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Abstract: This study aimed to compare internet use among African American older adults by 
gender and age group and investigate correlates of internet use by gender and age group. A 
total of 1117 African American older adults aged over 50 from the 2016 Wave of the Health 
Retirement Study were included in the study. Sequential ordinal logistic regressions were 
conducted to investigate correlates of internet use among older African Americans by gender 
and age group. Significant gender and age differences were identified in internet use frequency. 
Gender differences on correlates were revealed: being old-old and limitations on activities of 
daily living were only associated with decreased odds of more frequent internet use among 
women. In addition, higher depression was only associated with reduced odds of more frequent 
internet use among men. Age differences on correlates indicated that education and cognition 
were the only two significant factors pertinent to internet use among the old-old. By contrast, 
for young-old adults, retirement, poverty, education, cognition, and depression were also 
predictive. Practitioners should consider these gender and age differences when promoting 
internet use among older African Americans. The results presented in this study might also 
inform the design of future gender- and age-tailored interventions. 
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1. Introduction 
The advent and fast development of information and communication technology (ICT) brings 
more potential for successful aging of older adults. Overcoming the limitations of distance and 
space, the use of ICT can expand older adults’ social networks, provide healthcare treatments 
to people at home, offer easier access to more resources, and increase living standards (Berde, 
2019; Harper, Wellman, and Quan-Haase, 2020). Recent studies have indicated the positive 
effects of the Internet among older populations (Cotten, Anderson, and McCullough, 2013; 
Yu, Wu, and Chi, 2020). Internet use among older adults has increased their social interactions, 
reduced social isolation and loneliness, helped to manage chronic diseases, assisted with 
activities of daily living (ADL) in older adults, and increased their quality of life (Harper, 
Wellman, and Quan-Haase, 2020; Kim, Lee, Christensen, et al., 2017; Yu, Wu, and Chi, 
2020). Furthermore, through the Internet, many traditional interventions for older adults could 
be delivered online. Evaluation studies have confirmed the effectiveness of computerized 
interventions on reducing older adults’ loneliness and depression, promoting healthy lifestyles, 
and increasing cognitive functioning (Choi, Kong, and Jung, 2012; Sriramatr, Berry, and 
Spence, 2014). Thus, use of the Internet is playing an increasingly important role in older 
adults’ wellbeing. However, compared to young and middle-aged adults, internet use among 
older adults is still low. A recent Pew Research Center survey found that about two thirds older 
adults aged over 65 used the Internet, while the average number of all adults in the United 
States (U.S.) was 90% (Anderson and Perrin, 2017). Therefore, it is necessary to investigate 
correlates of internet use among older adults and promote their adoption and use of the Internet.
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1.1. Internet Use among Older African Americans
In the past two decades, internet use among older adults in the U.S. has increased by 55% (Anderson and Perrin, 2017). 
Despite the fast-growing number of older adults going online, African American older adults are lagging behind in the 
adoption and use of the Internet when compared with Whites (Choi and DiNitto, 2013; Elliot, Mooney, Douthit, et al., 
2014; Yoon, Jang, Vaughan, et al., 2018). Choi and DiNitto (2013) analyzed a nationally representative sample of the U.S. 
Medicare beneficiaries aged over 65 from the 2011 National Health and Aging Trends Study and found that, compared to 
non-Hispanic Whites, African American older adults were 0.41 times less likely to use the Internet. A similar finding was 
reported in another large survey study using a sample of 17,704 older adults in the California Health Interview Survey, 
indicating that African American older adults were 0.54 times less likely to use the Internet for health information than 
their White peers (Yoon, Jang, Vaughan, et al., 2018). 

Previous studies have indicated that the low internet adoption and use rates within the African American older adult 
population might be explained by the lower level of education, higher prevalence of poverty, and more health and mental 
health-related diseases (Carpenter and Buday, 2007; Berde, 2019; Kim, Lee, Christensen, et al., 2017; Mitchell, Chebli, 
Ruggiero, et al., 2019). Considering the benefits of the Internet on increasing health, mental health, and quality of life 
among older adults, the low adoption and use of internet resources among African American older adults may further 
enlarge existing health and mental health gaps. Thus, it is of great importance to increase internet adoption and use among 
this population. 

