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Abstract 

Technological advances and increasing life expectancy create a situation where technology becomes 
embedded in the lives of the elderly in various ways. In March 2020, stay-at-home orders were put into 
place in Finland to reduce transmission of the SARS-CoV-2 virus. The physical distancing recommenda-
tions were especially targeted to the elderly over 70 years old, with guidance to avoid social contacts 
outside the family. The social isolation caused by the restrictions increased the use of technology among 
the elderly, for example, as a venue to maintain contact with other people. Based on semi-structured 
telephone interviews of 10 Finnish elderly gathered during spring 2021, we explored what kind of role 
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) had in maintaining their personal networks and social 
activity during the pandemic. The 10 interviewees (7 women and 3 men) were between 65 and 83 years 
old. They all lived independently in their homes, either alone or with a spouse. The interviews were ana-
lysed by using inductive content analysis. The results show that ICT mitigated the experience of social 
isolation in multiple ways. Technological devices were used for communication, replacing face-to-face 
interaction. Moreover, interviewees became active on social media, creating blogs and online materials 
for their children and grandchildren. The interviewees also used different kinds of devices for enter-
tainment purposes. In addition, they participated in various types of online courses and learnt to use the 
needed everyday devices. The results highlight the importance of ICT in alleviating the social isolation of 
the elderly during the pandemic. As the pandemic restricted everyday life, it also provided the solitude 
to dwell in the digital world and learn to use it to maintain daily routines. Furthermore, due to the pan-
demic, the interviewees’ digital skills improved and expanded. This study highlights the importance of 
technology in promoting health, well-being and active ageing among the elderly. 
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Introduction 

We are currently experiencing the digitalisation of 
all spheres of society and an increase in lifespan in 
Western societies [1,2]. The increased longevity 
opens a new horizon for investigating the role of 
new technologies in the lives of the elderly since 
longer lifespans are at the individual level influ-
enced by and integrated with digital technologies 
[2]. During the past decades, the elderly have ex-
perienced the domestication of ICT, and ICT plays 
an essential role in their daily life [3,4]. The elderly 
use ICT for health, leisure and learning purposes 
[2]. In addition, the digitalisation of public services 
also concerns the elderly.   

It is important to acknowledge that the elderly are 
not a homogenous group in adopting and using 
digital technologies since generational and socio-
demographic components compound the digital 
divide among the elderly [2,5–9]. Tech-savvy el-
derly people tend to have a higher socio-economic 
status and represent younger cohorts and genera-
tions [2,5–9]. Therefore, in designing and develop-
ing ICT technologies, the multifaceted nature of 
ageing should be acknowledged [10-12]. Moreo-
ver, addressing the heterogeneity of the elderly as 
users of digital solutions also promote inclusive-
ness of the elderly in digital society [11-13]. 

For many elderly people, the outbreak of COVID-
19 challenged the maintenance of everyday func-
tions due to strict recommendations to avoid so-
cial contact outside the family sphere [14]. The 
COVID-19 pandemic increased loneliness among 
the elderly and negatively affected their social 
activity [15-17]. Studies have shown that maintain-
ing social connections and personal networks indi-
cates better health and well-being throughout life 
[14]. Personal networks and social activity protect 
against a premature decline in health and func-
tioning. Social isolation increases feelings of lone-

liness, poor quality of life and the risk for diseases 
and disabilities among the elderly [14,18,19]. 
Therefore, it is sufficient to state that the COVID-
19 pandemic posed health-related risks for the 
elderly. 

However, there are differences among the experi-
ences of the elderly related to the COVID-19 pan-
demic’s effects on their personal lives. The studies 
indicate that the elderly with more comprehensive 
and encompassing social networks experienced 
less loneliness during the pandemic [20] and that 
the pandemic’s effects may vary during the pan-
demic [14]. Moreover, active Internet use among 
the elderly is linked to high cognitive abilities [21]. 
However, a Finnish study reveals that the pandem-
ic somewhat decreased the contacts of the elderly 
with friends and relatives [22]. Another Finnish 
study found that technology provided a meaning-
ful and important venue to maintain connections 
with family members during the pandemic [14]. 
The study also revealed that the elderly seemed to 
cope well with the social restrictions of the pan-
demic [14]. In addition, as studies highlight, the 
use of digital technologies to maintain social con-
tacts and hobbies was relatively common, and 
Internet use increased during the pandemic 
among the elderly [23–25]. Studies show that even 
though stay-at-home orders during the COVID-19 
pandemic severely hindered leisure involvement 
of the elderly, it was successfully replaced and 
compensated through different kinds of virtual 
venues and platforms, such as using smartphones, 
tablets and computers (for example, in videocon-
ferencing) to learn new languages, listen to music 
and for self-expression (writing) purposes [26–29]. 
During the pandemic, the elderly were able to 
adjust their leisure activities in a meaningful way 
[30].  



