

highlighted the superiority of video calls over phone calls in terms of the quality of contact, as 

video calls had the potential to at least partially substitute for face-to-face nonverbal exchange. 
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The participants9 clear preference for face-to-face encounters is in line with the findings 

of Yuan et al. (2016), who researched older adults9 opinions about different technological 

modalities of interpersonal communication. This intuitive tendency to prefer physical contact in 

this particular context might be explained by Media Richness Theory, which identified in-person 

contact as the richest modality with the most number of cues such as mimics and gestures, 

thereby best suited for developing and maintaining interpersonal relationships (Daft et al., 1987). 

Prior research has shown the affect-building potential of perceptible non-verbal communication 

even in the interactions of older adults with humanoid robots (Strutz et al., 2024). Another 

support from literature comes from Stein9s (1989) approach to empathy as a quality and 

phenomenon which is grounded in bodily experience and rooted in perceptible actions and 

expressions. Building and deepening an intergenerational relationship would definitely be 

facilitated by enhanced levels of empathy which the participants would expect from a physical 

meeting. 

2.2.2 Tangible Closeness 

The strong appreciation for physical encounters continued through a positive reflection on the 

tangible presence of another person. Diana emphasized that she always preferred personal 

contact: <Like now - with you. It’s much better than if we called for an hour. (...) It might be the 

presence of another human being. Or how I feel next to them.= It was rather difficult for the 

participants to explain in detail what exactly they appreciated about such direct human closeness. 

I noticed how challenging it was for them to find the right label for what they felt in a nice 

face-to-face encounter. <That personality of the other person, of Klara, that’s something 

completely different than having just this toy.= Personality, as Apolena called it, seemed to be the 

holy grail of interpersonal interaction. And although Apolena was very appreciative of her 

88 



 

remote calls with volunteer Klara, this reflection led her to call the tablet and video calls <just a 

toy= in comparison with face-to-face contact. 

 Depending on their personal inclinations and needs, some participants highlighted the 

tactile aspect of physical encounters. As mentioned in the Methodology, the study instructions 

did not ban personal meetings. After building a strong rapport together, Karolina, a young 

volunteer, was invited to Lada9s home for lunch. When they first met, Lada said she <squeezed 

her well=. She was clearly the type of person who takes pleasure in sharing love and appreciation 

through touch as she called herself <the old Mother Goose who needs to have everyone around 

her=. The direct translation from <stará kvo�na= in Czech would probably be an <old hen,= 

which is perhaps culturally a less fitting translation than old Mother Goose but conveys the 

physicality of Lada9s feelings towards her younger family members, whom she would like to 

metaphorically keep warm, care for. The positives of tactility could also manifest themselves in 

less familiar encounters. When I was entering Iva9s apartment building, she rushed to the 

staircase and gave me one of the firmest handshakes of my life - the very first moment of our 

meeting clearly showed that she was desperately seeking more tangible closeness with people. 

Later on in our conversation, she referenced it herself as a key element of truly meaningful 

personal contact: =Engaging with people matters to me. Meeting people directly, like now with 

you - giving them a handshake, making coffee, talking.= 

 Other participants were more interested in the visual perception of the other person. 

When describing one of the phone calls with her volunteer, Barbora mentioned that <it was 

completely natural, ok. But, well, because we didn’t see each other, we didn’t really prolong it.= 

Marie, who otherwise did not share too many details about her interactions with her volunteer, 

also pinpointed the possibility to see the other person as an important benefit of video calls: <At 
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least we saw each other like this - we saw how each other looked.= However, she soon added 

that <you can’t say that a friendship emerged because we only saw each other through the screen. 

I think friendships can only start when people meet in person.= Marie clearly found video calls 

superior to phone calls in terms of the quality of contact but still saw their unavoidable 

limitations in terms of making a deeper connection. 

 A similar pattern of thought could be seen in the reflections of Zdenek, who <was not 

really interested in getting to know= his volunteer during the study period but his approach to 

their relationship suddenly changed at the very end: <But now I am interested in seeing Blanka 

because she told me she would like to see me. That made me feel good.= Zdenek was not 

interested in seeing her on a tablet but was eager to see her physically with his own eyes and 

perceived her proposition as a satisfying sign of true interest from the other side. Interestingly, a 

contradictory line of thought was expressed by Emil, whose contact with the volunteer was 

developing very well over the phone but who was reluctant to arrange a physical meeting: <It 

happened to me many times in life - that you meet in person and cannot talk as well as earlier 

over the phone. (...) I guess she is probably glad that she doesn’t see me (during our talks).= His 

nervous laugh suggested he might have felt some level of worry, presumably a fear of losing 

what they had at that moment. The physicality of truly seeing the younger person face-to-face 

was clearly perceived as a way of altering the relationship, but while Zdenek saw it as an 

attractive, positive opportunity, Emil seemed to consider it a risky transition which could hurt the 

currently satisfactory social connection. 

 Following up on the Media Richness Theory and embodied empathy mentioned in the 

previous section, many of the insights encapsulated in this structure of experience align well with 

Short et al. (1976), who claimed that due to the reduction of nonverbal cues such as facial 
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expressions or gestures, the communicators9 ability to both send and receive interpersonal affect 

becomes limited in telephone-mediated communication, which can decrease perceived social 

presence. More recent research (e.g., Johnson et al., 2009; Venter, 2019) has arrived at similar 

conclusions regarding computer-mediated contact and its limited ability to create a sense of 

meaningful intimacy in interpersonal communication. According to research by Costello and 

Bloesch (2017), older adults are less embodied than young adults in the sense that their cognitive 

processing tends to be more visual in interpersonal interactions. This could help explain some of 

the participants9 appreciation of sight in their digitally-mediated intergenerational encounters. 

Nonetheless, the level to which one9s cognition is embodied (i.e. more oriented towards physical, 

tangible communication signals) seemingly varies among older people living with loneliness, as 

Iva and Lada clearly longed for more tactile connectivity, which Macdonald et al. (2021) 

identified as more supportive for older adults9 well-being compared to remote, mediated 

interactions. The research by Yuan et al. (2016) also pointed to older adults9 preference for 

in-person encounters; phone-based interactions were, however, more common in their lives, 

which is something that the restrictions of the COVID-19 pandemic only exacerbated (Smith et 

al., 2020). And as the reflections of this study9s older participants showed, neither telephone nor 

digitally-mediated intergenerational encounters could fully substitute physical contact in the lives 

of older adults living with loneliness. 

2.2.3 Energetic Exchange 

In some of their recollections, the participants highlighted moments of sourcing energy from the 

younger participants even through digital interactions, although they anticipated that such 

energetic exchange would have been more intense in hypothetical physical encounters. When 

attempting to describe what was so special about face-to-face encounters, Iva arrived at <that 
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personal energy, the present moment. Really, physical contact is absolutely amazing.= Other 

participants experienced this presence of energy especially in intergenerational interactions. 

Diana thought that <a young person brings a different energy than I do, of course. So that’s 

great.= She later followed up on the notion of age-related energetic potential within interpersonal 

communication: <Older people, especially those that are ill, drain the energy out of the person.= 

Diana said this very calmly; the rather negative, presumably ageism-rooted thought of being part 

of a societal segment which tends to draw energy out of other people rather than provide it did 

not seem to upset her at all, which suggests that she might have perhaps shared an <othered= 

reflection of the general imagery of older adults rather than her authentic, direct 

experience-based view. In a somewhat related recollection, Frantisek described his chronic neck 

and back pain and the fact that the digital contact with a younger person had created a new spark 

in his life and helped him relieve some of the pain: <You get mad a little bit, you don’t know what 

to do. I go to the park and sit down there, but that’s real despair. So, an opportunity, an activity 

like this helps me overcome the pain.= While the <mission= of participating in this study might 

have been the primary source of relief, it seemed that the digitally-mediated intergenerational 

relationship supplied Frantisek with much-needed distracting, healing energy. 

Such energetic exchange had a positive potential for the older participants even through 

digital communication. However, as Diana9s claim illustrates, the prospect of face-to-face 

interaction was again put on a pedestal by the participants even in this context: <Yes, Aneta 

brought me some new energy. But maybe if we met in person, she would bring me even more 

energy.= Similarly, Frantisek was looking forward to his plans with the volunteer <for going to 

the pub around the corner. (...) I would love to occasionally see them like this.= In another part of 

our conversation, Frantisek mentioned that <after 30 minutes (of a video call), you run out of 
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ammunition. And it can also make you tired.= Yet his energy exchange expectations were purely 

positive when thinking about future face-to-face encounters. 

The studies by Smith (2012) and Kvaal et al. (2013) both showed that loneliness in older 

age manifested itself bodily through feelings of fatigue, tension, or emptiness. The uplifting or 

even pain-relieving inflow of energy experienced by the participants in their intergenerational 

encounters perhaps provided a metaphorical balm for the tiresome and unnerving embodied 

perception of loneliness. Such a finding contradicts Hall and Merolla9s (2020) claim that people 

preserve their social energy and invest it in their interpersonal interactions but there is no way to 

regain this energy from other interactions - the only way to reclaim it is to physically and socially 

rest and recharge. According to the recollections above, however, the participants clearly sourced 

new energy from their contacts with the younger volunteers - something which will be elaborated 

further when discussing the bridging of intergenerational gaps via digitally-mediated contact in 

Chapter 4.1.4. 
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3. Temporality 

Temporality is a concept that encapsulates the temporal grounding of our lived experience and 

existence. It is through temporality that we differentiate between measured time and subjective 

time and relate ourselves to and reflect on the past, present and future (van Manen, 1990). 

According to Husserl (1991), human consciousness is intrinsically temporal, which means that 

all of our lived experiences are constituted in consciousness through retention (reflecting on past 

experiences), primal expression (living the immediate present moment), and protention 

(anticipating future experiences). Ricoeur (1984) complements Husserl with the notion that in 

order to make sense of our experiences from the past, present and future, we continually tell and 

retell our narratives, thereby forming a narrative identity or, as life course researchers would put 

it, participating in autobiographical reasoning to maintain our sense of self-continuity (Habermas 

& Köber, 2014). Finally, Heidegger (1996) emphasizes the finite nature of Dasein with the 

concept of Being-toward-death through which we can fully understand our embeddedness in 

time. 

The perceived dissonance between objective and subjective time, the three pillars of the 

temporal grounding of human consciousness, the ways in which people can continually manage 

their identities through storytelling, as well as the anticipation of death are all relevant for the 

forthcoming analysis of the temporal aspect of connecting with younger people over digital 

media as an older adult living with loneliness. The nature of the phenomenon of aging revolves 

around the constant intrinsic dialogue between the inescapable passage of chronological time and 

the constantly altering flow of lived time. Through the categories of Timeflow Differences and 

Meaning in Time and their six respective structures, this chapter shows how this dialogue shaped 

the older participants9 lived experiences of learning to operate a modern communication gadget, 

94 



 

negotiating one9s self-worth through the scheduling and conducting of intergenerational 

encounters, and reflecting on a new relationship with a younger person throughout one9s days as 

an older adult living with loneliness.  

One of the prominent structures of the participants9 temporal experience was the 

perceived busyness and unavailability of the younger generations, which some participants 

seemed eager to exhibit too as part of their striving for a more desired senior identity. The 

perceived nature of youth as being in a rush and possibly feckless was experienced as a major 

obstacle to developing and maintaining satisfying intergenerational social relationships, also via 

digital media. Moreover, the older participants felt that both the volunteers and younger people 

in general were too 8flighty9 or careless to properly help them in their learning journey with the 

tablet and other modern communication tools, and also to adhere to scheduled times of video and 

phone calls, which was viewed by some of the older participants as a sign of a lack of respect, 

interest, and commitment. However, when the younger participants did make themselves 

available, were punctual or at least exhibited respect by proactively apologizing for missed 

meetings and rescheduling, and showed interest in the digital intergenerational relationship by 

following up on and referencing previous interactions in a meaningful way, the older participants 

were all the more appreciative of their effort, which positively translated into the way the older 

participants approached the digitally-mediated intergenerational relationships. Finally, the older 

adults living with loneliness presumably sourced the most emotional support from 

intergenerational contacts that were of satisfying frequency and regularity, and valued the time 

spent on these digitally-mediated interactions more if they were of meaningful depth. 
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Table 3 

Overview of Categories and Structures Within Temporality 

Category Structure 

Timeflow Differences (Un)Availability 

 Technological Pace 

 Respectful Punctuation 

Meaning in Time Frequency and Regularity 

 The Value of Time 

 Precious Retrospection 

3.1 Timeflow Differences 

One of the dominant categories of insights that emerged from the data comprised several 

intergenerational differences in the experience and perception of the passage and management of 

time. The structure of (Un)Availability interprets the participants9 reflections of negotiating time 

allowance in intergenerational relationships. Perceived differences in Technological Pace burden 

the older participants9 efforts to adopt the tablet as modern means of keeping in touch with the 

younger generations. And the way some dyads progressed in relationship intensity and depth was 

limited by the perceived absence of Respectful Punctuality on the volunteers9 side. 
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3.1.1 (Un)Availability 

The older adults perceived a clear difference between their time availability and that of the 

younger volunteers when building the digital acquaintance. In some cases, this perception 

seemingly influenced how the older participants approached the whole digitally-mediated 

intergenerational relationship. At the very beginning of the initial video call in which I 

introduced Marcela and Katerina to one another as part of the first home visit, an otherwise very 

relaxed and lighthearted Marcela suddenly switched to a much stricter and more direct tone of 

voice and wanted to set up a clear temporal regime for their contact as a basis for their 

relationship: <Well, I just need you to tell me when, because you’re apparently a university 

student or you also go to school, so… When you will have time to communicate with me - which 

days and times. So that I can arrange it on my side, so that I know that you will have time for me 

specifically, that you won’t be dating or taking care of other things than some old lady. (...) Well, 

don’t laugh. Send me a text message and I will put it in my calendar, so that I know, ok?= 

Without any previous interaction or knowledge about the volunteer, Marcela expected Katerina 

to be too busy to be reached - hence, perhaps, also not very interested in their digital interactions. 

As the following paragraphs illustrate, these negative expectations seemed to be rooted 

predominantly in the older participants9 own experiences with intergenerational family 

interactions. 

The older participants saw themselves as available, therefore easily reachable. As 

Magdalena put it: <If a retiree has something, it’s time…= She arrived at this common saying 

naturally when describing her days during the study period and the contact with her younger 

counterpart. The participants felt that they had an abundance of free time and would have loved 

to invest it in communication with their younger family members, which is where the tensions 
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around (un)availability arose. Even though Marie greatly valued her busy schedule, she would 

gladly adjust it in order to get in touch with her sons: <With kids, it’s sometimes difficult to make 

it work. I am free anytime! But they aren’t.= Diana also enjoyed keeping her daily agenda quite 

packed and sticking to it but she also gladly adapted for her daughter: <My daughter, when she 

has time, she usually calls in the evening. Then I give up on all my plans and we talk for like two 

hours. Two hours. So… (...) But she doesn’t have much time, so… Because she works… Never 

mind. She has a busy job.= Although Diana would certainly prefer it if her daughter had more 

time for her, she demonstrated a certain motherly dedication in her reflections, as well as 

acceptance of the busyness of the younger kin and willingness to adapt to it. In some families, 

however, the unavailability of the younger generation could not be bypassed by the flexibility of 

the older adult, as illustrated by this quote by Emil: <We rarely see each other, there is no 

contact, and I’m not forcing it. I told her clearly: "Look, I can be available any time, it’s up to 

you.== Emil tried to cover his sadness with a light laugh when we reached this topic but his body 

language signalled that he was upset - he suddenly fell out of his laidback, friendly persona, 

anchored his eyes on the table and started nervously pinching and folding the tablecloth.  

