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Older and offline in Ireland: Navigating a pathway in a digital world
Sandra Flynn

Department of Educational Research, Lancaster University, Lancaster, UK

ABSTRACT
A substantial proportion of older adults continue to live offline despite 
accelerating digitalization. In Ireland in 2025, 34% of adults aged 75 years 
and older had never used the Internet. Yet, the experiences of those who live 
their lives offline, particularly their perspectives on social participation, life
long learning, and autonomy, remain under‑examined. This Research Note 
presents findings from seven qualitative interviews conducted in summer 
2021 with adults aged 65 years and older who self‑identified as Internet 
non‑users. These ‘offliners’ described meaningful social participation 
through in‑person groups, community activities, volunteering, and regular 
telephone contact, alongside informal lifelong learning embedded in every
day interactions and interests. Participants did not perceive personal benefit 
in adopting digital technologies for social or learning purposes. 
Dissatisfaction was expressed as essential public and commercial services 
shifted to digital‑by‑default delivery following lockdowns associated with 
COVID-19. Offliners reported reduced independence when required to rely 
on family members for online transactions, as well as feeling disadvantaged 
by online‑only discounts and reduced availability of counter or telephone 
services. These findings lend support to an overlooked issue in social and 
educational gerontology: while offline social and learning practices can 
support healthy aging, digitalization may create new forms of exclusion for 
those who do not, or cannot, engage online. The study highlights the need to 
recognize Internet non‑use as a legitimate aging pathway and underscores 
the importance of maintaining equitable non‑digital service channels to 
support autonomy, agency, and quality of life in later years.

Introduction

For many people during the 2020–2021 period of the COVID-19 pandemic, information and com
munication technologies (ICTs) became central to maintaining social relationships and accessing 
services. However, a cohort of older adults continued to live largely offline, relying on in‑person 
interactions where possible and on the telephone for social connection and daily needs. While social 
restrictions have since lifted, the accelerated digitalization of public and commercial services intro
duced during the pandemic has largely remained. Despite sustained Irish and European policy 
emphasis on enhancing digital skills across the life course, Internet non‑use among older age cohorts 
remains substantial in Ireland where the most recent data on Internet usage for those aged 75 years 
and older indicate that, in 2025, over one-third (34%) of this cohort had never accessed the Internet 
(Central Statistics Office, 2025). Research on aging and digitalization has predominantly focused on 
access, skill acquisition, and the benefits of Internet use for social participation, learning, and quality of 
life. In contrast, the perspectives of older adults who intentionally or persistently do not go online 
remain under‑explored (Damant et al., 2017; Kebede et al., 2022).
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This Research Note draws on qualitative interview data with seven older adults in Ireland who 
self‑identify as Internet non‑users, referred to here as offliners. Using data collected in 2021 as part of 
a broader PhD study (Flynn, 2023), a noteworthy pattern became apparent: participants’ satisfaction 
with their social lives and lifelong learning experiences while living offline, yet they expressed growing 
frustration and a sense of lost independence as everyday public and commercial services became 
digital‑by‑default. These findings lend support to an overlooked issue in social and educational 
gerontology, namely that healthy aging, social participation, and lifelong learning may be supported 
through offline pathways but can be undermined by exclusive reliance on digital service design. The 
research question guiding this note is: What are the perceived impacts on healthy aging of living 
offline in an increasingly digital world? By foregrounding older adults’ lived experiences of non‑use, 
this Research Note contributes empirical evidence to debates on aging, learning, autonomy, and social 
participation.