Numerous studies have examined ICT use among older adults and investigated racial and ethnic differences. Most of 
these studies have included race or ethnicity as a categorical variable and compared African American older adults with 
other racial or ethnicity groups (Choi and DiNitto, 2013; Mitchell, Chebli, Ruggiero, et al., 2019; Yoon, Jang, Vaughan, 
et al., 2018). However, few studies have explored other aspects of racial or ethnic differences on ICT use, such as 
correlates. Studies on correlates of internet use may help researchers to identify target factors and further explore causal 
associations. It may also help practitioners identify problematic factors, design interventions to fix these problems or 
alleviate their influence, and promote the use of the Internet. African American older adults have different life experiences 
from older adults of other racial and ethnic groups in many ways, such as their social support networks, experience of 
depressive symptoms, and experience of systemic discrimination (Ayalon and Young, 2003; Peek and O’Neill, 2001; 
Sarkisian and Gerstel, 2004), so correlates of internet use among African American older adults may be different from 
other races or ethnicities. For example, a White older adult who experiences ageism may feel uncomfortable going outside 
and prefer to instead spend more time online. Different from their White counterparts, African American older adults may 
have experienced discrimination since their childhood or young adulthood, and they may consequently be more resilient. 
Thus, the effect of discrimination on internet use may be different between White and African American older adults. 
In addition, even though African Americans account for a large amount of racial or ethnic minorities, compared to the 
Whites, African Americans’ population is small. Thus, results may be misleading for African Americans when exploring 
correlates without differentiating race or ethnic groups. Interventions based on these correlates to increase older African 
American’s internet use may not be able to target and fix their real problems. Therefore, this study will focus on older 
African American adults and investigate correlates of internet use among this population.

1.2. Gender Differences among Older Adults
Gender differences in internet use among older adults are inconsistent. Some empirical evidence indicates that, compared 
with older women, older men are more likely to access and use the Internet (Kim, Lee, Christensen, et al., 2017; Marston, 
Kroll, Fink, et al., 2016). Attempts to explain such differences have included suggestions that older men may be higher 
in self-confidence, hold more positive attitudes toward the Internet, or simply be more adept in computer use (Chu, 2010; 
Hunsaker and Hargittai, 2018). However, several recent studies have failed to detect differences in internet use between 
men and women (Friemel, 2014; König, Seifert, and Doh, 2018) or have found that internet use was higher among older 
women as opposed to men (Yu, Ellison, McCammon, et al., 2016). These inconsistent findings related to gender differences 
in internet use indicate the necessity of further exploration involving correlates of internet use among older adults. Given 
the likelihood that multiple factors play a role in determining internet use prevalence among older adults, investigating 
correlates may provide more insight to gender differences in internet use among older African American adults. 

In addition, older women experience aging differently from older men (Xie, 2003). For example, menopause and 
widowhood are social aging markers specific to the experience of older women (Osorio-Parraguez, 2013). Women who 
are in menopause may increase their use of the Internet to look for menopause consultation and other helpful information 
online. Considering the widely accepted longer life expectancy, relative to men, among older women and women’s roles 
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of caregivers, the negative effects of widowhood/widowerhood on daily life may affect widowers more than widows. A 
widower living alone at his home may need to spend more time to do housework and take care of himself than he did 
before his bereavement, which may reduce his time spent online. By contrast, a widow may need to spend more time 
online to gain more social interaction and support. Thus, the effects of correlates may be different between older men and 
women. In analyzing internet withdrawal reasons among older adults in Taiwan, Chiu and Liu (2017) found that older 
women were more likely to be affected by health factors than older men. Therefore, it is valuable to examine correlates 
of internet use among older adults by gender. Furthermore, considering that women live longer than men and, typically, 
there are more older women than men in study samples, results may be misleading for older men if they are not separated 
in analysis. Thus, in this study, we will investigate correlates among older African American men and women separately.

1.3. Age Differences among Older Adults
Age differences in internet use among older adults have been well confirmed by many previous studies (Anderson and 
Perrin, 2017; Chang, McAllister, and McCaslin, 2015). Compared with young-old adults, old-old adults were less likely to 
use the Internet. Meanwhile, they had higher risks of experiencing loneliness, cognitive decline, and increased functional 
limitations than their young-old counterparts (Cohen-Mansfield, Shmotkin, Blumstein, et al., 2013; Koo, Kõlves, and De 
Leo, 2017). Numerous studies have indicated the potential of internet use in reducing loneliness, depression, stimulating 
cognitive functioning, and promoting psychological well-being among older adults, especially old-old adults (Sims, Reed, 
and Carr, 2017; Fang, Chau, Wong, et al., 2018). Thus, increasing the adoption and use of the Internet among old-
old adults is of great value. However, considering differences between young-old adults and old-old adults, especially 
those involving health and mental health conditions, correlates of internet use may be different. Internet use is complex 
and requires high cognitive functioning. Thus, different from young-old adults who have better cognitive functioning, 
developing the skills necessary to use the Internet may be more challenging for old-old adults. Therefore, it is important 
to investigate correlates of internet use by age groups to assist the design and implementation of age-tailored interventions 
to increase African American older adults’ internet use.