It seemed that as much as the older adults were understanding of the objective differences 

in the levels of busyness between working young or middle-aged adults and retirees, they found 

it frustrating that the younger family was unable to allocate any or more time for them perhaps 

due to the potential blending of time availability and time allocation preferences: Were they truly 

so busy, or did they simply not want to spend time with them? Similar thought patterns may 

emerge even if interactions do take place, their quality perceived to be hindered by the 

unavailability of the younger people. Marcela felt that her daughter did not have time for her; 

even though they called on a weekly basis, Marcela did not see any depth or meaning in this kind 
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of communication: <We call each other once or twice a week. I always call and say: <Hey, I’m 

not dead yet.= And she calls me: <Hey, are you still alive?=. So something like that.= Similarly, 

Zdenek felt almost offended by his niece only visiting for a short time while on a business trip, 

which to him seemed like a sign of disinterest: <I don’t like that, I really don’t. Either I make 

time for someone and I am there based on how the situation evolves, or I’m there for two hours 

and we get to perceive each other in some way… or it doesn’t happen at all. If someone is not 

interested in me, I’m not pushing anything anywhere.=  

 Exceeding these low expectations in terms of time availability and its allocation for the 

new digitally-mediated acquaintance was a very positive surprise for the older participants. 

When reflecting on this aspect of the relationship with his volunteer, Julie, Emil said: <We are 

alright with the grandkids, but we don’t see each other, they don’t have time, they have a lot… It 

really surprises me that Julie has the time, so, I don’t know...= He continued by guessing her 

possible motivations to be in remote touch with him; they were, perhaps, due to her studies, her 

profession, or the promise of a financial reward. Julie was in fact one of the younger volunteers 

who expressed strong genuine appreciation of her contact with the older adult - in the final 

survey for volunteers, she said that the relationship broadened her horizons and that she was 

eager to keep in touch with Emil after the study, too. Vilma was similarly appreciative of the 

time her volunteer, Petra, dedicated to her but in comparison with Emil, it was easier for Vilma to 

interpret the time availability as a sign of genuine interest on the younger person9s side. She was 

appreciative of this aspect of their relationship even when reflecting on moments when their 

communication plans suddenly changed: <...Then someone called her so she had to leave, a team 

meeting got rescheduled or something like that. (...) She might not have the time now. I 
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understand that she has lots of her own matters and I appreciate that she finds the time for me 

despite this busyness of hers. If our call is short or long, that doesn’t matter.= 

 Another pattern emerging from the data showed how some participants took great pride 

in being very busy. Interestingly, they were the same participants who shared that their families 

did not have time for them due to their busy jobs and lives. When talking about her challenges 

with new technologies, Iva compared her situation to other families, which triggered explicitly 

expressed anger: <But the children don’t have time for us. They don’t have time for us. They are 

in a different place. (...) My son, I basically have to admire him. And he doesn’t have time to 

discuss my stupid little things with me. (...) No, no, he wouldn’t be harsh about this. That is more 

like a feeling of mine. That I cannot bother him with this. Because he is so busy with his job.= Iva 

was becoming fed up with feelings of being a nuisance and a burden for her constantly 

unavailable family, which is perhaps partially why it was so important for her to keep herself 

very busy and to communicate this busyness also to the younger volunteer: <Well, we agreed that 

we could only call in the evening because she is at work during the day and I have various 

activities, and I cannot imagine sitting down with a tablet at 1pm when I’m busy and just 

calling.= Diana was proud to share feedback she received from her niece on her packed agenda: 

<She admires me and keeps talking about me as an example. <My aunt, she is 80, and she does 

this and that. And she just doesn’t have time when I call her.== Zdenek also emphasized his 

many activities several times during our conversation but he also recollected an interaction 

which demonstrates a more defensive mechanism: <She called me yesterday and when I told her 

that we would wrap up (the study) today, she apologized that she was going on holiday now and 

that she hadn’t been reaching out to me much recently. But I told her to stop apologizing - that I 

had also had more activities lately.= The serious tone of his voice suggested that he might have 
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felt slightly offended by the volunteers9 apology and its implicit assumption of his needfulness 

with respect to contact, and he seemed keen to reject the undesired identity of a lonely older 

person with a plethora of free time on his hands who keeps waiting for others to finally allocate 

time for communicating with him. 

 Existing literature explains that the perceived flow of time, i.e. subjective time, is largely 

defined by one9s cultural context and personal history (Hoffman, 2009). Being in a rush and busy 

is typically associated with youth, or, in the context of the Western world, more accurately with 

people in the productive age. Hoffman (2009) describes the fast subjective time flow in Western 

societies as one defined by a sense of urgency and a devotion to efficiency and productivity. In 

retirement, people may finally find the time to catch up with exercise and sleep (Olds et al., 

2018), and perhaps also with family relations. However, the participants9 aspiration of being very 

busy also in later life suggests that our society9s general fast-paced flow of time translates to 

subjective time in retirement, too. Older adults9 perceived importance of staying busy and active, 

with many interests outside of the house, which seems to be a result of their internalization of the 

normative <busy ethic= concept (van Solinge et al., 2024), was also found in previous qualitative 

research (e.g., Guell et al., 2016). 

According to research by Lindley et al. (2008), some asymmetry in availability within 

intergenerational communication is accepted and expected. Nonetheless, the recollections of my 

participants show that this unbalanced dynamic might be experienced more negatively among 

people living with loneliness, and also when the relationship is digitally-mediated. One of the 

remedies suggested by existing studies is asynchronous communication - various online media 

tools might be used to cater to the different interaction rhythms and scheduling preferences of 

older and younger people (Muñoz et al., 2015), which can otherwise support increased age-based 

101 



 

segregation in interpersonal communication (Strom & Strom, 2015). However, as the findings 

for Corporeality in Chapter 2 showed, asynchronous digital modalities might not provide a 

satisfactory level of intergenerational communication richness to older adults experiencing 

loneliness. 

3.1.2 Technological Pace 

One of the barriers to the adoption of modern technology experienced by the older participants 

was the perceived intergenerational mismatch in pace in terms of both explaining and performing 

user actions. As Magdalena summarized: <It's the worst with the young ones: <But it's easy, 

look, tu-tu-tu…=. Well, I didn't catch any of that.= Her experience with too fast-paced 

technological support provided by her young relatives seemingly prevented her from reaching 

out to her volunteer for help when she encountered technical difficulties. Iva had a similar 

experience with her grandkids: <They communicate really fast, you know. It’s a completely 

different level. They don’t have time to patiently say: <Grandma, grandpa, it’s like this…== She, 

however, still sought technological assistance, only outside of her family because her family in 

particular <just doesn’t have time=. Lada also relied on the technological guidance of an 

acquaintance from her neighborhood because of the perceived mismatch in pace with her young 

family members: <With the grandsons, I call over the phone. They tried showing me the 

computer and said this and this and this…=  

 It seemed that the older participants felt a lack of empathy and little willingness to adjust 

to their needs from much younger people. It was difficult to understand why young people, 

especially their relatives, would explain technical things so hastily to them. Diana shared a very 

interesting mirroring experience which provided her with a self-reflection on her own 

technological learning pace and its mismatch with that of younger generations. <I went 
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downstairs, one floor below, we had a meeting there and I was explaining it to him for an hour 

and a haaaaalf. He just very slowly took notes and made sketches and so on...= She went to help 

her neighbour in the assisted living facility (coincidentally, another participant Miroslav) with 

navigating a smartphone. The meeting was truly frustrating for Diana exactly because of its 

pacing (which was perhaps largely due to Miroslav9s Parkinson9s). However, seeing how the 

mismatch in pacing does not have to come from differences in age or intellect provided her with 

more empathy for both Miroslav and her own younger family: <Teaching him gave me a big 

confidence boost. Because he is much smarter than I am. He used to teach me how to use the PC 

downstairs. So I could at least return the favor somehow. When he was writing the notes, I saw 

myself - I also have to note everything down.= 

 In a relevant quantitative study, Golant (2017) suggested that there might be a higher 

likelihood of an older adult adopting a new technology if they are in a state of heightened stress 

due to a coping mechanism reacting to some of their needs being unmet. This could have been 

one of the reasons why the participants living with loneliness were eager to start using a tablet 

with video calls. Nonetheless, in order to fulfil their ambition, they needed fruitful technology 

learning conditions besides the motivation. According to the findings of Hill et al. (2015), many 

older adults may experience a certain fear associated with technologies and the perceived lack of 

skills and experience necessary to use them. In such stressful situations, the participants quoted 

in this chapter would have benefited from a more tailored, empowering pace of technology 

instruction and support from the younger generation. Pang et al. (2021) highlight older adults9 

strong preference for self-paced learning in the process of technology adoption. This pace-related 

temporal preference should be acknowledged by their family or a peer support system and is just 
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as important for older adults as the support system itself with respect to gaining more experience 

with new technologies (Schreurs et al., 2017).  

3.1.3 Respectful Punctuality 

Adhering to scheduled communication events was important for the older participants, some of 

whom interpreted the volunteers' tardiness and unreliability as a sign of disrespect and a lack of 

interest in the newly-formed intergenerational digitally-mediated acquaintance. When Magdalena 

thought of how the study had changed her daily life, she said: <I just kept my eye on the clock so 

that we would see each other on time, so that I wouldn’t miss it.= The calls were an important 

element of the day and week for Magdalena - she planned her activities around them and paid 

attention to them. This made it hurtful when she did not see the same investment from the 

volunteer, as one of her recollections illustrates: <Well, we scheduled the call for 10, so I waited, 

I didn’t want to call myself. So I waited and waited. <Oh, I didn’t manage to make it in time…= 

(...) You keep waiting and waiting, and nothing happens. You start to feel a bit sorry that it didn’t 

happen…= During our interviews, Magdalena gave me the impression of being a tough woman 

who did not readily share her feelings, which only highlighted this reflection on her 

disappointment. She quoted the volunteer in an overly high-pitched voice together with a small 

sarcastic laugh, appearing to signal some grudge still held against the volunteer for this particular 

infraction, which might have been experienced as an act of rejection or disrespect. It ought to be 

noted here that Magdalena and Karolina developed an amicable relationship otherwise.18  

18 As reflected on in Chapter 1.5.4, the social support provided by the study to the older participants living with 
loneliness was naturally dependent on the younger volunteers9 approach and dedication, as well as on their 
<clicking= with the older adults. These factors were addressed during the recruitment, pairing, and onboarding 
phases of the study. However, some imperfections and interpersonal tensions were bound to surface during the 
actual study. Fortunately, no cases of utter neglect or conflict were identified during or after the study - these would 
have been addressed immediately. As the researcher, I could not possibly control all of the intergenerational digital 
interactions in terms of their quality, length, punctuality, and so forth. And neither would I have aspired to do so - 
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 Similar recollections were shared by Diana and Marcela. Although overall, Diana truly 

admired her younger volunteer and was highly appreciative of her as a person, she repeatedly 

returned to one moment when the volunteer did not call at the agreed time: <And I just kept 

waiting so that I would be home, so that was a disappointment for me. Because I even told my 

friend that I had to be at home from 5pm…= The fact that she rearranged her plans for the 

volunteer and this investment was not reciprocated created a strong negative memory in her. 

Marcela9s issue with her volunteer9s punctuality was of a more long-term nature: <We often 

agreed that she would call and she didn’t at the time, so I waited for 15 minutes and called her 

myself. And she either picked it up or turned it down or texted me that she’s out buying groceries 

and that she would call or that she forgot… So I found her unreliable, not solid.= Even though 

they also experienced some fruitful, enjoyable conversations together, Marcela did not develop 

any appreciation for the volunteer and was not interested in maintaining the relationship beyond 

the study period because she lacked the foundations deriving from mutual respect for each 

other9s time. 

As Zdenek9s reflection illustrates, some of the older participants had an increased 

understanding for the volunteers missing some of the mutually agreed and scheduled digital 

encounters: <You always think: <I will get to it.=. No, you won’t, the hierarchy of life always 

pushes out these loose things because there is no time or energy left.< However, if plans were to 

change, the older adults wanted to feel seen and respected through some notice. For Vilma, a 

simple message was all it took for her not to let frequent schedule changes diminish her 

appreciation for the new relationship: <She usually texts me that she has a 30 minute delay or 

that she will only call in the afternoon. And I don’t mind, I make time for it, because it’s pleasant 

any excessive control attempts would have prevented the phenomenon of interest to emerge in its natural form 
during the study period. 
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for me, I like to talk with her and I like to see her.= In Iva9s case, however, retrospectively 

expressed remorse on the part of her volunteer, Vendula, did not mitigate Iva9s negative feelings 

about Vendula9s unreliability and perceived lack of respect. According to Iva, <Vendula 

sometimes felt like she didn’t give me enough time. She was blaming herself a bit. She suggested 

this when the study was close to the end - that she didn’t notice the flow of time and she hadn’t 

given me enough attention.= Yet, these self-criticisms and excuses seemed like idle talk to her. 

 The participants experienced a pattern which might be quite common in intergenerational 

relationships in general: The younger person is swept along by their rapid flow of time and 

forgets about or underestimates their supportive communicative role in the older person9s life, 

resulting in tardiness or completely missed interactions, which occur even more easily in the case 

of digitally-mediated communication. Time-related asymmetry stemming from different 

scheduling possibilities and preferences was found, for instance, in the intergenerational 

communication studies by Muñoz et al. (2015) and Venter (2017). In societies in which 

punctuality is considered an essential sign of respect, missing scheduled voice or video calls 

without any apology can signal a clear lack of interest in an older person, especially if they live 

with loneliness and are therefore already dissatisfied with the quality of their social relationships. 

In 2020, McSherry and Coleman warned against the growing risk of older people losing their 

sense of dignity (which is closely tied to perceived respect) in today9s society, and the 

COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated this risk as more and more older adults became isolated, 

marginalized, and invisible (D9cruz & Banerjee, 2020). According to Tabuchi et al. (2015), 

perceived respect from younger generations may positively impact older adults9 sense of 

intergenerational belonging and bonding, which is an important element of the wider sense of 

being socially integrated and worthy of respect. The volunteers who honestly and proactively 
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communicated with the older adults in situations when a scheduling change was necessary seem 

to have demonstrated this respect through the verbalization of interest in their older counterparts, 

which can, according to von Humboldt et al. (2018), boost older adults9 perceived self-worth and 

empowerment after phone-based and digitally-mediated intergenerational communication. 

3.2 Meaning in Time 

This category of the temporal element of the participants9 experiences shows how the cadence of 

digitally-mediated intergenerational encounters and its stability over time may be reflected on by 

older adults living with loneliness, as well as how meaningful digital interactions and their 

recollections and follow-ups can alter the older adults9 subjective time, emotional well-being, 

and sense of self. The structures presented in the sections that follow illustrate how the 

Frequency and Regularity of mediated interactions carried meaning for the older participants 

regarding the quality of their intergenerational relationships, describe shifts in the perceived The 

Value of Time based on the depth of digitally-mediated engagements with younger people, and 

show that the older adults living with loneliness experienced moments of meaningful follow-up 

and memories of the digital interactions with the younger volunteers as Precious Retrospection. 