    
SCIENTIFIC PAPERS 

 

 

6.4.2023    FinJeHeW 2023;15(1)  79 

The aim of the study is to increase the understand-
ing how ICT helped the elderly to cope with the 
social restrictions imposed upon them during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In this study, we concentrat-
ed on analysing how the elderly experienced the 
pandemic and what kind of role technology had in 
their everyday lives during the pandemic. The 
study’s research question was: What kind of 
meaning technology had in elderly people’s life 
during the pandemic?  

Material and methods 

The interview data is a part of the larger research 
interview entity, that has been conducted in 
SHAPES-project (Smart and Healthy Ageing 
through People Engaging in Supportive Systems 
2019-2023). The project is funded the Horizon 
2020 Framework Programme of the European 
Union for Research Innovation. Grant agreement 
number: 857159 - SHAPES – H2020 – SC1-FA-DTS – 
2018-2020.  The aim of the SHAPES project is to 
provide active and healthy ageing for the elderly of 
the 14 participant countries through for example 
technological solutions. The interview data of this 
article was gathered in the project’s work package 
2.1 (WP2) titled “Understanding Older People: 
Lives, Communities and Contexts”. Total of eight 
countries (Czechia, Finland, Germany, Greece, 
Italy, Northern Ireland, Portugal, Spain) conducted 
the interviews with the elderly according to the 
interview protocol’s nine themes. The article con-
centrates on the interviews done with Finnish el-
derly according to interview protocol’s two inter-
view themes that focused on the use of digital 
services and technology during the pandemic, 
namely Corona – experience and Home, Objects 
and Technology.   

The data collection was approved by Maynooth 
University Research Ethics Committee on 6th Jan-

uary 2021 (Amendment on Approved Project-
Phase1 - SRESC-2020-2409421: SHAPES - Smart 
and Health Ageing through People Engaging in 
Supportive Systems; Ethical Review requested for 
WP2.1. Understanding Older People: Lives, Com-
munities and Contexts). The university was in 
charge of developing the interview protocol and 
gaining ethical approval for the interviews on be-
half of all participating countries in the SHAPES 
project.  

The data consists of ten semi-structured thematic 
telephone interviews of Finnish elderly between 
68 and 83 years old. The semi-structured interview 
guide (SSI) consists of fixed set of sequential ques-
tions, but also allows additional questions to facili-
tate further exploration of the issue [31]. Seven of 
the interviewees were women, and three were 
men. The interviews aimed to gain an in-depth 
understanding of a given phenomenon [32]. All 
interviewees lived independently, either alone or 
with their spouses. Interviewees lived in different 
parts of Finland in towns, cities and the country-
side. Both authors conducted the interviews, and 
the interviews were recorded.  

The interviewees were recruited through snowball 
sampling by the second author of the article. She 
knew an elderly person who was interested in to 
take part in the research and asked the interview-
ee to name other possible candidates for the in-
terviews. Snowball sampling is a sampling proce-
dure in which each interviewee lists a possible new 
candidate to be interviewed [33]. It is often em-
ployed with groups that are hard to access other-
wise [33]. Snowball sampling was employed be-
cause it was a safe way to reach interviewees 
during the pandemic and it also opened a change 
to reach interviewees across Finland.  

The researchers were not aware beforehand how 
much the interviewees used ICT in their daily lives. 
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Each interviewee was interviewed only once, but 
they could contact the interviewers if they wanted 
to add something to their interviews. One inter-
viewee wanted to add information to her inter-
view afterwards. The duration of the interviews 
varied approximately between 62 to 164 minutes. 
The transcribed and translated research data in 
English included 262 pages with font size 11 and 
line spacing being 1,5. Each interviewee orally and 
voluntarily agreed to participate in the research. In 
accordance with the ethical research protocol, the 
interviewees were guaranteed that the interviews 
and their identities would not be revealed at any 
point in the research. In the field work we fol-
lowed General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). 

