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Mobile seniors: Mobile use of the Internet
using smartphones or tablets by Swiss people 

over 65 years

The Internet society is no longer science fiction. 
The acceptance of new technology has become 
a universal theme in our modern age, ‘because 
it is pervasive across all domains of life’1. The 
Internet affects our daily lives, but even today 
we found a digital gap between generations2–5. 
The use of the Internet by older people is be-
hind the use by younger people worldwide. The 
younger generations, especially, live in the new 
digital world of the Internet. It is different for 
older adults, who did not grow up with these 
technologies and have less contact with them. 

In addition to the non-mobile Internet (mostly 
on desktop computers at home or at work), mo-
bile use of the Internet has established in recent 
years6. For the mobile use of the Internet, mobile 
devices such as smartphones or tablet comput-
ers were mainly used. As was shown in surveys 
among all age groups above 18 years, 89% of 
Swiss people use a smartphone and 21% use a 
tablet computer to access the Internet while on 
the move7. In 2014, 66% of Swiss Internet users 
used mobile Internet; in comparison, the propor-
tion in 2010 was only 44%8. Nevertheless, with 
mobile Internet usage the differences between 
generations is more evident than with general 
use of the Internet7. In the USA, a total of 55% 

of all inhabitants already have a smartphone, but 
only 18% of inhabitants at the age of 65 years or 
older5. In the  US, 73% of 30-49 year-olds use 
mobile Internet, but only 22% of people aged 
65 and older9. The difference in mobile Internet 
usage in Switzerland is 51% for 14-44 year-olds 
but only 26% for 60-74 year-olds7.

Unfortunately, the available international and 
Swiss data on the usage of mobile devices and 
mobile Internet by older adults is limited10. Ac-
cordingly, it is useful to ask how older people 
use mobile Internet today and which factors in-
fluence this use. The present paper aims to de-
velop and focus on the question of how older 
people (aged 65 years and older) who use mo-
bile Internet are different from their peers who 
do not use mobile Internet. Furthermore, the 
question about the impact of smartphones on 
coping with everyday life should be clarified for 
older persons.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Our study in 2014 examined the relatively low 
Internet usage of older people in Switzerland. 
This study was the second (the first was in 2009) 
of a bigger trend study10. For the first time, mo-
bile Internet was considered in the current study 
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(2014). In 2014, 1,037 people aged 65 and over 
were interviewed. The survey considered all 
language regions of Switzerland. The interview 
method was a computer-assisted telephone in-
terview (CATI) supplemented by a paper-and-
pencil survey of households without a telephone 
connection. A standardized questionnaire (Ap-
pendix of10) was used. A simple random sample 
of the permanent resident population of Swit-
zerland aged 65 and over was used (from the 
representative database ‘AZ-Direct’). There were 
no restrictions on any upper age limit, current 
Internet usage, nationality, or type of housing. 
The study included a good representation in the 
sample across all age groups over 65 years, with 
little underrepresentation from older age groups 
(Table 1).

This paper reports on a subset of findings from 
the main survey10. For statistical analyses, SPSS 
(version 21) was used. Mostly descriptive analy-
sis was conducted. A logistic regression analysis 
(Wald test) was also conducted to determine fac-
tors predicting use of mobile Internet.

To clarify the differences of 
the (not exclusive) groups 
in the analysis the following 
definitions were used:
(i) Internet users (IU): Peo-
ple who use the Internet;
(ii) Stationary Internet us-
ers (SIU): People who use 
the Internet with a desktop 
computer;
(iii) Mobile Internet users 
(MIU): People who use the 
Internet on the go, mostly 
with a smartphone or tab-
let;
(iv) Mobile devices users 
(MDU): People who have 
a smartphone or tablet, but 
do not necessarily use the 
Internet with the device.

The main focus of this pa-
per lies on the MIU users.