3.2.1 Frequency and Regularity 

Two of the temporal attributes which conveyed meaning to the older participants were the 

frequency and regularity of their mediated intergenerational communication both with family and 

the volunteers. When explaining why she perceived her relationship with grandchildren as good, 

Marie noted: <We call each other very frequently. I’m essentially talking over the phone with 

someone every day.= Contrarily, a low frequency of contact was clearly a saddening sign of poor 

relationships with her younger family members living in Moravia, another region in Czechia: 
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<Sometimes we call. Well, not very often...= Emil shared a similar reflection on the low 

frequency of mediated engagements with his close family, which, however, helped him absorb 

the positive development of his relationship with the younger volunteer: <I wouldn’t say that I’m 

really taking up much of their time, as our contacts are very scarce. When we meet, or when we 

call, it’s alright, but there’s not much of that. It’s quite frequent with Julie though. As long as she 

finds joy in this, then, why not, you know…= Following the same pattern touched upon in the 

previous sections, on the basis of his negative family experience, Emil seemed to have 

underestimated his own social worth and the long-term prospect of Julie maintaining this 

frequent (i.e. quality) contact with him. 

 Some of the female older participants highlighted the regularity of their contact with 

daughters as the one definite proof of a functional relationship. Barbora proudly shared that her 

daughter called her <every morning. Every morning she checks on me, if I am ok. (...) It’s her 

initiative.= On several occasions in our interviews, she shared stories involving her daughter 

which showed that Barbora felt very closely tied to her. It seems that such a high frequency of 

mediated contact being her <daughter’s initiative= was especially important for Barbora - it 

reassured her the bond and affect was mutual. Diana9s situation was somewhat different: <So my 

daughter has a task - to call me or text me every day. She checks if I’m alive.= She was very 

open about instructing her daughter to call her so regularly. After having to move her husband 

with dementia to a rather remote care home, she missed the stabilizing daily presence of another 

person and the regularity of her communication with the daughter brought her at least some 

sense of social security. In the daily life of Lada, a similar benefit probably arose from her 

regular digital contact with the younger volunteer: <I am looking forward to (speaking with) her 

every day. Even if we only talk for 10 minutes, we still have a conversation.= As someone who 
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experienced loneliness especially on the everyday level at home, Lada appreciated such 

regularity as a welcome new social pillar stabilizing her days and weeks. 

 The perception of frequency as a sign of relationship quality contradicts the findings of 

von Humboldt et al. (2021), who identified the quality of intergenerational relationships as an 

attribute independent of interaction frequency in the minds of older adults. However, the 

participants of that study apparently did not report feelings of loneliness. It might be the case that 

people with loneliness-inflicted self-doubts regarding one9s social connectivity and quality of 

relationships assign frequency a greater value because of the lack of other positive aspects of the 

relationship. Moreover, according to Thomas (2011), frequent engagement in a social tie is what 

allows people to source benefits from the relationship in older age. This is in line with 

Fingerman et al. (2024), who found that older adults reported having a more positive mood after 

interacting with people with whom they were in frequent contact. Evidence from more 

medically-oriented research (e.g. Cacioppo & Patrick, 2008; Santini et al., 2015) also supports 

the interpretation that the regularity of mediated intergenerational contact may provide older 

adults experiencing loneliness with emotional support, which may help induce a sense of social 

security and decrease their perceived absence of close relationships, thereby diminishing 

experiences of emotional loneliness (van Tilburg, 2021). 

3.2.2 The Value of Time 

The older adults living with loneliness changed their view of the time invested in mediated 

communication during the study9s model digital intergenerational intervention. The participants 

were rather skeptical about the value of longer phone or video calls in the first interviews but 

improved their attitudes over time. During the first visit to his home, Emil told me that he didn9t 

<call too much. Because what can you be saying to each other for 30 minutes? That must be 
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empty talk.= He continued by describing calls with his former classmate, who always called him 

only to share an exceedingly long monologue about all his health problems. Magdalena9s 

negative evaluation of longer remote social interactions also stemmed from her experience with 

long-time friends: <If someone keeps talking for an hour and mostly just about health problems, 

then that's pretty much just a waste of money.= It seemed that in Magdalena9s specific living 

situation, she found it especially important to protect her identity from links to the stereotypical 

image of an old person, one of the negative attributes of which would be the habit of <wasteful 

idle talk=. Speaking about her particular living environment in a nursing facility in which she 

rented an autonomous apartment without any care being provided to her, Magdalena added: 

<Well, (older people) often lack new stimuli and then they don't really know what to talk about. 

(...) Was the soup good today or not? Is the weather good today or not? (...) It's not that they 

couldn't talk about anything else but they miss the necessary stimuli.= 

Marie had a similarly negative attitude at the start of the study: <To sit and talk with 

strangers and spend whole days doing it, that’s not for me. That wouldn’t give me anything.= It 

was more important for Marie to stay active and move forward than to widen her social network. 

In another response, Marie proudly told me that she did not do <30 minute long calls= in an 

attempt to distance herself from the image of someone who spends time idly surfing the internet 

or chatting on social media. However, the study changed her attitude by providing her with 

meaningful, long conversations which she had lacked after her recent bereavement: <We had 

plenty of things to talk about - we talked even for an hour. (...) I don’t have many of these 

opportunities now if I’m mostly alone. (...) I didn’t use to be this talkative but I might need to let 

go of the sadness in some way or I don’t know…= I noticed a similar turnaround in the second 

interview with Emil: <With Julie, we might have done too much at the start because the calls 
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were more than two hours long, so I finished the data (in tablet), so, but, I don’t know, we 

probably got along quite well, as we talked for a long time, and pretty frequently too.= With 

meaningful, novel, and fresh mediated interactions with a young person with whom they clicked, 

the conversational time soon began to pass quickly and pleasantly for the older adults living with 

loneliness. 

The length of such pleasant digital intergenerational interactions mattered. Vilma was 

especially appreciative of the longer video-based conversations that could go into more depth: 

<When I closed it, I had this warm feeling, not that I would accomplish anything but that I had 

made a nice time for myself. Because the calls often took an hour, it wasn’t just <hi-hi-I have to 

do something here…= Vilma felt that she actively created a nice moment for herself - she 

seemingly felt increased agency in the intergenerational social contact with the volunteer 

compared to her communication with her two sons, which primarily revolved around 

practicalities and did not inject much meaning into her days. However, as Apolena9s reflection 

illustrates, participants who perceived their loneliness more severely and reflected on it more 

openly experienced even shorter calls with the young volunteers as meaningful and enjoyable: 

<15 minutes is a short time to discuss something proper but it still brought me some joy. (...) For 

me, a loner, it’s a joy just to be able to talk with someone.= 

The varied qualitative evaluations of time spent on the calls might be rooted in the 

dissonance between chronos, i.e. objective, chronological time, and kairos, i.e. subjective, lived 

time, which becomes more salient as we age, presumably due to the shortening of the remaining 

life course (Klein, 2012). According to the research by John and Lang (2015), the perception of 

subjective time accelerates in older age, especially during productive activities, which is linked 

to positive evaluations of these activities. Such findings provide a certain grounding for the 
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participants9 experiences of time passing by quickly in meaningful digitally-mediated 

intergenerational interactions and the positive reflections on those experiences. Some of the 

participants9 distancing from the idea of having unnecessarily long conversations seemed to have 

been rooted again in older adults9 tendency to protect their self-perception from ageist 

stereotypes, which has support in the findings of Ågren and Pavlidis (2023) or Róin et al. (2021). 

3.2.3 Precious Retrospection 

Another observed structure of the phenomenon at hand comes from the (non-)linearity of 

mediated interpersonal communication within the pair. The older adults living with loneliness 

greatly appreciated the younger volunteers exhibiting true interest in the new acquaintance by 

referring back to specific moments of their previous conversations or following up on unfinished 

topics. Contrarily, in the intergenerational dyads in which communication took place in the form 

of disconnected and formulaic digital encounters scattered along the timeline of the study, i.e., 

encounters in which previous topics were not meaningfully revisited, the participants did not 

progress in terms of the depth of their relationship. When reflecting on the wider outcomes of 

one of her calls with the volunteer, Marie said: <Well, it was a nicely spent hour. I think she also 

felt quite good about the calls… But I don't know why such a carefree chit chat about cooking 

should have any impact on the rest of my day.= Similarly, Barbora <felt quite normal about the 

call getting closer= and she did not recollect any moments of reminiscing about one of the 

previous interactions with the volunteer.  

 Contrarily, if the pair managed to end the discontinuity and formal nature of their digital 

encounters, there was a pattern of meaningful bonding. Vilma was strongly moved by the 

volunteers ability to <absorb things and come back to them even one or two days later=. She 

elaborated with: <I felt good after our calls because we immediately scheduled another call and 
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then we picked up where we left off. Something that we didn’t get to finish because she had to go 

to a work meeting stuck in my head so we agreed that we would finish it. So I also appreciated 

that we called and she said <yesterday you were telling me this=... that it was like one continuous 

conversation during the (study) period.= Vilma felt heard by Petra, who was genuinely interested 

in Vilma9s life, stories and opinions and managed to convey this interest through meaningful 

retrospective follow-ups. <She didn’t just slam the phone down,= as Vilma put it, but remained 

present and invested in her contact with the older adult also outside of their actual encounters, 

which provided Vilma with <such a nice feeling=. 

 Another type of retrospection brought social and emotional satisfaction to Emil and 

Frantisek, who both reminisced about their interactions with younger people throughout the rest 

of their weeks and kept sourcing positive feelings from these memories. Emil thought of his 

contact with Julie <very often. You go through the calls again, why she said that, what that 

meant, what she thinks about this and that.= In his recollection of a friendly face-to-face 

encounter with an unknown young woman on the tram, Frantisek was less analytical but perhaps 

more emotional: <There are these moments, genuine reactions… and you feel good about it for a 

week. That a young girl like this is still willing to talk to someone (like me).= As Frantisek put it, 

memories of encounters with younger people can <support you later on, bring you some 

positivity= in the long run perhaps because they serve as proof of continuous interest of the 

younger world in the older adult. 

 The research by Drury et al. (2022) found that the COVID-19 pandemic substantially 

disrupted intergenerational contact along with its many benefits for both younger and older 

adults. That is unfortunate on many levels also because the experiences of the participants of this 

study provide testimony to the fact that positive emotions and an age-related confidence boost 

113 



 

can also be provided by digitally-mediated intergenerational relationships. As Teater (2018) 

documented on the basis of the recollections of 70 older adults, such improvements to older 

adults9 self-esteem and emotional well-being are likely to emerge if an intergenerational 

relationship-building program is of a more long-term nature. This insight seems to be in line with 

the structure illustrated in this section - the participants9 reflections show that meaningful 

continuous engagement with younger people, which crosses the boundaries of individual 

encounters, may trigger positive reflections and identity adjustments in older adults living with 

loneliness, even when such intergenerational engagement is digitally-mediated. 
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4. Relationality 

We shape our understanding of ourselves, our identities and lived experiences through 

interactions with others, which is why human experience in general is fundamentally relational 

(van Manen, 1990). This phenomenological idea is rooted in Husserl9s (1970) Lebenswelt, i.e. 

the inherently relational lifeworld - the original concept on which van Manen (1990) based his 

framework of the four lifeworlds, which determines the structure of this dissertation. One of the 

core attributes of Husserl9s (1970) Lebenswelt is intersubjectivity, which posits that we source 

our awareness of others through empathetic social engagements. Much like in many of his other 

contributions, Heidegger (1996) elaborated on Husserl9s ideas on relationality with his own 

concepts - Mitsein and Sorge. While the former encapsulates the inherently social nature of 

human existence and the fact that people are constantly sharing the world with others, the latter 

posits that we also have an omnipresent concern for those others. 

 Our relationality dynamically changes as we age. According to de Beauvoir (1972), these 

shifts in our engagements with the world around us and the way we care about ourselves and 

others, as well as how others care about us, tend to be more pronounced in older age due to the 

many social changes which more commonly occur in the late phase of life, such as societal and 

economic role transitions or bereavement. This chapter aims to depict the structure of the 

relational part of the lived experience of older people who engage with younger adults over 

digital media in an attempt to address or prevent further feelings of loneliness. 

As Cacioppo and Patrick (2008) emphasise in accordance with Peplau and Perlman9s 

(1982) discrepancy model, loneliness is structured around the mismatch in the level of social 

connectedness one is experiencing and the level one aspires to have; therefore, it is a 

fundamentally subjective, i.e. lived concept. The experienced discrepancy between the actual and 
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desired social engagement may generate negative feelings of isolation even when one is 

currently surrounded by friends or family (Weiss, 1973). It is therefore important to distinguish 

between social isolation and loneliness (Su et al., 2022), although previous research (e.g., Newall 

& Menec, 2017; Petersen et al., 2015) has suggested that these two concepts should be studied 

together to understand their interconnectedness, or the lack thereof in some specific cases. This 

dissertation views loneliness as one of the key contextual aspects of the phenomenon of interest.  

Given the dissertation9s phenomenological method, the ways in which people experience 

loneliness on the individual level are more relevant here than the ways the social context, such as 

ageist stereotypes and loneliness stigma, is shaping them (Neves & Petersen, 2024). Expressions 

of loneliness can be very heterogeneous (Charpentier & Kirouac, 2021; Fakoya et al., 2020) and 

older adults may also find it rather difficult to describe (Moeyersons et al., 2022). From a 

philosophical perspective, loneliness is an emotion of absence (of particular social goods) which 

can trigger a sense of being unable to fulfil one9s social ambitions (Roberts & Krueger, 2020). 

This is in line with empirical studies where older adults experiencing loneliness expressed 

feeling hopelessly separated from the ongoing world (Taube et al., 2016), losing agency and 

control in the world (Moeyersons et al., 2022), or missing meaningful relationships (Neves et al., 

2022). Older participants in other studies have mentioned feeling rejected and abandoned, either 

at the interpersonal or societal level, which triggered emotions such as anger, disappointment, 

sadness, anxiety, but also guilt, shame, or the sense of uselessness (Kvaal et al., 2013; Morgan et 

al., 2023; Neves et al., 2023). The forthcoming analysis shows how such feelings might interplay 

with the lived experience of digitally-mediated intergenerational communication. 