The qualitative data were analysed using inductive 
content analysis. Inductive content analysis is 
based on the process of abstraction in which the 
researcher reduces and groups data into catego-
ries or themes while answering the research ques-
tions [34]. In general, inductive content analysis is 
suitable when there is little knowledge of the phe-

nomenon or when the research on the matter is 
fragmented [35,36]. Since the interviews were 
semi-structured thematic interviews, the aim was 
to get a comprehensive understanding and broad 
description of the research themes in question 
[35–38].  

In the first phase, each interview was transcribed 
verbatim. The meaning units related to the re-
search questions were identified and compressed 
in the second phase. In the third phase, the com-
pressed meaning units were abstracted into codes, 
followed by the process of groupings, categorisa-
tion and leading in the final phase to the category 
generation through abstraction. The analysis was 
conducted by both authors. Second author con-
cluded the preliminary analysis of the phases two 
and three. After that both authors took part in 
finalizing the analysis. In data analysis no data 
analysis programme was used. An example of in-
ductive content analysis is described in the Figure 
number 1.  

 

Figure 1. Example of inductive content analysis.

ICT mitigated the 
experience of social 

isolation
Learning

The need for 
constant learning

Learning and 
adjusting to the use 

of online 
entertainment 

Persistance in 
learning to use ICT

Subcategories Main category Core theme Reduced 
expression 

“Well, I am not 
the quickest 

learner [tech-
nology] in the 
world, but I’m 
damn persis-

tent. So, 
whenever 

there is some-
thing that I 
cannot do, I 

want to learn 
it ” 

Quote 
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Results 

Analysis of the interviews resulted in one core 
theme: ICT mitigated the experience of social isola-
tion and two main categories, Communication and 
Learning and their respective subcategories. The 
main Communication category has two subcatego-
ries: Communicating via apps and robots and Em-
ploying digital devices for self-expression. The 
main Learning category has two subcategories: 
Learning and adjusting to the use of online enter-
tainment and The need for constant learning. The 
results are first summarised into the core theme 
and then described according to the main catego-
ries and their subcategories. The results are illus-
trated with interview extracts from the elderly 
interviewed. The names of the interviewed elderly 
are pseudonyms. 

ICT mitigated the experience of social isolation 

The results show that using ICT mitigated the ex-
perience of social isolation in multiple ways. Tech-
nological devices were used in communication, 
replacing face-to-face interaction. In addition, the 
interviewees employed different virtual enter-
tainment platforms and became active in online 
learning and social media platforms. 

Communication  

The results show that the pandemic dramatically 
changed how the interviewees were able to com-
municate with their family and friends. It prohibit-
ed face-to-face social contact with family members 
and friends. In addition, the pandemic halted all 
social activities that had brought people together 
before, such as sports and cultural events. As Ja-
cob states:  

It has changed my life in the sense that all the 
active hobbies I used to do came to a halt. 

And of course, if you consider concerts and 
cultural hobbies, they have also stopped. All 
interaction and stuff like that has stopped.  

Communicating via apps and robots 

In the same manner, the interviewees adopted 
new and alternative ways of communicating with 
family and friends and integrated themselves into 
different kinds of virtual social activities. The re-
sults show that the interviewees found various 
ways to keep in contact with family members such 
as children, grandchildren and friends. The main 
venue to stay in touch with family and friends dur-
ing the pandemic seemed to be various WhatsApp 
groups and smartphones in general. Aliina and 
Hanna stated:  

Well, that’s what I use these days, having lim-
ited chances to meet and talk to people, so I 
message them on WhatsApp. (Aliina) 

We, yeah, basically, we’re [with grandchil-
dren] in contact with each other every day be-
cause we have this WhatsApp group called 
the Heart group. So we message each other 
daily to let them know we’re alive [during the 
corona pandemic]. (Hanna)  

The more intensive use of the WhatsApp applica-
tion was easy for the interviewees since they were 
accustomed to using it before the pandemic as a 
virtual venue for staying in touch. Even though 
virtual applications enabled them to maintain con-
tact with family members, the interviewees were 
sad that they could not meet, especially the 
grandchildren, during the pandemic. As Bertil 
states:  

Our situation lately has been such that our 
daughter gave birth to a girl in February … we 
couldn’t go see her at all, it has been a 
gloomy, awful situation.  
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However, Bertil and his wife participated in a ro-
botics project through which they received a 
telepresence robot for personal use. Bertil de-
scribed the telepresence robot as:  

The saving grace was the [communication ro-
bot] that brought the girls closer to us, to our 
breakfast table, and in the evening before go-
ing to bed. So, they came into our living room, 
and we had the chance to sing songs and tell 
bedtime stories and see how they develop, 
and things like that.  