Context of the study

Digital inclusion narratives frequently frame Internet non‑use among older adults as a problem of 
access, skills, or motivation. However, international research consistently reports that many older 
adults describe non‑use as a matter of choice, indifference, or perceived lack of relevance (Lenhart 
et al., 2003; van Dijk, 2019). Barriers to engagement may include physical limitations, cost, learning 
effort, and difficulty securing appropriate support (Friemel, 2016; Selwyn et al., 2003). Importantly, 
Internet use and non‑use are not binary states; individuals occupy varied positions along a continuum 
of engagement (Friemel, 2016). Healthy aging policy frameworks emphasize ongoing participation in 
social, economic, cultural, and civic life, along with autonomy and lifelong learning (World Health 
Organization, 2002, 2020, 2021). Social participation, broadly understood as involvement in activities 
that enable interaction with others in society or community, is associated with well‑being and quality 
of life in later life (Douglas et al., 2017; Formosa, 2021; Ward et al., 2019). Participation may be 
informal (family, friends, neighbors), non‑formal (community groups, voluntary associations), or 
formal (organized volunteering), and often functions as a key site of informal learning (Boulton-Lewis,  
2010; Field, 2005). While Internet use has been associated with positive outcomes for some older 
adults, including social connection and access to information (Aggarwal et al., 2020; Mohan & Lyons,  
2024), much of this literature focuses on digital participation rather than examining how offline 
participation continues to support learning and well‑being. Less attention has been given to how the 
digitalization of routine services may disadvantage those who remain offline, even where social 
participation and learning are otherwise sustained. The concept of proxy Internet use, whereby family 
members or others perform digital tasks on behalf of older adults, further complicates issues of 
autonomy and independence (Selwyn, 2006; Selwyn et al., 2016).

Method

This Research Note draws on interview data collected in summer 2021 as part of a PhD study 
exploring older adults’ digital experiences in Ireland. A qualitative case study approach was adopted, 
with this analysis focusing on the sub‑group of participants who identified as Internet non‑users 
(offliners), in line with definitions used by Friemel (2016) and Seifert and Schelling (2016). Ethics 
approval was obtained from the Department of Educational Research Ethics Committee at Lancaster 
University.

Seven participants aged 65 years and older were recruited through purposive sampling via 
community groups, Active Retirement associations, and voluntary organizations in Cork city 
and county (Morse, 2004). Four interviews were conducted in person and three by telephone, 
following public health guidance. Interviews were semi‑structured and explored everyday routines, 
social participation, learning, and experiences of accessing services. Data were analyzed using 
a constructivist grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006, 2014), involving iterative coding, 
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memo‑writing, and constant comparison across transcripts. Reflexive memos were written 
throughout data collection and analysis. Saturation was not pursued, consistent with critiques of 
saturation in qualitative research (O’Reilly & Parker, 2013; Tight, 2023). Instead, the analysis 
sought to identify salient, recurring patterns across participants’ accounts. Three interrelated 
themes emerged consistently and are presented below.

Findings

Social participation without digital engagement

Participants described active and satisfying social lives grounded in face‑to‑face interaction and 
telephone communication. Regular contact with family and friends was maintained through in‑person 
visits where possible and through frequent telephone calls. The telephone was considered essential, 
particularly during lockdowns, and valued for its simplicity and immediacy. Participants did not 
express a perceived need for digital communication platforms to sustain relationships. Social activities 
prior to the pandemic were wide‑ranging and included Active Retirement groups, indoor bowling 
clubs, church groups, writing groups, Toastmasters, and informal social outings. Several participants 
also engaged extensively in volunteering, supporting community initiatives, and older adult advocacy. 
These activities contributed to a strong sense of connection, purpose, and belonging. Even during 
periods of restriction, participants adapted by engaging in safe outdoor activities, such as visiting local 
markets, which in some cases led to the formation of new social ties. Overall, participants did not view 
Internet use as necessary for maintaining social participation or quality of life and expressed content
ment with offline modes of engagement.

Lifelong learning as social and embedded practice

When discussing lifelong learning, participants framed it primarily as an informal and socially 
embedded process rather than as participation in formal education. Learning was associated with 
community involvement, shared activities, family interactions, and everyday experiences. Examples 
included attending evening classes earlier in life, learning through volunteering, engaging in inter
generational exchange with grandchildren, and gaining knowledge through participation in local 
groups.