The relationality of the participants9 experiences is presented through two main 

categories - Embeddedness in the Young World and Solitary Challenge. Their six structures (see 
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Table 4) show that the model digital social intervention provided the older adults living with 

loneliness with a welcome opportunity to share daily life with someone. Even though the new 

intergenerational acquaintances were digitally-mediated, the older participants developed quite 

strong affection towards the volunteers in a rather short time span when they experienced the 

mediated interactions as novel and deep. The digital friendships between the younger and older 

participants also seemed to have the potential to challenge some of the older adults9 skepticism 

regarding intergenerational relations in general, which apparently stemmed from a combination 

of the participants9 own negative experiences concerning their relationships with younger family 

members, and negative age-related stereotypes prevalent in the population. The same 

stereotypes, when internalized, presumably provided fertile ground for the older participants' low 

perceived self-worth, this sometimes resulting in the anticipation of abandonment by the younger 

volunteers at some point during the digital acquaintance. Additionally, the sections below 

describe how pressures to adopt modern communication technologies in older age seemed, in 

this study, to have stemmed from both family members and a desired (aspirational) age-related 

identity discussed in more detail in Chapters 2.1.1 and 2.1.4. Finally, this chapter introduces a 

new concept - technological loneliness, which encapsulates the mirroring of the older adults9 

emotional loneliness through the perceived lack of (younger, more skilled) support in the 

technology adoption process, which was supposed to bring them more social agency but instead 

made them feel even more alone and socially powerless. 
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Table 4 

Overview of Categories and Structures Within Relationality 

Category Structure 

Embeddedness in the Young World Sharing Life 

 Affection through Depth 

 Prospect of Abandonment 

 Reconnecting Generations 

Solitary Challenge Pressures to Connect 

 Mirrored Loneliness 

4.1 Embeddedness in the Young World 

The first category of relational structures revolves around the older participants9 experienced 

place in the world and their mediated relationships with people of younger generations. The 

sections below untangle the dynamics of building and maintaining rapport and relationships with 

younger people over digital media as experienced and reflected on by older adults living with 

loneliness. The structures below show that the older participants found much-appreciated new 

opportunities for Sharing Life with others in the model social intervention. They were able to 

build Affection through Depth rather quickly despite the intergenerational acquaintance being 

digitally-mediated. Moreover, the older participants experienced the intervention as a possible 

means of Reconnecting Generations. However, these positive reflections might have been 

hampered by the older adults9 Prospect of Abandonment. 
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4.1.1 Sharing Life 

The participants positively reflected on the fact that the new digitally-mediated intergenerational 

acquaintances created much needed opportunities to exchange opinions and share stories from 

daily life. From their reflections, it seems that they did not have unrealistic goals for their digital 

socialization with younger generations. Lada shared her strong appreciation for the most 

mundane conversations with her volunteer, Karolina, about what they had cooked, eaten or drunk 

on that day: <Even if she (Karolina) just asked how I am. That’s like in a family. As if my 

grandson called me and asked: <Grandma, what are you up to, how are you?== The mediated 

intergenerational contact with the volunteer in some cases satisfied an essential need to 

communicate on a mundane level, which the older participants living with loneliness were very 

much aware of. Although Marcela was not very content with the <match= between herself and 

Katerina, or precisely the lack thereof, she still felt like their digital interactions catered to this 

fundamental need: <Oh, but sure, I'm happy that I met another person! I'm happy for every new 

contact. Because I'm human, I'm not an animal… I need to be in contact with other people.= In 

line with that, Emil eloquently summarized his view on the matter: <You can suppress the need 

for communication but it will still be your need nonetheless.=  

 The participants found the new digital intergenerational relationships rewarding largely 

because they created a new opportunity for sharing something - in particular, opinions, mundane 

stories, feelings, problems, or laughs. Magdalena felt that the new acquaintance <enriched= her 

life as an aging person: <Maybe it's not that important for the young, they can <talk and share= 

here and there, but we don't have that opportunity.= Vilma also thought that <it’s rare to meet 

people who would share your problem with you= in older age. Similarly, as one of the main 

perceived benefits of her contact with Karolina, Lada reported the possibility to <share my 
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opinion with someone and also hear the opinion of the other person=. It seemed that it was key 

for the participants to see that the (younger) world still listens to them. They longed for 

meaningful exchanges without any overly high expectations.  

The study helped participants such as Iva realize that they had been suppressing their 

need to communicate presumably in an attempt to cope with loneliness: <It’s all about me - if I 

am willing to flexibly get to know someone, talk casually about anything. It can be cooking, it 

can be leisure activities, regardless of our age. This is definitely a topic for me now, my approach 

to other people. (...) Young or old - communication in general. It’s very important for me, 

because I cannot be alone, I don’t want to be alone.= The potential positive aftermath in terms of 

the participants9 mental well-being was documented in several cases. For example, Zdenek put 

forth a more general call for this type of social support: <It’s sweet for me, naturally, that 

someone called me and asked about my things. I was happy to share things and talk. (...) It’s 

important that we are there for one another, that it matters to us what the other person is doing, 

that we don’t let people be alone.= 

 The participants9 view of communication as a fundamental human need is rather 

widespread among the general population and it aligns with the Communication Bond Belong 

theory, which posits that communication is inherently motivated by the vital human need to 

create and sustain social bonds (Hall, 2017). The prevalence of such a need vis-à-vis mediated 

interpersonal connectivity among the participants might be seen as contradicting the 

Disengagement Theory of Aging, according to which older adults deliberately become much less 

engaged with society through withdrawal from social roles and institutions and willingly let their 

number of social interactions and social partners decline (Deliema et al., 2017). The participants9 

reflections suggest that if social engagement becomes limited involuntarily in older age, the 
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warnings against severe negative impact on both physical and mental health expressed by Leung 

et al. (2021) might be very relevant. To illustrate this point with empirical evidence, Charpentier 

and Kirouac9s (2021) qualitative study with older adults living alone found the more socially or 

economically disadvantaged older adults feeling powerless and alienated, while the more affluent 

participants mostly chose their solitary lifestyle willingly, or at least reflected on it in this way, 

and saw it as an opportunity to realize themselves through their own activities and interests.  

Coming back to the present study, being people who lived with feelings of loneliness 

themselves, the participants might have been very much aware of such negative impact and 

might have longed for improvement. Their communication with younger people through digital 

media then apparently brought them pleasant experiences and an improved mood even if the 

topics discussed were truly mundane. Interestingly, the research by Ng et al. (2021) showed that, 

for older adults, such benefits might be easier to source from encounters with less close friends 

compared to communication with a spouse or other family members, where the likelihood of 

opening up stressful topics tends to be much higher. 

4.1.2 Affection through Depth 

The second round of interviews demonstrated that interpersonal affection between older adults 

living with loneliness and younger adults can develop in a rather short time span and even 

through digital means of communication if older adults find their digitally-mediated interactions 

as meaningful and experience honest interest and empathy from the younger volunteers9 side. 

When talking about the positive outcomes of the study, Lada said that the study gave her <one 

pretty pair of eyes and arms - different ones, sweet ones, with empathy for another person=. She 

felt like she <adopted= Karolina and <really took her as part of the family= at that point. 

Interestingly, Vilma also highlighted Petra9s ability to listen and laugh with her: <She is really 
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empathetic and I liked that a lot.= In dyads where such strong affection was established, the 

volunteers clearly managed to fulfil some of the older participants9 unmet social needs by 

sharing bits of their lives with them on a deeper level. As Lada elaborated: <I can talk with my 

daughter, but it’s not like that. (...) My daughter has always been more closed up, not expressing 

her emotions so well, focussing on her career. Our relationship was never so deep, trusting, so 

that we could share anything with each other. (...) But that very close kind of relationship, like a 

mom usually has with her daughter, I have that with Karolina. Because there, I can really tell her 

anything. And she can tell me anything. And she knows it very well.= During our interviews, 

Lada did not make many such strong statements, which only highlights the importance of this 

particular reflection. 

A similar <adoptive= pattern could be seen in the reflections of Vilma: <I have all these 

<boys= around me. I feel very good being with a girl, a little girl… She is really this creature… 

Even though I’m their mom, I’m also a woman, we see things differently.= Being a mother to two 

men, with whom she kept in regular and quite frequent yet rather superficial contact, Vilma was 

suddenly overwhelmed with appreciation and affection for the new young female acquaintance 

who could perhaps partly fulfil her lifelong dream of having a closer relationship with her 

children, or a daughter specifically: <We laughed, you could see that she was laughing heartily. 

(...) We can be there for each other and we understand each other. I even wrote to her that she's a 

wonderful sweetheart.= Lada was similarly excited when describing her feelings at the end of the 

study: <Having her in my life feels wonderful, wonderful, really, there’s no other way of putting 

it. Like they say - you can embrace the whole world like this. (...) It’s really nice. This little treat 

for the heart - that you still have someone who is interested in you, who doesn’t sideline you. A 

warm feeling…= The sidelining notion was clearly a reference to how she felt about her family 
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relationships. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Lada was the only older participant who also met up 

with the younger volunteer in person. Vilma was, however, convinced that such a close 

intergenerational relationship could indeed be <built through digital media - you just need the 

willingness=.  

 Other bonds created during the study were perceived more as friendships. For instance, 

Barbora identified volunteer Simona as <a friend to me. (...) We can talk about everything. About 

health, school, work. Almost everything - for the fact that we didn’t know each other at all before. 

(...) I am glad to befriend someone - for me it’s positive when someone wants to befriend me.= 

According to Barbora9s reflections and my observations during the first interview, I understood 

that her socializing activities were truly scarce and that my presence at her home (and perhaps 

also the prospect of the upcoming social challenge) made her quite nervous. However, by 

building a friendly rapport with Simona rather quickly, she presumably proved to herself that she 

could in fact socialize and bond with other people besides her daughter. This social 

accomplishment then spilled over into our second interview, during which she seemed to be 

much more open, jolly, and comfortable with me. While other participants such as Dorota (<We 

usually only sort out practical things.=) and Magdalena (<We mostly see each other briefly. You 

often start with mundane practical things and then there’s often no time left for what you would 

actually like to learn.=) might have wanted to source a deeper, more meaningful exchange which 

they lacked in their rather rushed and shallow interactions with younger family members, 

Barbora seemed to have enhanced her perceived socializing ability and social worth by 

participating in the study. 

 Relevant theories and prior empirical studies suggest that the tendency of some of the 

older participants to quickly form an affective bond with the younger person over digital media 
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and openly share this affection with them could be an intuitive loneliness-coping mechanism. 

According to Floyd9s (2006) Affection Exchange Theory, affectionate behaviors help people 

adapt to challenging situations by promoting emotional closeness and forming supportive social 

bonds. Hall and Davis (2017) add that emotional communication is usually linked with enduring 

bonds which could be seen as a <way out= of loneliness. Cacioppo and Patrick (2008) also 

highlight affectionate communication as one of the keys to preventing loneliness because of its 

potential to boost relational satisfaction, one of the main determinants of perceived loneliness. It 

would be interesting to see whether such rapidly progressing affection in intergenerational 

digitally-mediated relationships was experienced also by older adults not living with loneliness. 

The participants9 reflections showed that exhibiting empathy, a feature of interpersonal 

communication strongly linked to the enjoyment of conversations in older adults in previous 

research (Gould & MacNeil Gautreau, 2014), can support intergenerational digitally-mediated 

relationships in creating a sense of distant co-presence (Baldassar, 2016) or mediated kinship 

(Sheahan, 2024), i.e. the feeling that younger people are there for me as an older person although 

we are not in physical contact, which may contribute to addressing loneliness in older age. 

4.1.3 Prospect of Abandonment 

While the affection-building potential in digitally-mediated intergenerational communication is 

clearly interesting, it comes with heightened responsibility in cases where older adults living 

with loneliness are involved because of the observed anticipations of future abandonment. In 

older adults9 lived realities, the prospect of being abandoned can feel very real even if a mutually 

affectionate relationship has been established. Such perception may stem from prior experiences, 

often family-related. Lada experienced disappointment in the relationship with her grandson: 

<He rarely calls. Because he has a girlfriend. (...) I feel depressed when he’s not calling, as if I 
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was put aside by him.= Nonetheless, the strength of her bond with volunteer Petra convinced her 

that this newly-formed relationship <won’t change=. Contrarily, Emil, who also felt sidelined by 

his close family, seemingly brought some of his intergenerational skepticism into his relationship 

with volunteer Julie. When asked about any potential negative outcomes of the study, Emil 

quickly answered: <Well, the only thing that could happen is that we stop communicating (with 

Julie).= Similarly to the situation of Lada and her grandson, Emil did not perceive his 

relationship with Julie in a vacuum and was worried about losing touch because of her other 

relations but it remained unclear whether or not this negative expectation was based on his prior 

experience of becoming disconnected from his daughter. Nonetheless, Emil highlighted that he 

didn9t <like to impose himself= - it was <really up to her and her interest= if they would stay in 

touch. It seemed that in his more mature role within the relationship, he needed to perceive the 

interest of the younger person, which is clearly something that he lacked in his family 

relationships according to his recollections. 

 Some of the older participants whose new intergenerational digital acquaintances were in 

fact developing very well kept underestimating their social worth and value for the younger 

person. Even though Frantisek had already planned a face-to-face meeting over a beer with 

volunteer Adela and described their rapport very positively in previous recollections, he still 

showed skepticism about the long-term prospect of their relationship: <I would be interested in 

continuing to talk sometimes. But we’ll see if she is interested. Maybe the paid phase will end 

now…= When I told him that there was no financial incentive involved for Adela, he continued:  

<We’ll see how it will develop, how long she will find it joyful…= Such negative anticipations 

were seemingly grounded in internalized ageist stereotypes, which made participants such as 

Diana underestimate their own social value for the younger generation on the basis of their 
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chronological age: <She probably cannot waste time on me. (...) I am not very attractive for her 

in the long term because I am quite old already.=  

 The issue of low relational self-esteem is, according to previous research, rather prevalent 

among older people. The longitudinal study by Orth et al. (2010) showed an inverted U-shaped 

pattern in the development of self-esteem across the life course with a peak around the age of 60 

and a subsequent decline. More positivistic research in gerontology might explain such a 

dynamic as partially due to the impact of family detachment, bereavement, and other serious 

negative life changes commonly occurring in older age, which can decrease life satisfaction and 

perceived personal agency if they are attributed to older age (Rothermund et al., 2021). Marquet 

et al. (2018) add that negative age-related stereotypes and perceived age discrimination worsen 

older adults9 perceptions of aging, thereby decreasing their self-esteem, too.  

Harmon et al. (2024) identified a link between low self-esteem in older age and lower 

perceived relationship quality, which closely relates to loneliness. However, more 

critically-oriented literature suggests that this interplay is not one-directional. According to 

numerous studies (e.g., Kitzmüller et al., 2018; Kvaal et al., 2013; Morgan et al., 2023), 

loneliness may trigger negative self-perceptions (such as being of little worth) and feelings of 

being trapped, which might be one of the reasons why some participants of this study felt very 

little agency in regards to the future continuation of their new intergenerational digital 

acquaintances. Additionally, Cacioppo and Patrick (2008) describe how long-term loneliness can 

make people perceive their life more negatively and decrease their ability to notice and absorb 

the stress-diminishing, comforting effects of human connections. Such insights provide grounds 

for the interpretation that the participants9 loneliness might have prevented them from fully 
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grasping the expressed affection and interest of the younger people, which might be more 

difficult to explicitly transmit through digitally-mediated communication. 

4.1.4 Reconnecting Generations 

This structure, representing the older adults9 perception of an intergenerational gap which could 

potentially be closed also through meaningful digitally-mediated encounters, was in some 

aspects closely tied to the participants9 aforementioned self-doubts about their own social value 

for the younger generation. In our second interview, Miroslav found it hard to believe that his 

volunteer, Tomas, had an <intrinsic need or interest= to be in touch with an older adult. Other 

participants such as Diana recalled feeling surprised during the study period by a young person 

wanting to communicate with them: <I was asking myself what her motivation was. If it’s not 

money then it must be part of her studies somehow.= Similarly, Frantisek remembered thinking 

about <why she (the volunteer) was doing that to herself= and <what she is getting out of this=.  

The perception that young people have no genuine interest in connecting with older 

people presumably arose from a combination of the participants9 prior experiences, perceived 

ageist stereotypes, and their associated general view of the state of intergenerational connectivity 

in today9s society. Participants such as Magdalena and Lada described their disappointingly loose 

relationships with their grandchildren as the source of their rather negative expectations prior to 

the study. Marcela recalled <hearing young people talk disrespectfully about older people all the 

time, saying things like <he’s old, he’s done, there’s nothing to do with him anymore==. The 

perceived lack of respect resonated quite strongly in the second round of interviews. Zdenek 

implicitly referred to it through his positive recollection of an intergenerational online course 

where <they acted correctly even towards the oldest granny - nobody was being disrespected 

there=. 
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The participants' pleasant experiences with their new digitally-mediated relationships 

with younger people apparently managed to narrow the perceived generational gap and 

challenged some of their internalized age-related stereotypes and assumed lack of 

intergenerational respect. Magdalena reflected positively on the volunteer being <a young girl 

communicating with a granny= because she had felt before that <connecting generations is not 

really fashionable, it’s all about the youth these days=. Engaging with a young person over video 

calls <made her happy and glad - that I’m not an angry hag. That I’m still bearable. That this 

young girl can still talk with me.= Illustrating a similar reconsideration of one9s self-worth, 

Zdenek shared that he had been <glad that the young people accepted him as a valuable person= 

at an online pub quiz that he attended together with the young volunteer, adding that he <liked 

seeing that people across generations can communicate together, talk informally as equals=. 