The telepresence robot enabled them to follow 
the newborn baby’s development and communi-
cate with the baby’s family more authentically and 
comprehensively due to its mobile functionality. 
The telepresence robot, called Double3, had a 
tablet screen, and it was on wheels and, therefore, 
easy to move from room to room. 

Employing digital devices for self-expression 

Another venue for meaningful contact with family 
and relatives was writing blogs and digging into 
family history through online genealogy. For ex-
ample, Fanny started to write blogs and stories for 
her grandchildren and other relatives:  

I started writing a blog about my childhood 
memories; they are my grandchild’s favourite 
bedtime stories. So, my daughter suggested 
why not write them out in a blog so that other 
relatives could read them, too. And I began 
with that.  

On the other hand, Hanna engaged with online 
genealogy, for which the isolation caused by the 
pandemic gave her needed time:  

I am focused on doing genealogy, studying my 
family, and this isolation has proven very use-
ful.  

In addition, some interviewees engaged them-
selves in online courses, and online learning was a 
positive experience for Aliisa and Eeva:  

Since I have taken two courses at the insti-
tute—English conversation and Japanese—
they are both done remotely now. So, I don’t 
think it’s all that bad (Aliina).  

Development of Western music. I am glad 
that I took the course [online]. So yeah, it has 
increased some activities (Eeva). 

Learning 

Technological solutions were essential in the inter-
viewees’ lives in maintaining social contacts and 
hobbies during the pandemic. The interviewees 
adopted and learnt to use different kinds of digital 
devices and applications daily. Their children and 
family members encouraged and taught them to 
use the devices. On the other hand, learning to use 
the devices was sometimes experienced as a con-
stant and compulsory activity. 

Learning and adjusting to the use of online enter-
tainment  

During the pandemic, the interviewees used online 
entertainment for recreational purposes. For ex-
ample, the closing of libraries led some interview-
ees to use audiobooks. Fanny vividly describes 
how she was encouraged by her daughter to use 
audiobooks:  

Well, it has in a way, like all my hobbies have 
stopped. When the isolation started, my 
daughter suggested all kinds of activities, and 
I was excited to try everything out … I also 
started listening to audiobooks.  

Since the concert halls were closed, the interview-
ees watched music performances and movies on 
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YouTube. Eeva, for example, listened to music and 
watched movies on YouTube:  

Well, what’s terrible is that I haven’t had the 
chance to go to concerts with my season pass. 
But I have listened to music on YouTube in-
stead. So there is always some replacement … 
and I have also watched more speech pro-
grammes and interviews on Areena or movies, 
so I have been following them much more ac-
tively.  

Hanna even has a home theatre system:  

Then I have, well, you can’t really call it ‘us-
ing’, but I have a home theatre speaker sys-
tem hooked up to my television so I can listen 
to music. I am able to use that.  

Not all the interviewees engaged in using modern 
online entertainment applications such as 
YouTube but tended to use more familiar digital 
applications, such as the Internet and streaming 
apps for TV.  As Gabriella states:  

And when I’m at the cabin, and I have no tele-
vision there—I have a television, but I don’t 
watch it that much, so there, in the mornings I 
tend to watch whatever’s on Areena or Net-
flix. So, there I keep the computer on the table 
and turned on more frequently. That’s where I 
read up on everything happening in Finland 
and the world. 

The need for constant learning 

However, learning has not always been a voluntary 
choice but more as a prerequisite to get along in 
daily living during the pandemic, as in the case of 
Cecilia:  

I got a new phone almost three weeks ago, so 
I have learnt a lot of this new stuff, and I am 

quite courageous to try whenever I feel up to 
it. My daughter-in-law, whom I mentioned, 
tells me that I’m more courageous, that I’m 
not afraid that something will break down 
and that something crazy might occur—like 
her mother [laughs]. But these days, from 
time to time, I have so little energy that I can-
not get myself interested in learning new 
things that are not vital (--) phone that I was 
forced to learn. And I keep saying to myself: I 
will not be as fast or capable as I was in my 
younger days.  

In addition, as Iisak states, learning has had its ups 
and downs because of the constant development 
of digital applications:  

I’m on Facebook, too, but they keep changing 
it all the time, so I don’t always know … some-
times I don’t use it for weeks because I cannot 
figure out what it all means. But WhatsApp 
has been very simple to use thus far.  