1.4. Current Study
An overview of the literature has showed several research gaps in the literature involving African American older adults’ 
internet adoption and utilization. First, most racial or ethnic disparity studies included race or ethnicity as a categorical 
variable and compared groups. However, very few studies focused on the African older adult group to explore correlates 
of the internet use among this specific population. Second, gender and age differences in internet use among older 
adults indicate the necessity of more studies to investigate correlates of different subgroups and conduct more tailored 
interventions to increase internet adoption and use. Thus, focusing on African American older adults, the present study 
will (1) compare internet use prevalence among older African American by gender and age group and (2) investigate 
correlates of internet use among African American older adults by gender and age groups.

2. Method

2.1. Study Sample
Data were drawn from the 2016 Wave of the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), the most recent available data from the 
pertinent archive. The HRS is a nationally representative longitudinal panel survey of U.S. individuals aged over 50 and 
their spouses. Questions about participants’ health, family structure, retirement, subjective well-being, and lifestyles have 
been collected. HRS is funded by the National Institute on Aging (grant number NIA U01AG009740) and is conducted 
by the University of Michigan. The Institutional Review Board at the University of Michigan and the National Institution 
on Aging provided ethical approval for the HRS. 

Two separate data files – 2016 HRS Core (Final) and RAND HRS Longitudinal File 2016 – were merged based on 
key values in the current study. internet use and perceived daily discrimination were obtained from the Left-Behind 
Questionnaire from the HRS core data. All other demographic, socioeconomic, health, and mental health variables were 
drawn from the RAND HRS data files. In the 2016 Wave, 20,912 adults participated in the survey. First, since the 
Left-Behind Questionnaire was assigned to a rotating (random) 50% of participants who completed the enhanced face-
to-face interview, 10,674 participants who were ineligible for the Left-Behind Questionnaire were removed from this 
study. Second, among the total eligible sample, 3882 participants who did not return or complete the questionnaire and 
32 questionnaires completed by those who were not the assigned respondents were excluded from this study. Third, after 
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removing participants who were not older than 50 or did not report their age, a subsample of 1117 African American older 
adults was included as the final analytic sample.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Internet use

The dependent variable, internet use, was measured by a single-item question, “How often do you use a computer 
for e-mail, Internet or other tasks?” Responses to this question were reversely coded as 1 = never/not relevant, 2 
= not in the last month, 3 = once a month, 4 = several times a month, 5 = once a week, 6 = several times a week, 
and 7 = daily.

2.2.2. Health-related factors

Previous studies have indicated that health-related factors, such as self-rated health, number of diseases, ADL, 
and instrumental ADL (IADL) are correlates of internet use among older adults (Ang, Lim, and Malhotra, 2020; 
Choi and DiNitto, 2013). Self-rated health was measured by a 5-point Likert Scale (1 = poor, 2 = fair, 3 = good, 4 
= very good, and 5 = excellent). Number of chronic illnesses was the sum of doctor diagnosed illnesses, including 
high blood pressure, diabetes, cancer, lung disease, heart condition, stroke, and arthritis, ranging from 0 to 7. 
Difficulties in ADL and IADL were measured by the total number of limited activities, including ADL, such as 
bathing, dressing, eating, getting in/out of bed, and walking across a room, and IADL, such as using a phone, using 
money, taking medications, shopping for groceries, and preparing for hot meals. Both difficulties in ADL and IADL 
ranged from 0 to 5.