Emil appreciated that <there was suddenly someone younger= in his life who was <surprisingly 

friendly,= as that was something that he did not receive from his granddaughter: <I can’t talk 

with her. But at least I can talk well with Julie.= He felt an inflow of <optimism because he was 

surprised that a lady younger by two generations was interested in talking to him=. Similarly, 

Zdenek felt <energized even through the video calls= because he found it <amazing that there 

were people out there who wanted to communicate with seniors in an organized manner,= which 

was something that deserved <respect and appreciation=. In accord with Zdenek and Emil, 

Marcela expressed her appreciation for the whole study: <So putting people of different ages 

together like this, really, I cheer for you, well done.= She, however, added a more skeptical 

concluding remark which showed that the perceived generational gap could only be challenged 

to a certain extent through such a short-term digital intergenerational intervention: <It would be 

good if it continued in some way. So that young people - not just people in the study - would have 
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more respect for the older and wouldn’t take them as garbage which they don’t need anymore. 

But that’s probably not possible.= 

The search for relevant literature pointed me to Lüscher (2002), one of the scholars 

investigating intergenerational social dynamics, who believed that relationships between people 

of different ages inevitably create some friction beside their positive aspects, which can be due to 

societal norms, life transitions, but also personality traits and past relationship histories. Indeed, 

some of the participants9 reflections suggested that their negatively-appraised family relations 

might have provided very fertile ground for the perception of a more general generational 

disconnect. Perceiving ageism was linked to a higher likelihood of various mental wellbeing 

problems among older adults in prior research (Kim et al., 2019). Intergenerational contact has 

the potential to successfully challenge ageist stereotypes among young people and increase 

intergenerational empathy (Abrams et al., 2006; Drury et al., 2017; Gaggioli et al., 2013; Teater, 

2018). Moreover, intergenerational interactions can also boost the empowerment and perceived 

self-worth of older adults, subject to two conditions: the interest of the younger people is clearly 

communicated (von Humboldt et al., 2018), and the relationship has a satisfactory quality (von 

Humboldt et al., 2021). The former could help suppress ageism-rooted fears of rejection such as 

<he’s done, there’s nothing to do with him anymore=, which are one of the main barriers to social 

engagement among older adults living with loneliness (Goll et al., 2015). The latter might help 

us to explain the somewhat limited intergenerational empowerment boost experienced by 

Marcela who did not reflect on her digitally-mediated relationship with the younger volunteer 

too positively. 
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4.2 Solitary Challenge 

The second category of relationality is more closely tied to new technologies and their adoption. 

More specifically, its two structures Pressures to Connect and Mirrored Loneliness explain the 

implicit and explicit pressures to adopt new communication technologies which may come into 

play in intergenerational connectivity, as well as the exacerbation of experienced loneliness 

facilitated by the perceived lack of support. 

4.2.1 Pressures to Connect 

The interviews and observations shed light on certain pressures to adopt modern communication 

gadgets in the interactions between younger and older adults, which seemingly motivated or 

pushed the older participants to engage in digitally-mediated communication in older age besides 

the identity- and socialization-related reasons and ambitions explained in the sections above. 

Younger family members were apparently actively pushing new communication technologies 

into the lives of some of the older participants. For instance, Barbora expressed her content with 

<a classic button phone= in combination with her developing laptop skills, which allowed her to 

participate in the online world. Her family was, nonetheless, <threatening her that she would 

eventually have a smart one= which she laughed about lightly but in a rather unnerved manner, 

suggesting that she might have felt some level of uncertainty about the upcoming technological 

change in her digital social life, one that she did not even want for herself. Dorota was more 

straightforward in her reflection on the same pressure from her daughters: <They are pushing me 

to get this (smartphone) but… I don’t know. I don’t want it. It’s just not for me.= She was 

explicitly rejecting the prospect of adopting a smartphone, as she saw it as a source of extra work 
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and struggle instead of a handy, useful, practical tool. Yet, four weeks later, I entered Dorota9s 

apartment and a new smartphone was on her coffee table. 

 Other pressures visible in the recollections and reflections of the participants were much 

more implicit and stemmed from the desired image of the self, specifically from the aspiration to 

<be modern= even in older age. Some participants shared moments of strong reinforcement of 

their technological ambitions and efforts when they received positive feedback from younger 

adults. For instance, Vilma remembered how her son <was amazed when I found a way to do 

something on my own: <Wow, you're good!= That made me feel good because even though it's 

not really true, I still consider my son to be an expert. Being praised by <the guru= is always 

amazing.= Even though she doubted her son9s actual technical skills, she strongly appreciated 

this user feedback because it came from someone who is young, thereby a <tech guru=. Diana 

was reinforcing her desired identity as an older adult who does not fall behind technological 

advancements more actively. In our first interview, she proactively mentioned on two separate 

occasions that <together with <Mrs. engineer= (nickname of her neighbour), we visit the 

computer room here. And we’re always the only one’s there…= She said it very proudly both 

times and followed with a long pause and an elegant smile to emphasize this part of her regular 

routine within the assisted living facility. Sharing her efforts and accomplishments in the area of 

new communication technology with a young person seemed to be an important moment for her 

during our encounter, one which perhaps gave her another boost of motivation and technological 

confidence. 

 Existing literature shows that the use of digital communication media has the potential to 

increase social connectedness and diminish feelings of loneliness among older adults (Simons et 

al., 2023), which makes the reported explicit pressures of the participants9 family members very 
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understandable, especially in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, during which online 

messaging platforms and video calls proved to be one of the few effective tools for maintaining 

intergenerational contacts (Arpino et al., 2021). The way such family-related explicit tech 

adoption pressures are experienced by older adults does not seem to be well documented in prior 

research, which only supports the rather low salience of this particular structure of the 

phenomenon at hand in the collected data. Nonetheless, it seems that positive interactions with 

younger people indeed matter in the process of adopting modern means of communication as an 

older adult living with loneliness and can help older adults distance themselves from the digital 

ageism-related image of themselves as being inherently digitally illiterate (Neves et al., 2018). In 

accordance with the findings of Mitzner et al., (2019), improving their perceived digital efficacy 

through positive intergenerational interactions seemed to be motivational and supportive for the 

older participant9s long-term efforts to adopt new communication technologies. 

4.2.2 Mirrored Loneliness 

One of the structures of the participants9 experience of new communication technology adoption 

which seemed to threaten their mental well-being was the momentary highlighting of perceived 

loneliness in situations when technological difficulties occurred. Some of the older adults did not 

want to resist the implicit or explicit pressures and were in fact motivated to <integrate, 

communicate this way=, as Lada put it. However, in order to face the technological challenge, 

they were looking for support from the younger generation which, according to Miroslav, <finds 

this natural and could help me a bit in this area=. Such support was not necessarily provided 

though, as Lada9s quote of her daughter illustrated: <Mom, I won’t help you, here’s the manual, 

learn.= 
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 In situations when the older adults were trying to keep up with the technological 

communication abilities of the younger generations in order to maintain relationships with them 

remotely, yet did not feel any support from their younger family members, some participants 

such as Vilma reported feeling severely upset: <I am completely <done= when technologies are 

not reliable, that can really make me very angry. (...) I am trying to rely on it even if I don't fully 

understand it. But if I can't rely on it, who can I rely on then? No one but myself, once again…= 

In her lived reality interwoven with feelings of loneliness, Vilma saw the modern communication 

tools promoted by the younger people around her as a potential helping hand in terms of both 

practicalities and socializing. However, any technical difficulties were able to trigger such 

negative thoughts due to the lack of perceived support from young relatives - it ought to be 

mentioned that Vilma reported these feelings in our first interview prior to this study9s 

intervention. The same was true for Iva, who expressed during the first meeting that she felt like 

<there was too much on her plate= in regards to new technologies: <I don't have anyone who 

could help me (with technologies) here and there. When I can't do something on the phone, I 

cannot talk about it with my husband at all. Then I'm really frustrated, sad and all, you bet!= Iva 

added that she felt <powerless and full of anger= that she <didn’t have anyone to call then - like 

all the other ladies did=. She was quite ambitious with new technologies and wanted to improve 

as a user but the learning process was clearly very emotional for her, presumably because when 

any obstacles occurred, her loneliness was mirrored to her, which might be the reason why 

negative social comparisons were especially unnerving for her. She knew that <women have 

husbands, family, sons, daughters who help them. And I don’t have that. That’s just how it is for 

me - I am alone in this. I don’t know how this happened…=  
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 When applying literature to a deeper analysis of Vilma9s recollection quoted and 

contextualized above, the notion of van Rhyn et al. (2020) that older adults quite commonly 

experience their own body as unreliable points us back to Chapter 2.1.6: It seems that Vilma9s 

embodied struggle with the new technology as an older person already triggered an emotionally 

disturbed state, which was worsened by a momentarily enhanced perception of her emotional 

loneliness, presumably stemming from unfulfilled expectations in the contacts with her sons 

(Routasalo et al., 2006). These two experiences combined to engender an acute feeling of 

technological loneliness. This new concept can find support in the work of Beneito-Montagut et 

al. (2023), who identified social connectedness as one of the key forces in the process of 

technology adoption in older age. The high emotionality of technological loneliness might be 

partially explained by Mann9s (1986) Network Theory of Power as a heightened sense of low 

digital self-efficacy that might make new media9s promise of increased social connectedness 

seem unreachable for the older adult in that moment, thus making them feel socially powerless, 

which inevitably deepens perceived loneliness.  

Alternatively, from a life course perspective, the challenge of <catching the connectivity 

train= in older age and while living with loneliness might be experienced as a life change, i.e. a 

biographical disruption (Morgan & Burholt, 2020), which needs to be incorporated into one9s life 

narrative through the process of autobiographical reasoning to maintain a sense of self-continuity 

(Habermas & Körber, 2014). According to Waters et al. (2018), this interpretative process tends 

to highlight coherence and stability in one9s life story, which might be the reason why the older 

participants referred so emotionally back to their general social situation when feeling alone in 

the technological challenge - it could be that this interpretation helped them fit their current new 

media user struggles into their overarching life course narrative. 
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5. Spatiality 

More than the actual physical environment in which we find ourselves, the spatiality lifeworld 

encapsulates how we move, feel, reflect, and interact within the environment, i.e. the lived space 

(van Manen, 1990). In Husserl and Merleau-Ponty9s view, spatiality is predominantly embodied: 

While Husserl (1970) highlighted the importance of the lived body as a point of orientation in 

space and a mediator of all spatial perceptions which constitute the essence of consciousness, 

Merleau-Ponty (1986) explicitly rejected the cartesian idea of space as a mere container of things 

and presented the concept of inter-corporeality, which entails that the lived space is dynamically 

constituted through bodily movements and interactions. Heidegger (1996) perceived the lived 

space more relationally through his being-in-the-world. He emphasized the <thrownness= 

(Geworfenheit) of human experience which means that we find ourselves <thrown= into a spatial 

environment of a particular pre-existing setup. However, Heidegger did not view the lived 

experience within space as passive. Contrarily, we exist in space through interactions with the 

environment which are driven by our practical and existential needs. 

 Although it is not commonly perceived and researched as such, spatiality is an essential 

dimension of aging as it covers the living arrangements and their reflections in older age, one9s 

spatial agency, i.e. the perceived ability to assume, hold, and maintain a certain lived space for 

oneself, as well as the presence, nature, and absence of relational engagements within the space 

(Schües, 2020). Stein (1989) sees space as a medium of relationality through which we can live 

shared experiences and perceive togetherness or the lack thereof. The relationships and 

interactions between aging people and their spatial environments also elucidate prevalent societal 

attitudes towards aging including ageism and the active aging ideal (Mchugh, 2003). Loneliness, 

one of the focal phenomena of this dissertation, is also deeply connected to the lack of spatial 
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agency through perceived social isolation and the inability to engage with other people in 

satisfactory ways (Schües, 2020; Steno, 2023). This chapter will share and interpret the 

participants' lived experiences pertaining specifically to their private space (van Manen, 1990), 

where they lived through and reflected on the digital model intervention of this study, which 

could have potentially penetrated the space9s solitary nature with a digitally-mediated 

intergenerational social presence. 

 This analysis pointed to one category only for this lifeworld, Presence, comprising 

structures (see Table 5) revolving around the perceived social presence within the lived spaces of 

the older participants. A particularly valuable insight is that some of the digital intergenerational 

interactions seemingly succeeded in breaking the feeling of being alone in one9s private space, 

which was otherwise strongly experienced by the older participants on a daily basis. 

Interestingly, this positive inflow of social presence was perceived even after communication 

events of a rather mundane nature - the older participants felt an increased presence of others in 

their homes just because of casual digital interactions with younger people. Another notable 

finding this chapter presents is that some of the pairs managed to deepen their intergenerational 

connections through the meaningful sharing of each other9s physical context via video calls, 

exchanging photos, or even mere voice calls. However, these moments seemed to bear potential 

for bonding and creating a sense of togetherness only if the pair had already established a good 

rapport. Finally, this chapter illustrates and explains the older participants9 feeling of being left 

alone with challenging new communication devices in one9s private space. This structure is 

linked to the ones described in the previous chapter - after being implicitly or explicitly 

pressured to adopt new technologies to connect more with the younger world as an older adult 

living with loneliness, the participants felt physically-isolated from any help (from the younger 
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world) that could facilitate the challenging process of technology adoption, leading to increased 

experience of (technological) loneliness and decreased social agency as described in Chapter 

4.2.2. Thís finding highlights the importance of physical technological support, or, more 

accurately, technological support which feels <in reach= and physically-available - this seemed to 

have been the condition for some of the older adults to acknowledge and accept the technical 

help. 

Table 5 

Overview of Categories and Structures Within Spatiality 

Category Structure 

Presence Penetrating Solitude 

 Shared Environment 

 Technological Segregation 

5.1 Presence 

Out of the four lifeworlds, spatiality was the least salient in the analysis of the participants9 

recollections and reflections. Nonetheless, three interesting spatial structures of their lived 

experience emerged from the data, all of them falling in the same category encompassing the 

sense of the presence of others in one9s personal environment, or the lack thereof. The sections 

below show that intergenerational digital interactions could be successful in Penetrating 

Solitude, which was one of the defining aspects of the participant9s lived spaces, especially if the 

younger and older communicators managed to create a sense of Shared Environment through 

both mundane and deeper digitally-mediated communication. In addition, this chapter provides a 

spatial perspective on Technological Segregation, the previously-described experience of some 
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of the older participants who felt (also physically) alone and unsupported in the process of 

adopting new communication technologies which were supposed to help them enhance their 

connectivity and decrease experienced loneliness. 