Some interviewees learnt to use only the most 
necessary digital applications, such as paying bills 
online, since few bank offices are left in Finland. As 
Doris points out:  

All my bills are e-bills, barring occasional bills. 
I pay them on my phone. So, that much I can 
manage. 

Discussion  

This qualitative study with ten semi-structured 
telephone interviews among the elderly in Finland 
during the COVID-19 pandemic showed how 
adopting ICT alleviated social isolation and sus-
tained their health, well-being and active ageing 
during the pandemic. The former face-to-face en-
counters with family and friends and various hob-
bies and services were replaced by virtual encoun-
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ters in a satisfactory manner. The elderly in the 
study used many technological devices such as 
smartphones, computers and telepresence robots 
in many ways to maintain contact with their close 
ones. In addition, they learnt to use social various 
media solutions for self-expression purposes and 
continued their hobbies and learning activities via 
online venues.   

Our findings are consistent with similar conclu-
sions stating that elderly people’s ICT-related 
communication with family, friends and hobbies 
compensated respective physical engagements in 
a gratifying manner during the pandemic 
[14,23,24,25,27–29]. The ability to digitally main-
tain social connections and hobbies during the 
pandemic positively affects health and well-being 
[14]. In addition, the possibility to learn new tech-
nologies accumulates as perceived and experi-
enced well-being. However, it is noteworthy to 
acknowledge the disparity in the experiences since 
not all interviewees had identical experiences con-
cerning the use and adoption of ICT during the 
pandemic. Some respondents said they incorpo-
rated only the necessary digital solutions into daily 
living, such as e-banking. These elderly people 
found the digital solutions challenging to learn and 
therefore chose not to use them.  

The study reveals that the children and family 
members helped the elderly with digital affairs. 
Studies show that both the support of social net-
works and usability and usefulness experiences 
strongly affect the adoption and use of technologi-
cal devices among the elderly [3, 5, 10]. Digital 
technologies are perceived as useful when they 
provide satisfactory experiences for the elderly, 
for example when they enhance opportunities to 
contacts with other people and provide feelings of 
security [11].  

Furthermore, satisfying ICT integration into elderly 
people’s lives requires understanding the diversity 
and complexity of ageing and incorporating that 
gained understanding into the design process of 
technologies [12]. Age-friendly digital technologies 
are best to support social participation of the el-
derly through activities they find relevant for 
themselves, and thus both minimize their social 
isolation and supporting independent living [11]. 
Therefore, the attainment of an inclusive digital 
society needs to meet vulnerable groups’ particu-
lar needs and acknowledge the issue’s complexity 
[13]. 

Strengths and limitations 

The study findings have both strengths and limita-
tions. First, the data is rather small (N = 10). Thus, 
the results should be generalised in a qualitative 
research framework. In qualitative research, the 
aim is to get an in-depth understanding of a phe-
nomenon. Thus, the sample size is not directive 
factor [39]. In qualitative research the richness of 
the sample, meaning the information the sample 
holds is more essential, than the amount of partic-
ipants [40]. 

In addition, the purposive sampling of the study 
aimed to guarantee the appropriateness and ade-
quacy of the sample, thus enabling the transfera-
bility of the qualitative research findings to people 
and settings that resemble those in the present 
study [41]. The interviewees do not represent the 
variety of the elderly population in Finland. They 
form a rather homogeneous group that has access 
to digital services and technology. The study also 
reveals that Finland, as a big and sparsely populat-
ed country, has good Internet connections that 
offer everyone the same possibilities to use digital 
services and technology. 
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Conclusion 

Study findings underscore the role of communica-
tion technology in preventing social isolation of 
the elderly during the COVID-19 pandemic. Find-
ings emphasize that the elderly found innovative 
means to stay active and in contact with other 
people by using different kind of digital solutions. 
Our findings suggest that the adoption of ICT had 
positive effects on wellbeing, it promoted the 
overall wellbeing, including social participation, 
communications and contacts with other people 
and thus enabled active ageing of the elderly of 
the study during the pandemic.  

However, what is noteworthy to acknowledge is 
that the realities among the elderly in adopting 
and using ICTs varies greatly. The elderly people 
are heterogeneous group because of generational 
and sociodemographic components. Therefore, it 
is important to conduct future research on the 
matter with larger and more diverse samples. 
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