2.2.3. Mental health-related factors

Based on previous studies, depression, discrimination, and cognitive functioning were included as mental health-
related factors in this study (Ang, Lim, and Malhotra, 2020; Choi and DiNitto, 2013; Choi, Kim, Chipalo, et al., 
2020; Elliot, Mooney, Douthit, et al., 2014). Depression was measured by the Center for Epidemiological Studies 
Depression (CESD) scale (Radloff, 1977). Participants were asked to indicate whether they “felt depressed,” “felt 
activities were efforts,” “slept restless,” “was happy,” “felt lonely,” “enjoyed life,” “felt sad, and “could not get 
going” in much of the time during the past week (0 = no, 1 = yes). The items, “was happy” and “enjoyed life,” 
were reversely recoded in this study (0 = yes, 1 = no). Depression was assessed by the unweighted sum of the 8 
binary items, ranging from 0 to 8, with higher score indicating higher levels of depression. Perceived everyday 
discrimination was measured by a six-item scale. Participants were asked to indicate how often they experienced the 
following things, “You are treated with less courtesy or respect than other people,” “You receive poorer service than 
other people at restaurants or stores,” “People act as if they think you are not smart,” “People as if they are afraid 
of you,” “You are threatened or harassed,” and “You receive poorer service or treatment than other people from 
doctors or hospitals.” Responses to these items were reversely recoded (1 = never, 2 = less than once a year, 3 = a 
few times a year, 4 = a few times a month, 5 = at least once a week, and 6 = almost every day). Perceived everyday 
discrimination was assessed by the average of six items, ranging from 1 to 6, with higher scores indicating higher 
levels of discrimination. Cognitive functioning was measured by a reduced version of the Telephone Interview for 
Cognitive Status (TIC) scale (Brandt, Spencer, and Folstein, 1988). Cognitive functioning is a composite score of 
immediate (0-10) and delayed word recall (0-10), serial 7s (0-5), backwards counting (0-2), date naming (month, 
day, year, day of week; 0-4), object naming (scissors and cactus; 0-2), naming the President (0-1), and Vice President 
of the United States (0-1). Cognitive functioning ranged from 0 to 35 with higher scores indicating higher cognitive 
functioning.

2.2.4. Socioeconomic factors

Education, marital status, retirement status, and poverty were included as socioeconomic factors for internet use in this 
study (Ang, Lim, and Malhotra, 2020; Chang, McAllister, and McCaslin, 2015; Choi and DiNitto, 2013). Education 
was a continuous variable and measured as years of education. Marital status (0 = divorced, widowed, never married, or 
others, 1 = married or partnered), retirement status (0 = not retired or partially retired, 1 = completely retired), and living 
in poverty (0 = no, 1 = yes) were measured dichotomously.
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2.2.5. Demographic factors

Previous studies have found that age, gender, and living arrangements were important correlates of internet use among 
older adults (Ang, Lim, and Malhotra, 2020; Chang, McAllister, and McCaslin, 2015; Choi and DiNitto, 2013; Choi, Kim, 
Chipalo, et al., 2020; Elliot, Mooney, Douthit, et al., 2014). The Pew Research Center Survey indicated that internet use 
among older adults dropped dramatically around 75 years of age (Anderson and Perrin, 2017). Consequently, in this study, 
age was categorized into a binary variable (0 <75 years, young-old; 1 = 75 years or older, old-old). Gender (0 = men, 
1 = women) and living arrangements (0 = living alone, 1 = living with others) were dichotomous variables.

2.3. Analytic Strategies
First, descriptive statistics were used to better understand the characteristics of the African American older adults in 
this study and their internet use status. Next, bivariate analysis of internet use was conducted to investigate gender and 
age differences in internet use. Third, considering that the dependent variable, internet use, was measured as an ordinal 
variable, ordinal logistic regressions were performed in this study. Two sets of sequential ordinal logistic regressions 
were conducted separately by gender and age. Four models were performed for both sets: in Model 1, only demographic 
factors were added; in Model 2, both demographic and socioeconomic factors were included; in Model 3, demographic, 
socioeconomic, and health-related factors were assessed; in Model 4, demographic, socioeconomic, health-related, and 
mental health-related factors were analyzed. All analyses were performed using Stata 14.2.

3. Results

3.1. Sample Characteristics
Table 1 shows descriptive characteristics of the African American older adults in the study sample. About 18% of the 
sample was aged 75 years or older, 63% were women and about 29% were living alone. The participants had about 
13 years of education on average (SD = 2.73), or just above high school completion. Less than half of the participants 
were married/partnered (45%) or retired (46%), and about 22% were living in poverty. As for their health, the mean 
self-rated health was 3 (SD = 0.99), and on average participants had 2 chronic illness (SD = 1.39). Participants had 
very low difficulties in ADL (M = 0.41, SD = 0.98) and IADL (M = 0.27, SD = 0.77). Regarding mental health-related 
factors, African American older adults had relatively low levels of depression (M = 1.68, SD = 2.00) and perceived 