5.1.1 Penetrating Solitude 

When reflecting on the intergenerational digital intervention that was the backbone of this study, 

the older participants mentioned a perceived social penetration of the burdensome spatial 

solitude which they otherwise experienced on a daily basis. Emil felt like he was <just 

surviving= in his apartment: <This is my base from which I set out on my journeys - they’re what 

matters. I’m not really happy to be here. Because I can feel how I am losing my mind here in 

between the four walls and all…= His loneliness seemed to dissolve during his solo-trips to 

green spaces or the countryside. Contrarily, when he was at home, he felt like he was <going 

nuts= and <losing his vocabulary=. Lada reported similar feelings when she became increasingly 

isolated due to her Parkinson9s and remembered how she <had to talk with her plants to stay 

sane=: <If you end up being alone in the apartment and you remain alone 24/7, that really gets 

into your head. Then it’s depression - you fear to go out, that you might do something wrong. It’s 

growing inside of you.=  

The spatial aspect of loneliness apparently played a key role in these recollections. The 

chaotic, untidy state of Emil9s apartment during both of the home visits clearly hinted at the 

stereotypical presence of a long-time divorced older man - Emil even warned me about this 

while I was entering. Living in such a personal space perhaps functioned as a constant reminder 

of his solitude. For others, it might have been the same solely due to the lack of any other human 

being with whom they could interact and thereby reinforce their identity through such 

interactions. The COVID-19 pandemic clearly made this lack more severe and resonated in the 
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interviews as a catastrophe with long-term health consequences for older adults, because as 

Magdalena noted, <the telephone was their only connection, they couldn’t even have visitors and 

didn’t understand why=. Magdalena felt that <some (older) people would never get better, 

mentally, after (the pandemic)=. As mentioned in the previous chapters, digital communication 

means were perceived as having potential to help bridge the physical distances between people 

and help them socialize, although participants such as Barbora expressed the feeling that <it was 

a bit of a problem in our age compared to young people who could be from the other end of the 

world but would still find a way towards each other like this=. However, as Apolena9s reflections 

suggested, even participants who reported some technological struggles found the study9s 

intergenerational digital intervention as a way to <not just be  alone all the time= and <have 

someone to talk to= regularly, which <brought joy= to Apolena9s daily life. It seemed that when 

no other remedy for their daily spatial solitude - such as Lada9s <walks with a friend on a bad 

day= or someone9s physical visit - was available, the digitally-mediated contact with younger 

people could provide a much-needed sense of social presence in their personal space. 

Turning to relevant literature, in line with key phenomenological philosophers cited in the 

introduction to the spatiality lifeworld, Hall and Wilton (2017) propose a view of space within 

communication studies as constituted by spatial relations between objects and bodies. The 

objective lack of other bodies to interact with can undoubtedly contribute to the perception of 

becoming invisible, which is a core part of the emotional experience of aging (de Beauvoir, 

1972) and is strongly linked to feelings of isolation and loneliness. Gierveld et al. (2012) 

confirmed an intuitive hypothesis within both Eastern and Western Europe that single-dwelling 

older adults have the highest prevalence and intensity of loneliness. All but one of the 

participants of this dissertation9s study lived alone and participated in the research during the 
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COVID-19 pandemic, which presumably deepened the spatial roots of their loneliness. Although 

Vergauwen et al. (2022) did not find any decrease in the intergenerational contact enjoyed by 

older adults during the pandemic, the participants9 reflections resonated more in consonance with 

Lebrasseur et al. (2021), who found that COVID-19 led to a substantial decrease in social 

connectedness in older age, thereby negatively impacting the general state of mental health in 

society. Qualitative researchers studying loneliness in later life (e.g., Ågren & Pavlidis, 2023) 

heard older adults complain about experiencing seclusion and boredom as a result of the 

COVID-19 restrictions. The pandemic measures seemingly dismantled the participants9 spatial 

agency within the intimate (i.e. daily, private) dimension of their connectedness which, according 

to Cacioppo and Patrick (2008), is all it takes to ignite the emergence of loneliness even in 

situations when relational and collective connectivity are still perceived as satisfactory. However, 

the newly-established digitally-mediated intergenerational relationships clearly provided a 

certain remedy through an increase in the perceived social capital available in their lived space. 

Moreover, while Turner et al. (2021) highlighted the positivity of non-familial intergenerational 

relationships as a precondition for any social benefits for older adults during the pandemic, 

stories shared by participants such as Apolena point to the fact that in some cases, even rather 

short and neutral digital interactions with younger people may <bring joy= and stability to the 

lived reality of an older person living with loneliness. 

5.1.2 Shared Environment 

Some participants shared memories of specific communication events which illustrated how the 

ability to remotely visit each other9s physical context through a video call allowed the 

intergenerational pairs to deepen their connections. The participants9 general reflections on video 

calls as a modality of communication were not uniform - while Zdenek found them <strange= 
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because people were usually <doing their own thing, eating at the screen, petting the cat, or 

ironing clothes= and <did not focus with all senses like in a physical encounter=, Magdalena felt 

that <people were more attentive (through a video call) during initial interactions= compared to 

meetings in person. It seemed, however, that the older adults with very positively-developing 

new mediated intergenerational acquaintances such as Lada or Vilma did not perceive any lack 

of focus and attention due to their communication partner being in a different physical context.  

Vilma emphasized that the volunteer <didn’t overlook her and still participated in the 

conversation= after she had vividly depicted one of their video calls: <She was putting on her 

makeup and drying her hair during the call. She remained present and perceptive, she was still 

able to respond to me. I didn’t mind it at all, on the contrary, it seemed so normal and natural to 

me. As if my daughter is getting ready to go out, I'm sitting at the table with her and we're 

talking…= Vilma found it warm and <human= that the volunteer was taking care of her needs 

while talking to her - she enjoyed being part of the volunteer9s preparations like this. Another 

way of visiting each other through digital media was experienced by Lada who could show the 

volunteer the surroundings of her cottage in a more engaging and physical way: <Karolina, 

Karolina, do you hear it? And she says: <Yes, I hear a cuckoo, I hear a dove, I hear birds.= And I 

say yes, that is a tit, and that is a finch, that is a wormtail. So we mostly talked about nature.= 

Interestingly, in her interactions with Daniela, the volunteer who was initially assigned to the 

participant who dropped out, Lada9s good friend, Lada did not enjoy visiting each other9s life 

digitally: <Then we talked about crochet. I told her that I had made a new bag and I showed it to 

her on camera so that she could see. She told me she was crocheting a coat for a grandkid for 

two years but couldn’t finish. (...) So that was our short talk, there wasn’t much in it…= On 

another occasion, Lada experienced a similar situation to Vilma9s, when Daniela was cooking 

141 



 

during their video call and <kept running away, stirring something and talking to her husband,= 

but did not reflect on it positively. It seemed that the remote visits enabled by video calls could 

create meaningful progress in the relationship but only if the intergenerational communication 

actors had <clicked= in their previous mediated interactions. 

 Existing literature on the different modalities in interpersonal communication provides 

insights for further interpretation of these findings. Although some participants such as 

Magdalena appreciated video calls as a modality which requires the investment of all actors9 full 

attention, which would align well with the work of Cserzö (2021), the participants9 recollections 

of video calls predominantly mentioned their proneness to various contextual distractions and 

disturbances (Lee et al., 2022). These were, however, not necessarily perceived in a negative 

way. In line with Hemmeryckx-Deleersnijder and Thorne (2008), when the pairs approached the 

added visual layer of their video call as an opportunity for meaningful context-sharing, their 

conversation could flow more naturally and bring a sense of togetherness and bonding similar to 

the experience of physically visiting one9s living environment. Similar experiences were also 

reported by Janning et al. (2018), who researched long-distance romantic relationships and found 

that video calls provided opportunities to create a sense of a shared space, thereby improving the 

relationships9 perceived meaningfulness and intimacy. The participants9 recalled that moments of 

meaningful, digitally-mediated space-sharing did indeed appear to deepen the relationships, also 

through an increase in perceived social presence which, according to Milliken et al. (2012), is 

more likely to be enhanced by video calls compared to other modalities within the context of 

older adults. Such findings may be supported by Couldry and Hepp9s (2016) concept of deep 

mediatization, which posits that omnipresent media technologies fundamentally alter our spatial 

experiences and perceptions. Specifically, the participants9 stories suggested that video calls as a 
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modality could have the potential to redefine the private and public, intimate and shared, close 

and remote, virtual and tangible dimensions of intergenerational relationships in a meaningful, 

positive way. 

5.1.3 Technological Segregation 

Some of the older adults living with loneliness reported feeling segregated from (younger) 

people who could provide them with assistance when handling new communication technologies 

- as if these people had no presence in their spatial context. Physical support seemed to be the 

only type of help which was truly acknowledged and accepted by some of the participants. As 

mentioned in the previous chapters, the participants rarely made use of the technical support 

offered as part of the study, presumably because of its perceived distance. Iva recalled feeling 

<suddenly alone at home with the tablet and missing someone to turn to to get an answer 

instantly=. She thought of contacting her grandson but apparently felt like that would interfere 

with his busy life elsewhere: <There is a distance between us - not in the relationship, I think, but 

a distance of several kilometres. When I need something specific, he is not here at that moment to 

tell me to do this and that. And I won’t be calling and asking, please, help me.=  

Other participants such as Marie felt more comfortable asking their younger family 

members to come visit and help them with the tablet: <I had a problem with it because I didn’t 

notice that the battery had died. But my son came and pushed a few buttons and it was sorted - it 

was working again.= Marie was quite disturbed by this particular technological difficulty but the 

physical presence of her son provided quick relief. As Diana9s thoughts illustrate, the possibility 

of receiving similar help remotely was not well-appraised by the older participants: <If someone 

comes and sets it up for me, that’s a different story. But remotely, no no, I wouldn’t understand it 

anyway.= Diana was one of the participants who were very appreciative of the study as a whole 
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yet she recalled feeling <a bit upset at first= when she found out the volunteer <lived so far 

away=. She was eager to embrace this new challenge in her social life but found it quite difficult 

without the physical presence of a younger helper. Iva felt the same but her perceptions of a form 

of technological segregation were even more acute due to the nature of the space in which she 

used her digital gadgets: <In these technical things, I am, like, alone. And, I don’t know… Even 

this tiny little space does a lot - that a person is really… that you don’t know what to do.= The 

space Iva described was a tiny narrow room in which we met to have a private conversation 

separately from her husband who was watching sports on the TV in the living room. A clear 

parallel could be seen between the suffocating nature of this space and Iva9s feelings of isolation 

and helplessness in her attempts to digitally connect with the young world outside her home. 

Prior studies which developed digital loneliness-addressing interventions have shed more 

light on the findings described above. As mentioned throughout this dissertation, online social 

interventions may help older adults improve their psychological well-being in situations such as 

the COVID-19 pandemic, which deepened feelings of loneliness especially among 

single-dwelling older adults (Rodrigues et al., 2022). When recommending specific strategies 

which could help overcome technological barriers in digitally-mediated social interventions 

aiming to benefit older adults living with loneliness, Gorenko et al. (2021) suggested 

incorporating the element of physical tech support (by a family member or caretaker). Other 

studies (e.g. Finkelstein et al., 2023; Kruger & Samaddar, 2023) also recommended physical, live 

tech support, ideally in a form customized to individual pre-existing technological skills and 

needs, as a way to empower older adults in the process of new technology adoption. The 

participants9 experiences and reflections align with these suggestions, as they expressed a clear 

preference for more tangible tech support being available within their private space. Their 
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reluctance to call family members to come and help them in person might simply be due to the 

state of their relationships, or it could be tied to the insight by Gierveld et al. (2012) that 

intergenerational support was more often directed from older adults towards their adult children 

than the other way around, with the exception of the final phase of aging commonly associated 

with progressing health issues and disability. 

Nonetheless, the older participants9 reluctance to ask for other more remote forms of 

help, as experienced by both the younger volunteers and me as the researcher, deserves further 

interpretation. As found by Francis et al. (2018), older adults could secondarily decrease their 

perceived isolation and loneliness while seeking physical advice and support in technology 

adoption. Moreover, as highlighted by Derrer-Merk et al. (2022), the COVID-19 pandemic led to 

a scarcity of face-to-face encounters with younger family members which older adults were 

eager to re-establish. In the light of these literature insights, the participants9 strong preference 

for physical tech support might be seen simply as one of the manifestations of their longing for 

more personal intergenerational interactions. 

An alternative interpretation might be found in Heidegger9s (1996) notion of authenticity. 

Even though it later received strong criticism by authors such as Magris (1989) for its 

supposedly extremist nature due to its emphasis on a person9s rootedness in one9s own culture, 

land, and history, Heidegger9s presupposition that humans are inclined to only see as real the 

things which are visible and reachable within one9s direct spatial environment could explain why 

the older participants9 found it so difficult to truly perceive and experience the remote tech 

support offered as part of this study. Supportive empirical evidence can be found in the work of 

Holtzman et al. (2017) who found emotional support to be more effectively conveyed in-person 

compared to text messaging. 
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6. General Discussion  

The main objective of the following general discussion is to merge the findings from across the 

four lifeworlds into a comprehensive and concise answer to this dissertation9s research question 

and outline how older adults living with loneliness may experience intergenerational 

relationships through digital media. 

 In short, communicating with younger people digitally in older age and while facing 

loneliness may feel like catching the metaphorical connectivity train, which is headed in the 

attractive direction of increased stabilizing and nurturing social connectedness and the desired 

reinforcement of age-related identity. Drawing upon the findings of this study, intergenerational 

interactions via video calls, voice calls, text messages, and photo-sharing have the potential to 

weaken solitary feelings and generate interpersonal affection if meaningful communication and 

mutual interest are present in the mediated relationship. Moreover, such digitally-mediated 

engagements may successfully counter perceptions of intergenerational conflicts and a lack of 

interest from younger generations if temporal respect is conveyed from the younger side. 

However, the process of adopting a new digital communication tool to connect with the younger 

world can also feel overwhelming and emotionally-triggering for older adults living with 

loneliness. Consequently, older adults may experience their user struggles as personal failures 

and feel acutely technologically-lonely if no tangible and tailored support seems to be available 

in their lived environment. 

 The following sections provide a more elaborate overview of the dissertation9s four key 

findings, along with their grounding in relevant literature and a critical reflection on the study in 

the light of its main limitations. The imperfections of the interventional design, mirroring some 

of the interpersonal challenges that are naturally part of mediated intergenerational relationships 
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in real life, perhaps equipped the study well for drawing implications for both social actors and 

scholars. Namely, these design limitations facilitated the identification of not only the potential 

social and health benefits of addressing loneliness in older age with digital intergenerational 

engagements, but also some of the deeper risks and drawbacks associated with it. 

6.1 Merging the Lifeworlds into Four Key Findings 

As outlined before, I applied van Manen9s (1990) lifeworlds to enable a more in-depth dissection 

of the participants9 lived experiences, narrowing the analytical focus down to one aspect of the 

human experience at a time. In this concluding move within the dissertation9s hermeneutic circle, 

the following sections reintegrate the partially overlapping structures within corporeality, 

temporality, relationality, and spatiality into the four key findings of this dissertation, identifying 

the connections (see Table 6) between the different categories and structures detailed in the 

previous chapters. 

