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Marek Hasa’s doctoral thesis deals with a (at least in Czech context) understudied phenomenon
of aging, loneliness and technologies. It is a very well-written, engaging and intriguing thesis that
formally fulfils all requirements for doctoral dissertations and presents a genuinely interesting,
novel and potentially impactfulinsights into how older people interact with digital communication
technologies and if and how this can mitigate the feeling of loneliness.

The author demonstrates both high-level expertise and genuine interest in the researched issue,
as is also demonstrated by his previous (and perhaps ongoing) engagement in the field of
technology and aging outside of academic research. Marek Ha3a is clearly motivated and curious
about the issue he chose to analyse and this makes the dissertation a very intriguing read. | can
also imagine that the results will be genuinely helpful for people working in the field, be it NGO’s
or entrepreneurs. | have no doubt that this thesis can also be very useful for other researchers and
it least in the Czech context, the findings are non-trivial and innovative.

The text is very well written, in rich and engaging language and follows the tradition of reflective
writing, where the position and presence of the researcher is clearly visible and continuously
reflected on - this is not an easy task to accomplish in a proper way even for a way more
experienced researchers and Marek Ha8a succeeds at it with what reads in the final text as ease.
Reflexivity is an organic aspect of the whole thesis, not another ,,added layer “ This is one of the
strongest aspects of the thesis.

Marek Hasa grounds his approach in the tradition of phenomenology (inspired by Husserl and
Heidegger) and hermeneutics (inspired by Gadamer). | find this rather unusually philosophical
grounding of the thesis interesting, and | believe it has enabled the author to conduct the analysis
in an innovative way. The analysis, informed by the above-mentioned traditions, is the strongest
part of the thesis. My main concern is with methodology, as it will be explained below.

The analysis, structured around the concept of lifeworlds (van Manen 1997), provides a detailed
and lively, yet structured and organized insights into the everyday encounters with technologies
as they are lived and experienced by older people. The strongest point, in my opinion, is the focus
on the embodiment of technology use, as this is sometimes overlooked in media and
communication studies — the author shows very clearly how technologies are embedded in
materiality of everyday lives as well as in seemingly unimportant interactions, micro-situations
and affects created by them. The introduced concept of technological loneliness manages to tie
all these levels together with clarity.

My main concern with the thesis lies in the methodological set-up and | will try to explain in detail
why below.



The author references ,.ethnographic nature of data collection“ (p.63). This is further highlighted
for example here: p.14: The methodological approach of this dissertation is grounded in
phenomenology, a line of research well-suited for understanding complex phenomena in their full
depth (O’Neal 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. This is confusing because from
the sentence itself, it follows that it wasn’t a ,,natural setting", because the study created the
setting rather artificially — research participants were given access to technologies they wouldn’t
have access to in any ,natural setting®.

On the following page, the author mentions being inspired by ethnographic studies - yet the
methodology of the mentioned study (Beneito-Montagut et al., 2023) takes a completely different
approach (it is a rather classic and well-executed ethnography that includes online and offline
participant observation and interviews). The presented dissertation takes the approach of an
experiment/intervention — which is, in some sense, the complete opposite of what ethnography
aims to achieve. How exactly was the author then inspired by the study?

This is repeated on p. 27: Taking inspiration from media ethnography (Junnilainen & Luhtakallio,
2016), | gathered most of the data through fieldwork, namely participant observation in the
participants’ natural context and in-depth phenomenological interviews, depicting the
participants’ recollections of digital interpersonal interactions with their younger counterparts.
But social intervention and participant observation are very different methods and observing
someone during an intervention is not, in any case, participant observation in the sense of
ethnographic fieldwork — because it means that the research participants are NOT in their ,,natural
context“ —they are part of an intervention.

| guess my question is —why is it necessary to create a situation that would otherwise not exist in
the lives of the research participants in order to answer the stated research question? [t seems to
me that it would have been possible to answer the question without the intervention - i.e.. by
employing either ethnography or any of the traditional sociological qualitative methods such as
narrative interviews, case studies, etc. It would have been more difficult because it would be
necessary to find people who actually are in the situation the author wants to study and it would
have been more time-consuming, because ethnography cannot be done within a single month -
but this raises the suspicion that the methodological set-up is therefore simply a shortcut. This
also leads me to another problem with the methodology - | don’t think a month-long fieldwork
including 15 participants is sufficient for a PhD thesis (to me, this seems more appropriate to a
master thesis, for a PhD, this is very little empirical data).

The phenomenology/hermeneutics inspired approach to data analysis would in that case (if
ethnography/qualitative sociological method was used) not be unusual. However, the author
suggests that phenomenology somehow inspired his data collection/creation as well. The
subsequent (otherwise very informative and well written) chapter on philosophical underpinnings
of the chosen methodological framework highlights how Heidegger’'s and Gadamer’s
phenomenology informed the analysis — but do not answer the question of the methodology itself.
The author mentions that he takes ,,non-media centric approach to media“ — which is, again, a
classic ethnographic approach (for example, Pink et al 2015), but does not explain the need for an
intervention. The methods of explication interviews and biographical interviews are properly
explained and applied correctly (and | think very suitable as a mean for answering the research
question, yet also not enlightening in terms of the intervention).



Curiously, the dissertationis also structured in a way quite common in ethnographic studies - the
author mentions that the structure is unusual, but within social and cultural anthropology it is
actually quite common to not have a separate chapter for theoretical overview and structure the
texts along themes discovered in fieldwork that are then tied to theory in conclusion (as it follows
from the inductive nature of ethnographic fieldwork).

Overall, this leads to the impression that the author treated the analytical and writing process as
if it was ethnography (and was inspired by ethnographers) — but it wasn’t ethnography and data
created during a social intervention cannot, in my opinion, be interpreted in the same way as
ethnographic data. Thatis misleading.

It is entirely possible that my confusion is caused by my own ignorance (and bias, as an
anthropologist/ethnographer) —however, the author doesnot explainthisin the thesis, and | didn’t
find anything in the cited references that would help my understanding. | hope this can be
explained duringthe oral defence.

Even though the above-mentioned methodological conclusion is, in my opinion, quite serious, as
a whole the thesis presents and well-researched, thoughtful and innovative contribution to
current knowledge and | would like to congratulate Marek Hasa on this accomplishment.

And one last point, a recommendation that could helpfully be interesting for the author:
https://ucipress.co.uk/book-series/ageing-with-smartphones/.
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