Table 1. Sample characteristics of African American Older adults (n=1117).
Mean SD n %

Demographic

Old-old 200 17.9
Women 707 63.3
Living alone 327 29.3

Socioeconomic
Years of education (0-17) 12.84 2.728
Married or partnered 506 45.3
Retired 509 45.6
Living in poverty 242 21.7

Health-related
Self-rated health (1-5)   2.94 0.994
Number of chronic illness (0-7)   2.19 1.390
Difficulties in activities of daily living (0-5)   0.41 0.981
Difficulties in instrumental activities of daily living (0-5)   0.27 0.767

Mental health-related
Depression (0-8)   1.68 2.003
Discrimination (1-6)   1.75 0.838
Cognitive functioning (0-35) 20.28 4.613
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daily discrimination (M = 1.75, SD = 0.83). Cognitive functioning scores among participants was about 20 (SD = 4.61), 
indicating no cognitive impairment.

3.2. Internet Use Differences by Gender and Age Group
Descriptive and bivariate analyses of internet use are presented in Table 2. About 56% of older African American adults 
in the study sample used the Internet at least once a week, whereas about 31% never used the Internet or reported “not 
relevant.” Chi-square tests showed significant gender differences in internet use (χ2 = 13.05, P < 0.05). About 42% of 
sampled older women used the Internet daily, and 28% never used the Internet or reported “not relevant.” By contrast, 
about 38% of older men used the Internet daily, and 37% never used the Internet or reported “not relevant.” Significant age 
differences were also found (χ2 = 94.82, P < 0.001). Among sampled old-old adults, about 16% used the Internet daily, and 
59% never used the Internet or reported “not relevant.” However, among young-old adults, about 45% used the Internet 
daily, and 25% never used the Internet or reported “not relevant.”

3.3. Sequential Ordinal Logistic Regression on Internet Use 
Findings from the sequential ordinal logistic regressions by gender are summarized in Table 3. In Model 1, being old-old 
was associated with decreased odds of more frequent use of the Internet for both men and women, while living alone 
was only associated with decreased odds of more frequent internet use among older men. In Model 2, more years of 
education was associated with increased odds of more frequent internet use for both older men and women, whereas 
being retired and living in poverty were associated with decreased odds of more frequent internet use for both older men 
and women. Age and living alone were not significant covariates among older men, while age was still significant among 
older women. In Model 3, more difficulties in ADL were associated with decreased odds of more frequent internet use 
among older women. None of the health-related factors were significant among older men. Other significant demographic 
and socioeconomic variables retained the same directions as in the prior model. In Model 4, better cognitive functioning 
was associated with increased odds of more frequent internet use both among older men and women. Depression was 
a significant predictor only among older men. To be more specific, for one-unit increase in the level of depression, the 
odds of having more frequent internet use would decrease by 23%. All other significant variables in Model 3 remained 
significant or marginally significant 

Ordinal logistic regression results by age groups were presented in Table 4. In Model 1, only among young-old adults, 
being women were associated with higher odds of more frequent internet use, and living alone was associated with lower 
odds. In Model 2, more years of education were associated with increased odds of more frequent internet use among both 
young-old and old-old adults. Being retired and living in poverty were associated with decreased odds and being women 
were associated with increased odds among young-old adults. In Model 3, no health-related factors were significant 
both among young-old and old-old adults. Significant variables in Model 2 remained the same direction in Model 3. In 
Model 4, better cognitive functioning was associated with increased odds of more frequent use of the Internet for both 
young- and old-old adults. Among young-old adults, depression was also a significant predictor. For a one-unit increase 
in the level of depression, the odds of more frequent use of the Internet would decrease by 13%. All other significant 
variables remained the same directions as in Model 3.

Table 2. Descriptive and bivariate analysis of the internet use by gender and age group.
Internet use Total Men Women Young-old Old-old

N % % % % %

χ2= 13.05* χ2= 94.82***

Never/not relevant 341 30.94 35.89 28.08 25.00 58.76
Not in the last month  55  4.99  2.97  6.16  4.85  5.67
Once a month  38  3.45 2.97  3.72  3.63  2.58
Several times a month  56  5.08 4.21  5.59  5.51  3.09
Once a week  38  3.45 3.47  3.44  3.52  3.09
Several times a week 132 11.98 12.87 11.46 12.33 10.31
Daily 442 40.11 37.62 41.55 45.15 16.49