A strong attachment to books and reading was evident, with reading described as a lifelong habit 
and central to personal enjoyment and learning. Digital learning resources were not mentioned as 
desirable or necessary. Instead, learning was valued insofar as it was relevant, enjoyable, and connected 
to social relationships. These accounts illustrate forms of lifelong learning that align with educational 
gerontology scholarship emphasizing non‑formal and informal learning in later life and challenge 
assumptions that digital engagement is a prerequisite for continued learning.

Digitalization and the loss of independence

In contrast to their generally positive assessment of social participation and learning, participants 
expressed pronounced dissatisfaction with the increasing digitalization of public and commercial 
services. Tasks such as banking, renewing insurance or motor tax, managing utilities, and booking 
appointments were reported to have shifted predominantly online, often with limited or no 
non‑digital alternatives. Participants described feeling penalized for remaining offline, for example, 
through the inability to access discounts for paperless billing or online payments. Several reported 
reliance on adult children or other family members as proxy Internet users for essential transac
tions, which they associated with a loss of independence. Others described persistent pressure 
from service providers to use self‑service machines or online systems, even when they explicitly 
requested in‑person assistance. For some, these experiences contributed to anxiety, frustration, and 
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a sense of being marginalized within systems they had previously navigated independently. The 
issue was not framed as resistance to learning new skills, but rather as a desire to continue 
transacting in familiar, relational ways.

Discussion

This Research Note offers evidence to support an overlooked issue in social and educational gerontol
ogy, namely, that older adults who remain offline may experience healthy aging through robust social 
participation and lifelong learning, while simultaneously experiencing exclusion and loss of autonomy 
through digital‑by‑default service provision.

First, the findings challenge deficit‑based narratives of digital non‑use. Participants did not 
characterize themselves as socially isolated, disengaged, or lacking in learning opportunities. 
Instead, their accounts illustrate how offline participation in community life, volunteering, and 
informal learning continues to support well‑being, purpose, and connection, consistent with 
broader literature on social participation and healthy aging (Douglas et al., 2017; Formosa,  
2021).

Second, dissatisfaction arose not from being offline in itself, but from structural changes in service 
delivery. The migration of essential services to predominantly digital channels transferred responsi
bility for access from institutions to individuals, framing non‑use as personal failure rather than 
a design choice. Reliance on proxy users, while practical, further shifted control over personal affairs 
and undermined independence (Selwyn et al., 2016).

Third, these findings have implications for both social and educational gerontology, which empha
size autonomy, participation, and lifelong learning as core elements of aging well. If learning in later 
life is understood as socially embedded and self‑directed, then digital engagement should be viewed as 
one possible pathway rather than a normative requirement. Supporting healthy aging therefore 
requires not only opportunities to develop digital skills but also the continued provision of meaningful 
non‑digital alternatives.

Although based on a small qualitative sample, the consistency of themes across participants 
suggests a need for further empirical attention to intentional and sustained Internet non‑use in later 
life, particularly as digital‑by‑default systems continue to expand.

Conclusion and implications

Using qualitative data from a small sample older adults in Ireland who live their lives offline, this 
Research Note demonstrates that healthy aging can be supported through offline social participation 
and lifelong learning but may be compromised by exclusive reliance on digital service provision. 
Participants expressed contentment with their social and learning lives, yet frustration and loss of 
independence in navigating everyday public and commercial systems. These findings suggest several 
implications. Policymakers and service providers should ensure that essential services remain acces
sible through in‑person and telephone channels, without penalizing those who do not engage online. 
Scholarship and practice in the discipline should continue to value informal, socially embedded 
learning and recognize Internet non‑use as a legitimate and meaningful position in later life. 
Finally, further research is needed to explore how service design, rather than individual capacity, 
shapes experiences of inclusion and autonomy in aging societies. Failing to accommodate older adults 
who choose or need to remain offline risks eroding independence and, by association, quality of life. 
Recognizing multiple pathways to participation and learning is therefore essential to supporting 
healthy aging in a digital world.
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