Table 6 

Structural Composition of Key Findings 

Finding Constituent structures Relevant lifeworld 

Addressing Loneliness with Presence 
and Meaning 

Penetrating Solitude* spatiality 

 Tangible Closeness corporeality 

 Sharing Life relationality 

 Frequency and Regularity temporality 

 Affection through Depth* relationality 

 Precious Retrospective temporality 
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 Shared Environment spatiality 

 The Value of Time temporality 

Bridging Generational Gaps with 
Interest and Respect 

Reconnecting Generations* relationality 

 Energetic Exchange corporeality 

 (Un)Availability* temporality 

 Prospect of Abandonment relationality 

 Respectful Punctuality temporality 

The Ups and Downs of Catching the 
Connectivity Train 

Pressures to Connect relationality 

 Staying Alive corporeality 

 Proving Oneself corporeality 

 Impactful Satisfaction* corporeality 

 Shameful Failure* corporeality 

 Unnerving Dissonance corporeality 

Breaking Technological Loneliness 
with Tailored Assistance 

Mirrored Loneliness* relationality 

 Limited Abilities corporeality 

 Technological Segregation spatiality 

 Technological Pace temporality 

Note. * most important structures for each individual key finding 

6.1.1 Addressing Loneliness with Presence and Meaning 

The first key finding shows that interacting with younger people via digital media could help 

address loneliness in older age by creating a sense of presence and, if the digital engagements 

provided perceived interest and meaning, then also a more affectionate sense of mediated 
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non-familial affinity. Inviting Heidegger (1996), Merleau-Ponty (1986), Schües (2020), and Stein 

(1989) to the discussion of the older participants9 daily experiences of loneliness, we can see that 

the older adults in this study seem to have faced a certain age- and life story-rooted thrownness 

into a private space with limited inter-corporeality, which hindered their spatial agency, more 

concretely their ability to share their life and a sense of togetherness with others. Being alone in 

their lived environment felt like a mere struggle to survive and to stay sane at times, especially 

during the then-ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. The mediated intergenerational acquaintances 

made the older adults feel less invisible (de Beauvoir, 1972) and less disconnected (Morgan et 

al., 2023) by creating new opportunities for exchanging narratives and opinions remotely and 

casually without entering stressful topics, often linked to familial interactions (Ng et al., 2021). 

 In addition, the nurturing and reassuring sense of distant co-presence (Baldassar, 2016) in 

one9s private space could be further heightened by a satisfactory frequency and regularity of the 

mediated contact, which aligns well with prior research suggesting that more frequent 

engagement may offer older adults larger social and emotional benefits (Fingerman et al., 2024; 

Thomas, 2011) and facilitate the creation of intergenerational bonds (Martins et al., 2018). 

Moreover, the digital relationships seemed to be all the more satisfying, valuable and helpful if 

the older adults saw interest on the younger volunteers9 side, which was achievable through 

meaningful non-linearity in their conversations. Another factor that presumably allowed some 

intergenerational pairs to share more affection and strengthen their bonds via video calls and 

messaging was the meaningful sharing of parts of each others9 personal space, thereby creating a 

sense of a shared lived environment despite the remote nature of the acquaintance. Nonetheless, 

the older adults living with loneliness still observed limits to the mediated intergenerational 

relationships based on their inability to provide a feeling of truly tangible human closeness; that 
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is, for the older participants, face-to-face interactions seemed to represent the pinnacle of human 

communication. 

 

Figure 5: A diagram illustrating the structural (lifeworld) composition of the first key finding. 

Brown represents corporeality, blue is for relationality, purple is for temporality, and green is for 

spatiality. Higher opacity indicates lower salience of the particular lifeworld in this finding. 

 This key finding supports Cacioppo and Patrick9s (2008) notion that perceived 

meaningfulness in social interactions matters more in the genesis of feelings of loneliness than 

any objective socializing measure, although a higher frequency of contact also conveyed positive 

meaning to some of the older participants (Zhaoyang et al., 2022). The participants9 striving for 
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meaning and emotional fulfillment in their interpersonal communication instead of aiming to 

maintain a wide social network partially reflects Tornstam9s (2011) Theory of 

Gerotranscendence. It seems that in line with previous studies, the older participants longed for 

closeness and meaningful and emotionally-satisfying interactions during the COVID-19 

pandemic as a way to survive in their suffocating isolation (Huntley & Bratt, 2023), and saw 

digital media as an opportunity to reconnect with the younger world (Siette et al., 2024) and 

create a sense of mediated co-presence (Caliandro et al., 2021) or (more affective) mediated 

kinship (Sheahan, 2024). And while some previous research suggested that video calls cannot 

match the loneliness-mitigating potential of in-person interactions for older adults living with 

loneliness (Ang, 2022; Noone et al., 2020), this study found that digitally-mediated 

intergenerational interactions can in fact be very helpful if they provide perceived depth and 

quality in social connectedness (Carr, 2019; Carstensen, 1992; Neves et al., 2022). 

6.1.2 Bridging Generational Gaps with Interest and Respect 

The second key finding reveals that seeing a younger acquaintance exhibit interest and respect 

during digitally-mediated communication has the potential to mend the intergenerational 

disconnect perceived by older adults living with loneliness. The older participants saw time 

(un)availability as one of the salient, defining differences between younger and older age, 

something which might have been perceived as somewhat demeaning for older adults by 

highlighting the more rushed, busy, productive (hence more highly valued in today9s society) 

nature of the younger generation9s daily activities (de Beauvoir, 1972; Hoffman, 2009). The 

older adults9 own family experiences of the constant unavailability of dynamic younger relatives 

shaped their general view of and approach toward mediated intergenerational engagements, 

creating an omnipresent pessimistic expectation of future abandonment rooted in lowered 
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self-esteem interconnected with the condition of loneliness (Harmon et al., 2024; Kitzmüller et 

al., 2018). Experiencing the social interest (i.e. Heidegger9s (1996) Sorge) of a younger person, 

materialized in their time investment, could successfully counter some of the negative 

ageism-rooted self-perceptions of the older adults which might otherwise substantially limit their 

future intergenerational interactions (Goll et al., 2015; von Humboldt et al., 2018).  

 

Figure 6: A diagram illustrating the structural (lifeworld) composition of the second key finding. 

The older adults9 improved views of intergenerational connectivity could be further 

boosted by respect (Tabuchi et al., 2015) conveyed through punctuality. As touched upon in the 

previous section, loneliness in older age may be experienced through feelings of being 
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marginalized or invisible, which the COVID-19 pandemic only exacerbated; however, it was 

shown that the time-related respect of the younger generation could support their sense of 

interpersonal dignity (D9cruz & Banerjee, 2020; McSherry & Coleman, 2020). Contrarily, 

younger volunteers missing scheduled digital encounters and not addressing that proactively and 

respectfully prevented their older counterparts from establishing a stronger connection with them 

by reinforcing the perception of intergenerational barriers and mismatch.  

 This key finding supports the notion echoed across the studies by Caliandro et al. (2021), 

Luckman (2023), and Vieira and Sousa (2016) that intergenerational understanding can be 

facilitated through digital interactions in which both generations have the opportunity to 

demonstrate that they value each other. The generational gap is enlarged in Czech society by 

ageism, which is widespread in both media representations and interpersonal relationships 

(Vavříková, 2020), as well as in political campaigns and connected social media discourses that 

emphasize a generational conflict between <us= and <them= (Vidovićová & Honelová, 2018). 

The path to intergenerational convergence seems to lead through mutual respect, which, as this 

study shows, <flighty= and dynamic young people may effectively exhibit by doing little more 

than allocating time to the digital relationship and adhering to the agreed plans. 

6.1.3 The Ups and Downs of Catching the Connectivity Train 

The third key finding untangles the strong emotionality of adopting modern communication 

technologies in an attempt to increase one9s social embeddedness while living with loneliness in 

older age. The implicit pressures to demonstrate one9s biological and social functioning and 

continuous progression in life by connecting to the digital social world (Cohen & Sherman, 

2014; Hertz, 2020), stemming from the othering of the fourth age and the widely promoted 

active aging ideal (Higgs & Gilleard, 2014), created a sense of urgency and importance in the 
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identity-making processes of the older participants. Overcoming such a seemingly vital 

challenge, socially prescribed by the individualization and responsibilization of loneliness 

(Ågren and Pavlidis, 2023; Jentoft et al., 2024), by successfully using the new communication 

device - one predominantly linked to the young - to build a satisfactory mediated 

intergenerational relationship provided the older adults living with loneliness with a measure of 

empowering identity reinforcement by increasing their perceived social agency and bringing 

them closer to their desired age-related identity (Bailey & Ngwenyama, 2010; Givskov, 2017; 

Groenewoud et al., 2017). In other words, it made them feel more alive, capable, and 

socially-worthy. 

 

Figure 7: A diagram illustrating the structural (lifeworld) composition of the third key finding. 
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 However, the strong emotionality of adopting communication technology for 

intergenerational connectivity seemed to be a proverbial double-edged sword in the case of older 

adults living with loneliness. As observed in prior technology-enabled social interventions 

(Neves et al., 2021; Neves et al., 2022), such loneliness-addressing efforts bring not only positive 

potential to older adults but also challenges and risks, such as creating familial tensions, 

highlighting one9s health issues, or emphasizing the lack of social connectedness if the newly 

established digitally-mediated relationship does not progress well. This study showed that even 

minor and very common user difficulties could serve as emotional triggers of self-doubts 

(Groenewoud et al., 2017; Heinz et al., 2013) rooted in internalized stereotypical and 

stigmatizing media representations and societal discourse about loneliness in older age (Neves & 

Petersen, 2024; Pikhartova, 2016; Wilińska & Cedersund, 2010) and feelings of 

disempowerment in today9s deeply mediatized society (Couldry & Hepp, 2016; Givskov, 2017). 

These moments were sometimes perceived as shameful failure, demotivating the older 

participants from further engagement with the new communication technology, which was 

originally supposed to help them stay active and connected with the younger world, but instead 

activated the frustrating dissonance in their heads between an aspirational, youthful mind and an 

incapable, aging body that mediated the failure (de Beauvoir, 1972; Kania-Lundholm, 2023), 

signalling that they might not be able to catch the connectivity train anymore and that their 

surrender to the undesired fourth age-related identity features of frailty, loneliness, stagnation, or 

dependence (Pickard, 2023) was inevitable. 

 This key finding is in accordance with prior studies suggesting that older adults may 

internalize some of the ageist stereotypes (e.g., older adults being technologically incompetent) 

of today9s digital connectivity culture, which consequently hamper their efforts to adjust to the 
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new, largely digitized socializing landscape (emphasized by the COVID-19 pandemic) more than 

any actual age-related bodily user limitations (Ang, 2022; Kania-Lundholm, 2023; Mannheim et 

al., 2023). Although older adults think of digital connectivity as an important, independence- and 

social capital-providing part of their pursuit of active, healthy aging (Givskov, 2017; McKinsey 

Health Institute, 2023), their striving for it is very often blocked by low technological self-esteem 

(Jøranson et al., 2023) - one which widespread ageist stereotypes are seemingly to be blamed for 

(Neves et al., 2023). The othering of <incapable, fragile, dependent= old age has a strong 

presence in Czech society, as recently demonstrated by the case of the citizens of a small town in 

Czechia rejecting the construction of a new nursing home (intended for themselves and their 

neighbours) because they <did not want their children to look at old people= (Fenyková, 2024). 

This study provides further evidence for the idea that older Czechs also (and perhaps even more 

strongly) strive to avoid facing undesired aspects of aging and their unnerving links to their own 

identity. 

6.1.4 Breaking Technological Loneliness with Tailored Assistance 

The final key finding introduces a novel concept which shows that if older adults living with 

loneliness find themselves alone in the challenge of adopting modern communication tools to 

increase their intergenerational connectivity, they may experience acute feelings of technological 

loneliness, which can be prevented by means of encouraging, patient, and in-person user 

onboarding and technological support tailored to the older adults9 spatial and temporal needs. In 

the case of older adults living with loneliness, the feeling of being isolated in the challenge to 

connect with younger people via modern media gadgets seems to be rooted in all four lifeworlds. 

The aforementioned experience of <shameful= user failure made any perceived age-related 
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bodily limitations more salient in the minds of the older participants, making them feel 

unsupported and almost betrayed by their own aging physical selves (van Rhyn et al., 2020). In 

addition, the older adults experienced a different flow of time compared to their younger family 

members and acquaintances in moments of technological usage or explanation, resulting in 

perceived temporal isolation, which was accompanied by a perceived level of spatial segregation 

in the process of technology adoption. In other words, the older participants occasionally felt that 

they had no encouraging assistance available in their embodied struggles with intergenerational 

digital connectivity, as the younger generations seemed to be too fast-paced and 

spatially-distanced to help. Such a combination of feelings was then likely to activate heightened 

stress by fueling perceived loneliness in moments of technological difficulty (Golant, 2017), 

which would go directly against the objectives of any digital intergenerational intervention 

addressing loneliness in older age. 

This key finding complements the previous insight into the strong emotionality of digital 

intergenerational connectivity with a call for technological design, learning and support that is 

tailored to the temporal, spatial, corporeal, and relational needs of older adults living with 

loneliness. It seems that only this type of user onboarding and support can facilitate sourcing 

social and emotional benefits from mediated interactions with younger people (Barrantes et al., 

2023; Sayago, 2023) without older adults facing moments of increased loneliness and 

socio-technological helplessness. Providing undifferentiated assistance is not enough 3 this study 

shows that any assistance should be encouraging and empowering in order to overcome the 

common cultural resistance of older adults toward new communication technologies (World 

Health Organization, 2023). It should also be salient and in tangible reach in order to sidestep 
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older adults9 prevalent tendency to perceive themselves as a burden and nuisance for others and 

hence to further distance themselves from important others (de Beauvoir, 1972; Cacioppo & 

Patrick, 2008), whose remote presence might seem inauthentic and imaginary (Heidegger, 1996) 

in the personal space of an older adult living with loneliness. Finally, it should be paced in a way 

that feels comfortable for each individual (Pang et al., 2021). 

 

Figure 8: A diagram illustrating the structural (lifeworld) composition of the third key finding. 
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Summary of Key Findings 

Outlining links between the respective structures of the older participants9 lived experiences, the 

sections above described both the positive and negative aspects of digitally-mediated 

intergenerational relationships in the context of aging and loneliness. The key findings revealed 

that meaningful interactions with younger people via digital media have the potential to create a 

sense of social presence or even an affective bond, thereby helping to diminish loneliness in 

older age. When younger people exhibit respect for and interest in older generations with their 

time investment and punctuality, such positive mediated intergenerational engagements might 

help close the perceived gap between the young and the old in the minds of older adults and 

successfully challenge some of their negative self-perceptions. However, commonly experienced 

user struggles can do the opposite - that is, becoming <stuck= because of technical difficulties 

while trying to connect to the younger world digitally may feel like a shameful failure to older 

adults living with loneliness, which can further exacerbate hurtful internalized autostereotypes. 

Moreover, if there seems to be no encouraging support available that would feel tangible and 

have a tailored pace, older adults might feel acutely alone in their struggles with the newly 

adopted communication technologies, as these situations can mirror and potentially enhance their 

overall feelings of loneliness. These findings, however, should be read in the context of the 

limitations of this study, which will be discussed in the following section. 

6.2 Limitations 

This inquiry into older adults9 experiences of mediated relationships with younger people in the 

context of loneliness was, to a certain extent, shaped by limiting factors ranging from the study9s 
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design specifics to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. This section revisits some of the 

critical reflections of the study, provided earlier in the methodological chapter, and puts the 

study9s findings into the context of these key limitations. 

 First, certain study design elements might have impacted the way the participants 

experienced the four-week-long model social intervention that served as the backbone of this 

research. Most notably, even though I had anticipated such issues and had taken great care in 

preparing this phase of the study as thoroughly as possible, the tablet learning curve was clearly 

too steep for some of the participants. In addition, despite my efforts to make the user experience 

very smooth, the hardware and software tablet setup resulted in numerous bugs, which did not 

occur as a result of any user mistakes but might have been perceived as such by the older 

participants. Although arriving at a smart solution to maximize ease of use was of vital 

importance to ensuring the technical feasibility of the research, the particular 

kiosk-mode-locking arrangement with the Oscar Senior app produced an unexpectedly high 

number of errors and became one of the study's limitations. This combination of limited learning 

space and support and unexpected tablet problems may have been the reason why the issue of 

technological loneliness, and technical struggles in general, emerged so saliently from the 

collected data. Furthermore, the intergenerational participant dyads showed a rather diverse 

range of intensity and quality of contact, which could have partially been due to the study9s quite 

loose instructions for participation, as well as to the apparent lack of experience with, or empathy 

towards, loneliness in older age on the part of some of the younger volunteers. However, such 

factors arguably also made the study9s model social intervention more <real=, leading to results 

that perhaps better reflect the natural dynamics of intergenerational acquaintances. 
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 Second, given the particular hermeneutic method and the highly sensitive phenomenon of 

loneliness in older age, the study was inevitably shaped by my own pre-understandings (detailed 

in Chapter 1.6.1), my limited experience as a researcher, and the power imbalances between 

myself and the older participants. For instance, some of the interviews included 

difficult-to-handle situations that required gentle improvisation on the researcher9s side, which 

seems to be rather common in in-depth interviews about aging (Sedláková & Souralová, 2019). 