RESULTS

Participant characteristics 
and the Internet (IU)
The total sample includes 
1,037 cases (Table 1). The 
youngest person was 65, 
the oldest 100 years (mean 
for women was 74.6 and 
for men was 74.3 years). 
47% of those interviewed 
were men and 53% were 
women. People without 

Swiss citizenship and people who no longer live 
in their own household are under-represented in 
the sample, as compared to the data from Swiss 
Federal Statistics. On the other hand, people 
with a higher education were somewhat over-
represented.

Although the digital divide between the genera-
tions has decreased over the past few years, only 
60% (55.7% when weighted according to age, 
education, and language region) of interviewed 
older adults were using the Internet (IU) in the 
autumn of 2014. Internet usage (IU) differs great-
ly between age groups. Only 12.9% of Internet 
users were found in the age group of people over 
85 years. However, in the age group between 65 
and 69 years, we found 79.3% of people were 
Internet users. A gender gap was present: men 
(56.1%) are more often Internet users than wom-
en (43.9%). 52.2% of the respondents who use 
the Internet use it daily. Resources like educa-
tion, income, and health positively impact actual 
usage of the Internet. Additionally, recommen-
dations from a person’s social environment, an 

Table 1. Characteristics of older people participating in the survey; n=1037 

Parameter Scale Count 
Percentages 

This study Switzerland8 

Gender Female 547 52.7 56.3 

Male 490 47.3 43.7 

Age, years 65–69 304 29.3 29.8 

70–74 289 27.9 23.8 

75–79 202 19.5 18.5 

80–84 134 12.9 14.3 

85+ 108 10.4 13.6 

Language French 200 19.3 22.8 

German 730 70.4 67.2 

Italian 107 10.3 9.9 

Citizenship Swiss 970 93.5 89.4 

Other 67 6.5 10.6 

Household type Private 976 94.1 90.5 

Other 61 5.9 9.5 

Marital status Single 65 6.3 7.2 

Married/Partnership 621 60.2 58.0 

Widowed 231 22.4 24.0 

Divorced/Separated 115 11.1 10.8 

Education Elementary school 184 18.2 28.3 

Secondary school II 580 57.3 52.3 

Tertiary education 248 24.5 19.4 

Household 
income/month 

≤CHF 3,000 158 16.1 - 

CHF 3,001–6,000 544 55.3 - 

>CHF 6,000 282 28.7 - 

Internet use Yes 626 60.4 54.1 

No 411 39.6 45.9 
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affinity for technology, and a personal benefit 
assessment have a positive impact on Internet 
usage. In particular, security concerns and dif-
ficulties of use were mentioned as predominant 
reasons for the non-use of the Internet10.

Smartphone and tablet (MDU)
In the present survey, 43% of respondents aged 
65 and older own a computer at home. Between 
the age groups, a difference can be found: 34% 
of 65-69 year-olds have a computer in the house-
hold, but only 7% of those over 85 years old.

As described, in recent years, the mobile use of 
information and communication technologies 
has expanded and also became important for 
older persons. In the present study, 32% of re-
spondents own a smartphone and 26% a tablet 
computer. 63% (52%) of older adults who own 
a smartphone (tablet), use it daily (Table 2). Be-
tween the age groups, a divide regarding the mo-
bile devices use (MDU) was found. Smartphones 
were mostly owned by persons who already use 
the Internet; only 35 respondents who didn’t use 
the Internet owned a smartphone. 

The example of the smartphone illustrates that 
individuals who own a smartphone are more 
often ‘younger’ men, people with a high level 
of education, people with a high income, and 
people with a high general affinity for technol-
ogy (Table 2).

Mobile Internet with smartphone or tablet (MIU)
For many older people, mobile Internet is still 
new, and only about one third of them own a 

mobile device. In the current study, older people 
who use the Internet in general (IU) were asked 
where they used the Internet. One of the possi-
ble answers was ‘mobile/on the move via smart-
phone or tablet computer’. 34% of Internet users 
replied to that question in the affirmative.