*p<0.05; ***p<0.001.
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Table 3. Ordinal logistic regression on internet use by gender.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Demographic
Old-old (ref=young-old)     0.33***       0.20***      0.58      0.28***       0.54     0.28***      0.69         0.35***
Living alone (ref= yes) 0.57* 0.87      1.21 0.99       1.18      0.97      0.38         1.15

Socioeconomic
Years of education      1.32***      1.42***      1.32***     1.41***      1.18**         1.28***
Married/partnered (ref= yes)      1.52 0.99       1.61      0.99      0.76         1.32
Retired (ref= yes)     0.42***      0.39***       0.44**     0.50***      0.39**         0.39***
Living in poverty (ref= yes)     0.26***      0.39***       0.27***     0.42***      0.12*** 0.57+

Health-related
Self-rated health       1.14      1.19      1.12         1.15
Number of diseases       1.07      0.98      1.05         1.07
Difficulties in activities of daily 
living

      1.19      0.75*      0.86         0.72*

Difficulties in instrumental 
activities of daily living

      0.62      0.93      0.97         1.18

Mental health-related
Depression      0.77*         0.91
Discrimination      1.13         1.18
Cognitive functioning      1.17***         1.12***
R square 0.022   0.034 0.115 0.141      0.125      0.151      0.212         0.168
-Log Likelihood 575.95*** 1038.79*** 500.78*** 892.61*** 472.57*** 841.84*** 238.65*** 476.83***

Effect sizes stand for odds ratio. +p<0.10; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.

3.4. Sensitivity Analysis
Sensitivity analyses were conducted and presented in Appendix Tables A1-A3. First, the outcome variable, the internet 
use, was analyzed as a continuous variable, and multilinear regressions were conducted (Appendix Table A1). Second, 
the ordinal internet use variable (1-7) was recoded into two categories: internet nonuser (1) and user (2-7), and binary 
logistic regressions were performed and reported in Appendix Table A2. Third, the ordinal internet use variable (1-7) was 
categorized into a binary variable: active internet user (5-7) versus non-active user (1-4), and its binary logistic regressions 
were conducted and summarized in Appendix Table A3. Results from all the three analyses remained largely the same.

4. Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine internet use among African American older adults and investigate gender and 
age differences on correlates of internet use. Internet users among older African American adults in this study were <70%, 
and the active users, those who used the Internet at least once a week, was only about 55%. Gender and age differences 
in internet use were identified in this study: older women and young-old adults had higher percentages of active internet 
users and lower percentages of non-users than older men and old-old adults, respectively. Gender and age differences on 
the correlates of internet use among older African Americans were revealed: being old-old and difficulties in ADL were 
significant factors only for older women, whereas depression was predictive only for older men. Education and cognition 
were the only two significant predictors for old-old adults. By contrast, for young-old adults, besides education and 
cognition, being retired, living in poverty, and depression all affected their internet use.

Findings in this study indicated that membership within the old-old category was associated with decreased odds 
of more frequent use of the Internet only among older African American women but not men. This difference may 
be explained by gender differences on internalized ageist stereotypes. Compared to older men, older women are more 
susceptible to internalized ageist stereotypes and are more likely to feel helpless, dependent, and weak and have reduced 
self-esteem and self-efficacy because of their older age (Chrisler, Barney, and Palatino, 2016; Choi, Kim, Chipalo, et al., 
2020). Due to the negative effects of internalized ageist stereotypes, older women may have lower self-confidence and 
believe that they are not capable of using the Internet when they become older, especially when they have functional 
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difficulties. They may be more likely to interpret their limitations in ADL as results of older age, internalize ageist 
stereotypes and believe that they are too old, and act out those stereotypes in the form of a self-fulfilling prophecy 
(Chrisler, Barney, and Palatino, 2016). Consequently, they might reduce the use of the Internet, which is consistent with 
a recent study (Choi, Kim, Chipalo, et al., 2020). Choi et al. (2020) also used the 2016 Wave of the HRS data and found 
that negative self-perception of aging was associated with reduced internet use only among older women but not older 
men, despite using a different analytical method. 