Retrospectively, it would have been desirable to include a more experienced researcher in the 

data collection process, at least in the role of a mentor (Moyle, 2002), to make the study better 

equipped for unanticipated situations such as one of the participants exhibiting signs of a serious 

depressive episode during a home visit. Moreover, in spite of the attempts to proactively address 

the inherent power imbalances between a younger, socially-satisfied researcher and an older 

research participant living with loneliness (elaborated in Chapter 1.5.3), the interview dynamic 

was, to some extent, determined by my role as the tablet facilitator and provider of social help, as 

well as by the age-related asymmetries (Sedláková & Souralová, 2019). The older adults could 

have shared their feelings more openly and might have felt less responsibility to <perform well= 

as participants if the study had been conducted in a truly collaborative way - for example, by 

including the participants in the study design preparations and data analysis, and perhaps even 

inviting some of them to truly become co-researchers and take part in data collection (Phillips & 

Zavros, n.d.). 

 Finally, the specific context of the COVID-19 pandemic ought to be taken into account 

when drawing the study9s conclusions and societal implications. The pandemic measures 

substantially hindered older adults9 social connectedness and forced them to compensate with 

increased phone- or digitally-mediated interpersonal communication (Lebrasseur et al., 2021; 
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Smith et al., 2020). Such conditions might have potentially highlighted the perceived benefits of 

the new digital interpersonal acquaintances in the older adults9 lived experience and could have 

facilitated the creation of an affective bond with the younger volunteers in some cases. However, 

it should be noted that the study was conducted in a period of less intense pandemic measures 

which more closely resembled standard living conditions in Czechia with regard to the 

socializing opportunities of older people. 

6.3 Implications and Future Research 

Taking the limitations outlined above into consideration, this section formulates the societal and 

scholarly implications of this dissertation and suggests focal areas for future research in media 

studies, social gerontology, and (socio-)gerontechnology. 

First, being grounded in the context of Czechia, where the prevalence of loneliness in 

older age is higher compared to the EU-average (d9Hombres et al., 2021) but where digital social 

interventions for older adults are not yet common, this study unravelled insights helpful for 

governmental, non-governmental, and commercial organizations addressing this social issue. 

Previous research has pointed out that the risks of loneliness in older age might be especially 

high in more family-oriented countries (such as Czechia and other countries of the former Soviet 

bloc), in which friends and acquaintances do not compensate for unsatisfactory familial 

socializing as much as in Western countries, and suggests supporting older adults with structured 

social interaction programs (Körlof et al., 2024; Mair, 2019). The present study showed that such 

programs can help older adults feel less alone and more closely connected to younger 

generations even if they have a digital, more easily scalable form, which is in line with the 

review of loneliness-addressing interventions for older adults by Poscia et al. (2018). However, 

this dissertation also joins the call by Etkin (2022) to tailor not only the digital socializing 
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solutions themselves but also their adoption processes and wider support networks to the needs 

and preferences of older adults living with loneliness. More concretely, the results highlight the 

importance of self-paced, in-person, encouraging assistance throughout the adoption of modern 

communication gadgets, which can diminish the threat of bolstering negative age-related 

self-perceptions and enhancing perceived loneliness through older adults9 lived experiences of 

struggles with digital connectivity. As previously suggested by Goll et al. (2015), practitioners 

should look beyond the removal of practical barriers when designing digital socializing 

interventions for older people; that is, they should proactively address older adults9 internalized 

stereotypes and fears and work to protect their identities as well as their safety and mental and 

physical health. 

 Second, this research has produced results that the wider public can use as pointers for 

maintaining more nurturing intergenerational relationships via digital media both inside and 

outside family circles. In light of population aging and the increasing prevalence of 

aging-in-place, i.e. living at home instead of moving to institutionalized care facilities at a 

certain age (Horner & Boldy, 2008), the importance of mediated social interactions in older age 

seems to be growing (Callahan, 2019). Not being able to maintain satisfactory relationships with 

family members, which may need to happen remotely, especially in challenging situations such 

as the COVID-19 pandemic, was identified by Kafková (2023) as particularly fertile ground for 

developing loneliness as an older adult in Czechia. Based on the recollections and reflections of 

its older participants, this dissertation recommends younger family members and friends of older 

adults to move beyond the usual <mandatory= call-checks and, instead, foster meaningful 

conversations, conveying interest in their older counterparts and showing respect for them with 

their time investment and punctuality. Video calls and other forms of multimodal digital 
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communication have the potential to make the older adults feel like the younger people in their 

lives share their lived time and space with them more, thereby increasing perceived social 

presence and connectedness. However, as highlighted by the dissertation9s final key finding, 

younger people should also invest more of their time and energy to provide tailored, 

encouraging, patient, and ideally in-person assistance that can prevent backlash effects of feeling 

alone in the challenge of adopting modern communication technologies in older age. 

 Third, this study advances our understanding of the phenomenon of digital 

intergenerational communication as lived by older adults living with loneliness and informs 

future interventions that aim to decrease loneliness in later life and/or promote mutual empathy 

and understanding between generations. It answers the joint call by Law et al. (2019), Martins et 

al. (2018), and Stephan and McKown (2024) for more (dyadic) insights into intergenerational 

digital connectivity, as well as the call by Oh et al., (2018) for research in increasing social 

presence with digitally-mediated interactions that would include participants with varying 

degrees of digital skills and previous digital media user experience. The voice of the study9s 

older participants deserves particular attention from media scholars, as well as social 

gerontologists and (socio-)gerontechnologists because it illustrates the high emotionality of the 

process of catching the metaphorical train of digital connectivity as an older adult living with 

loneliness. The dissertation9s presumably most interesting contribution to the body of knowledge 

on loneliness in later life is the novel concept of technological loneliness and its practical, 

well-being-protecting implications. It will be interesting to explore the identified risks for older 

adults9 identities and self-perceptions in a more focused, in-depth investigation, and also in the 

future when the digital skills and user self-esteem of older adults naturally increase parallel to the 

emergence of new forms and modalities of digitally-mediated intergenerational communication. 
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Additionally, it will be helpful if future studies with a similar focus recruit a different group of 

older participants, specifically people living in care facilities, whose experiences of the 

phenomenon at hand might potentially be quite different in many aspects. 

In addition, the study pioneered a specific interventional dyadic research design and 

produced numerous methodological learnings for future studies into intergenerational 

communication and loneliness in older age. These future research projects should consider 

design improvements such as pre-study empathy training for younger participants and 

slow-paced digital skills training for older participants, more thorough monitoring of contact 

intensity and quality during the study period, personalization of the offered social support based 

on individual living situations, needs and diverse experiences of loneliness (Fakoya et al., 2020), 

and a long-term after-study social support program for the study9s participants. However, as 

mentioned in the previous section, maintaining a certain healthy and safe level of natural 

conditions might be desirable to let interpersonal engagements develop similarly to real-life 

relationships. 

 Another set of suggestions for future studies addresses the observed power imbalances 

and occasional interpersonal friction stemming from the intergenerational aspect of this study. 

Firstly, it would be interesting to compare this study with a study connecting older adults living 

with loneliness digitally with their peers instead of with younger adults. Socializing within the 

older generations can also provide vital support for single-dwelling older adults and create 

natural loneliness-preventing social networks in urban settings (Torres, 2019). Future studies 

could therefore look at older adults9 reflections on digital connectivity with people from the same 

age category, hence with a more similar cultural and historical experience, which could 

potentially involve fewer stressful moments for older people living with loneliness. Secondly, as 
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touched upon in the previous section, researchers with a similar focus should consider making 

their studies truly participatory and actively involve older participants in design and data analysis 

decisions, and perhaps in data collection, too. As noted by Ågren and Cedersund (2020), the 

societal and academic discourse on the problem of loneliness in older age is mostly driven by 

people who are neither <old= nor <lonely=. This doctoral project aimed to give voice to older 

adults9 experiences of addressing loneliness with intergenerational digital communication; 

nevertheless, it still did so from the perspective of a younger, socially-satisfied researcher. It will 

be interesting to see if the openness of older participants would increase and their perceived 

pressure to <perform well= in the study would decrease if the research is conducted by older 

co-researchers, perhaps as part of a wider, long-term, digital socializing intervention for older 

adults. 

 The final proposition for future research is to employ a similarly human-centered 

approach when studying the phenomenon of artificial intelligence (AI)-driven, real human 

communication-substituting interventions addressing loneliness in older age. Both the general 

public and older adults themselves seem to remain rather skeptical towards the potential of such 

truly virtual social interventions (Berridge et al., 2023). However, prior quantitative studies have 

already been conducted to prove the effectiveness of AI companions in diminishing older adults9 

loneliness (e.g. Broadbent et al., 2024; Jones et al., 2021) and such solutions are currently being 

tested in social care settings, also in Czechia (Brtníková, 2024). Such techno-optimistic scholarly 

and practical initiatives should be balanced with a more in-depth, qualitative approach, perhaps 

with a similar phenomenological method, which could again reveal the hidden complexities and 

risks of interacting with <AI companions= in regards to the wellbeing and identities of older 

adults living with loneliness. 
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Conclusion 

Through the human-centered lens of hermeneutic phenomenology, this study explored how older 

adults living with loneliness experience interactions with younger people via digital media, 

aiming to uncover the wider implications and in-depth complexities of mediated 

intergenerational interventions addressing loneliness. The study gathered detailed insights into 

the lived experiences of older adults living in Prague, Czechia, offering a critical reflection on 

the promising yet challenging process of catching the metaphorical train of digital connectivity 

as an older person experiencing feelings of loneliness. By doing so, the study strived to 

complement the predominantly techno-optimistic and objectivistic body of research into 

socializing with younger people with digital means in older age. 

The study design revolved around a model social intervention which paired 15 older 

adults living with loneliness with 15 younger volunteers. These newly-formed dyads were 

loosely instructed to communicate with each other via voice or video calls, text and photo 

messaging, or simple online social games over a four-week period. Multiperspectival data were 

collected through at-home observations and interviews with the older adults, and online surveys 

with short follow-up telephone interviews with the younger participants. The analytical method 

of the hermeneutic circle emphasized the voice of the older participants and produced insights 

dissected according to the four <lifeworld existentials= of corporeality, relationality, temporality, 

and spatiality, which also determined the innovative, experience-centric structure of this 

dissertation. A subsequent merger of these four essential aspects of the older participants9 

experiences of digital intergenerational engagements revealed a final set of findings with 

implications for both academics and practitioners interested in loneliness in older age and/or 

intergenerational communication via digital media. 

167 



 

The four key findings illustrate both the potential benefits and risks which might occur 

when adopting digital media technologies to connect with younger people in older age. The 

analysis showed that meaningful mediated intergenerational relationships may reduce feelings of 

loneliness by establishing affective bonds. Positive interactions, marked by younger individuals 

showing genuine interest and respect and providing meaningful time investment, can help bridge 

the perceived generational divide and alleviate some of the negative age-related self-perceptions 

among older adults living with loneliness. Conversely, in the context of loneliness and in an 

increasingly mediatized society, technical difficulties may apparently trigger heightened feelings 

of inadequacy in older adults, reinforcing harmful age-related stereotypes and even exacerbating 

experiences of acute loneliness when they feel abandoned in their digital connectivity struggles. 

The key findings should be read and applied in future research or practice with the 

study9s following limitations in mind. Specifically, the imperfect technological setup and 

onboarding process might have made the negative aspects of the studied phenomenon more 

salient; the inherent age- and social connectedness-related asymmetries between the researcher 

and the older participants could have made the participants feel more pressured; and the context 

of the then-ongoing COVID-19 pandemic may have facilitated positive reflections and the quick 

creation of affective bonds. Nonetheless, practitioners may view this study as a testimony to the 

importance of technological assistance truly tailored to older adults9 needs when addressing 

loneliness with modern communication gadgets. 

In addition, the study proposes guidelines for younger segments of the wider public on 

how to create and maintain meaningful mediated relationships with older people without causing 

any collateral damage to their self-esteem, mental wellbeing, or perception of intergenerational 

dynamics in the society. Moreover, this exploratory investigation of an understudied topic 
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presents a comprehensive set of findings that can inspire follow-up studies with a more narrow, 

in-depth focus beyond the area of intergenerational digital communication. Future research could 

explore mediated loneliness-addressing interventions connecting older adults with peers of the 

same age instead of younger volunteers, or complement the recent boom in the development of 

AI companions with similarly in-depth, critical insights into the lived experiences of older adults 

who communicate with virtual, AI-driven agents to mitigate their feelings of loneliness. 
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Afterword 

Throughout the preparation and implementation of this study, I had to navigate a concurrence of 

different roles, which I find important to briefly address in this final section of the dissertation. 

 My overarching research objective was to shed more critical light on digitally-mediated 

loneliness-tackling intergenerational interventions. This perspective was, however, naturally in 

some friction with my roles as a digital social intervention designer, a tablet facilitator, or a 

multistakeholder project coordinator. The ambitious study design and scope perhaps entrapped 

me in a way - I wanted and needed to <make the whole thing work= because of the project9s 

promise of positive social impact in the lives of a vulnerable population, while at the same time 

being interested in the nuances of how and why it might not work all that well. Fortunately, there 

was absolutely no pressure regarding the intervention9s <success= or <effectiveness= from the 

T-Mobile pomáhá foundation that provided the funding for this project. 

 During the actual interviews, I occasionally felt torn between the roles of a researcher, 

following the standards of ethical and rigorous conduct, and an empathetic human being, 

entering the living spaces and life stories of people in need of extra social support. Over mere 

four weeks, I conducted many highly emotional interviews and had to respectfully address 

several sensitive (inter)personal situations while having very little time left in between those 

moments to process them all and learn from them. Interestingly, Sundström et al. (2020) 

observed very similar post-study reflections of volunteers who helped older adults with 

loneliness: Much like these volunteers, I found the study highly intrinsically rewarding but also 

very emotionally challenging. I also sometimes experienced difficulties when balancing the older 

adults9 need for closeness and for distance. And I also believe that the study provided me with 

many unanticipated learnings and enriching experiences, too. 
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 In retrospect, I am satisfied and proud of how the study unfolded and the apparent 

benefits it brought to both its younger and older participants. However, I would advise future 

researchers undertaking similar projects to distribute the different roles across a bigger team, 

ensuring integrity and protecting everyone9s sanity. Additionally, adopting a truly participatory 

approach by involving members of the target population in planning and implementing the study 

might be highly beneficial. Throughout this study, I have become increasingly aware of my 

privileged position as a socially satisfied young adult in comparison with the people that I 

researched. This experience has showed me that, just as it should be with any other sensitive 

topic and vulnerable (minority) participant group, even when having the purest intentions and 

drive for positive change, young researchers should avoid the projectification of old age from 

their young person perspective and ideally start their research endeavors by actively 

incorporating older people (living with loneliness, in this case) themselves. Reflecting on the 

study9s participants, I believe that many of them would have greatly enjoyed and benefited from 

more active involvement. 
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