Previous studies have indicated that older adults with depressive symptoms were more likely to have less social 
resources, such as living alone, lacking or having lost close relationships, and having low levels of social support, so they 
might be more likely to use the Internet and look for social interactions with others online (Bessiere, Kiesler, Kraut, et al., 
2008; Choi and DiNitto, 2013). However, in this study, depression was found to be associated with decreased odds of more 
frequent use of the Internet among older African American men and not significant among women. This may be explained 
by different influences of depression on older men and women and their different coping strategies. The negative effects of 
depression on daily functioning such as decreased primary activity, mobility, and the ability to conduct household chores 
are more severe for men than for women (Forlani, Morri, Ferrari, et al., 2014). Older men who are affected by depression 
may not have time or be competent to use the Internet. Older women’s internet use may also be affected by depression, 
but they may have been more likely to use the Internet to seek social support compared to men (Girgus, Yang, and Ferri, 
2017). For example, older women experiencing depression might be more likely to chat with their families and friends 
online, post their experiences and feelings in their social media accounts, or look for more coping strategies online. 

Age difference on correlates of internet use was also revealed in this study. Among old-old adults, those who aged 75 
or older, more years of education and better cognitive functioning were the only two significant correlates of more 
frequent use of the Internet. However, among young-old adults, being retired, living in poverty, and depression were also 
predictive of internet use frequency besides education and cognition. Different from retirement, poverty, and depression, 
education and cognition are relevant to one’s capacity to use the Internet. It seemed that compared to young-old adults, the 
capacity to use the Internet may be more essential for internet use among old-old adults. This could be explained by the 
complexity of the Internet and the required technology knowledge and skills to use it. Older adults with higher education 

Table 4. Ordinal logistic regression on internet use by age group.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Young-old Old-old Young-old Old-old Young-old Old-old Young-old Old-old

Demographic
Women   1.38*      0.94        1.47**      0.92         1.50**      1.14      2.19**      1.05
Living alone   0.73*      0.90        0.98      1.11         0.99      0.98      0.91      0.91

Socioeconomic
Years of education        1.38***      1.35***         1.37***      1.38***     1.22***   1.26**
Married or partnered        1.03      1.76         1.02      2.18      1.15      1.71
Retired        0.38***      0.48         0.46***      0.61      0.37***      0.45
Living in poverty        0.32***      0.51         0.32***      0.66      0.27***      0.75

Health-related
Self-rated health         1.15      1.18      1.11      1.21
Number of diseases         1.00      1.21      1.03      1.32
Difficulties in activities 
of daily living

        0.89      0.78      0.77      0.76

Difficulties in 
instrumental activities 
of daily living

        0.81      0.86      1.15      1.05

Mental health-related
Depression      0.87*      0.90
Discrimination      1.19      1.02
Cognitive functioning      1.15***      1.14**
R square   0.004 0.000        0.111      0.081         0.118      0.097      0.156      0.124
-Log likelihood 1364.58*** 255.20*** 1165.23*** 233.20*** 1102.75*** 217.71*** 526.80*** 194.56***

Effect sizes stand for odds ratio. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. 
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may have previous training, use experience, or have more self-confidence and capacity to use the Internet (Carpenter 
and Buday, 2007; Choi and DiNitto, 2013; Elliot, Mooney, Douthit, et al., 2014; Hung, Lyons, and Wu, 2020). Cognitive 
function decreases with age, so compared to young-old adults, old-old adults may have lower cognitive functioning or 
even cognitive impairment, which may be the biggest challenge for them to use the Internet (Choi and DiNitto, 2013; 
Elliot, Mooney, Douthit, et al., 2014; Hunsaker and Hargittai, 2018).

4.1. Limitations
This study has several limitations. First, the cross-sectional design of this study does not allow for the estimation of causal 
associations. Future longitudinal studies are needed to further examine the causal predictors of technology use among older 
African Americans. Second, due to the limitation of the archival questionnaires, in this study, internet use was measured as 
use frequency by a single question. Future studies may include more computer/internet use information, such as types of 
activities, time spent online, and internet use efficiency (Berde, 2019). Third, this study revealed gender and age differences 
of internet use correlates among older African Americans. However, the mechanisms of these differences were still unclear. 
Future research should further investigate why some correlates were different between gender and age groups. Finally, the 
non-response rate of the 2016 Wave of HRS was high, nearly 40% for the entire sample and 47% for African Americans. As 
the non-response pattern among African Americans was related to men, living alone, and better ADL and IADL functioning, 
there may exist possible biases for the present findings. More research is clearly warranted to quantify such biases.

4.2. Implications
Despite the limitations, the current study contributes to the field of older African American’ technology use in the 
following ways. First, this study is among the few studies focusing specifically on correlates of the technology use 
among older African Americans, and as such it provides more insights about this population and expands the currently 
limited literature. Second, this study provides valuable insights for future practice. Future interventions to promote 
computer/internet use among older African Americans need to target those with low socioeconomic status. Providing 
more computers in senior centers and more free training programs may be good ways to increase computer/internet use 
in this population. Furthermore, gender differences on correlates of internet use indicate that future interventions for 
promoting technology use among African American older adults need to be gender-tailored. For example, interventions 
for older African American women may need to target those at older ages and with difficulties in ADL, change their 
internalized negative ageist stereotypes, and empower them, whereas interventions for older men need to target those 
having depressive symptoms. Considering the age differences on the correlates and that the use of the Internet itself is a 
cognitive stimulation activity, more innovative computer training programs need to be designed to assist in the cognitive 
stimulation of older African Americans with and without mild cognitive impairment.

5. Conclusions
Literature on the use of technology by older adults is vast, but studies focusing specifically on African American older 
adults are very sparse and discrepant in their results. Findings in this study indicated that internet use among older 
African Americans is low. Interventions that integrate the use of technology would go a long way in benefiting African 
American older adults. Results showed similarities and gender and age differences among older African American adults. 
As such, practitioners should consider these gender and age differences when promoting computer/internet use among 
older African Americans, as well as in the design and implementation of more gender-specific interventions.
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Appendix 

Table A1. Multilinear regression coefficients of internet use.
Gender Age

Men Women Old-old Young-old

Demographic
Women   1.01**      0.29
Old-old   −0.25  −1.15***
Living alone   −0.80      0.11 −0.48    −0.06

Socioeconomic
Years of education     0.15**      0.23*** 0.26***      0.26**
Married or partnered   −0.05      0.20   0.10      0.51
Retired   −1.18**    −0.78** −1.00**    −0.43
Living in poverty −1.95***    −0.68* −1.10**    −0.52

Health-related
Self-rated health     0.12      0.14   0.17      0.11
Number of diseases     0.11      0.05   0.12      0.31
Difficulties in activities of daily living   −0.31    −0.29* −0.19    −0.34
Difficulties in instrumental activities of daily living     0.14      0.19   0.03      0.16

Mental health-related
Depression   −0.21*    −0.09 −0.13    −0.09
Discrimination     0.18           0.11   0.19      0.35
Cognitive functioning     0.16***      0.12***   0.17***      0.14**

Effect sizes stand for unstandardized coefficients. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. 

Table A2. Logistic regression odds ratios of internet use.
Gender Age Group

Men Women Old-old Young-old

Demographic
Women    2.75**       1.34
Old-old     0.53   0.31***
Living alone     0.37     1.03    0.62       0.94

Socioeconomic
Years of education     1.25**     1.39***    1.30***       1.30**
Married or partnered     1.27     1.17    1.11       1.67
Retired     0.32*     0.43*    0.37**       0.65
Living in poverty     0.15**     0.66    0.33**       0.60

Health-related
Self-rated health     1.22     1.12    1.19       1.12
Number of diseases     1.17     1.12    1.13       1.36+

Difficulties in activities of daily living     0.94     0.71+    0.82       0.71
Difficulties in instrumental activities of daily living     1.28     1.03    1.03       1.17

Mental health-related
Depression     0.70**     0.96    0.88       0.91
Discrimination     1.29     1.27    1.20       1.42
Cognitive functioning 1.22***     1.13** 1.19*** 1.15***

Effect sizes stand for odds ratio. +p<0.10; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
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Table A3. Logistic regression odds ratios of active internet use.
Gender Age group

Men Women Old-old Young-old

Demographic
Women     1.93*       0.93
Old-old   0.94    0.41**
Living alone   0.48    1.12     1.09       0.70

Socioeconomic
Years of education   1.17* 1.24***     1.18**       1.20*
Married or partnered   0.92    1.54     1.51       1.32
Retired 0.16***    0.59+     0.34***       0.76
Living in poverty 0.04***    0.47*     0.19***       0.61

Health-related
Self-rated health   1.20    1.11     1.09       1.22
Number of diseases   1.26    0.92     1.03       1.23
Difficulties in activities of daily living   0.75    0.67*     0.68*       0.69
Difficulties in instrumental activities of daily living   0.99    1.28     1.32       0.99

Mental Health-related
Depression   0.77+    0.91     0.86*       0.82
Discrimination   1.51+    1.06     1.31       0.83
Cognitive functioning   1.17**    1.12** 1.16*** 1.12*

The active Internet use was defined as use of the Internet at least several times per month. Effect sizes stand for odds ratio. +p< 0.10; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; 
***p<0.001.