Mobile Internet users (MIU) use mobile Internet 
for email, general information search, navigation, 
train connections search, and reading newspa-
per. Only a few use mobile Internet for online 
banking, multimedia content, online shopping, 
social networks, or other uses.

Based on the survey data, differences between 
the group of Internet users who also use mobile 
Internet (MIU) and the group of Internet users 
who do not use mobile Internet (SIU) were found 
(Table 3). The place of residence (as measured by 
number of inhabitants of the place of residence 
of the interviewed person) has no significant 
explanatory power on the question of whether 
someone uses mobile Internet or not (Cramér-V 
in Table 3). Persons in younger age groups are 
significantly more often users of mobile Inter-
net than older persons. Men are slightly more 
likely than women to be mobile Internet users 
(MIU). People with a higher level of education or 
a higher income are more often mobile Internet 
users (MIU). Health is apparently a resource for 
the use of mobile Internet. Older people who 
use mobile Internet have greater technological 
affinity and were using a computer regularly be-
fore retirement. They have a more positive atti-
tude toward the Internet in general compared to 
persons who do not use mobile Internet (Table 3). 

Table 2. Characteristics of smartphone and tablet users (MDU); n=1037; percentages per column 

Parameter Scale 
Smartphone user 

Cramér-V (p) 
Tablet user 

Cramér-V (p) Yes 
(n=323) 

No  
(n=683) 

Yes 
(n=261) 

No 
(n=754) 

Gender Female 40.2 58.3 0.169 (0.000) 44.4 55.4 0.096 (0.002) 
Male 59.8 41.7 55.6 44.6 

Age, years 65-69 44.6 22.3 0.305 (0.000) 38.3 25.7 0.206 (0.000) 
70-74 31.9 25.2 34.1 25.6 
75-79 15.2 22.0 16.1 21.1 
80-84 5.9 16.4 8.8 14.5 
85+ 2.5 14.2 2.7 13.1 

Education Elementary school 9.2 21.9 0.170 (0.000) 10.2 20.8 0.139 (0.000) 
Secondary school II 59.4 56.7 58.0 57.1 
Tertiary education 31.4 21.3 31.8 22.1 

Household 
income/month 

≤CHF 3,000 10.0 18.3 0.207 (0.000) 10.0 18.0 0.202 (0.000) 
CHF 3,001–6,000 48.4 59.4 46.2 58.6 
>CHF 6,000 41.6 22.3 43.8 23.5 

Desktop 
computer 

Yes 62.7 33.6 0.273 (0.000) 65.2 34.9 0.267 (0.000) 
No 37.3 66.4 34.8 65.1 

Technological 
affinity 

Low 14.5 45.6 0.342 (0.000) 19.2 41.8 0.235 (0.000) 
Average  28.2 28.2 27.6 28.0 
High 57.3 26.2 53.3 30.2 

Internet use 
(intensity) 

Daily 63.0 -  52.3 -  
Rarer 37.0 - 47.7 -  
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Mobile Internet users (MIU) mainly belong to the 
group of frequent users of the Internet. 73.9% of 
mobile Internet users (MIU) are frequent Internet 
users in general; 21.2% were occasional users, 
and only 4.9% rare users, but mobile non-users 
(SIU) are more often (22.5%) rare Internet users 
(Table 3). Consequently, many people use mo-
bile and also the non-mobile Internet. The mo-
bile usage complements the stationary use.

To answer the question of what factors influence 
mobile Internet use (MIU), a logistic regression 
was performed. The dependent variable is mo-
bile Internet use (MIU vs. SIU). In this case, we 
were interested in the likelihood a person will 
be in the group of mobile Internet users (MIU) 
based on certain characteristics. Only persons 
who use the Internet were considered. The lo-
gistic regression analysis revealed an overall 
association between variables and mobile us-
age, Chi2(12)=130.847, p=0.000, Nagelkerkes 
R2=0.281 (Table 4).

Compared with participants who indicated not 
using mobile Internet (SIU), those who were mo-

bile Internet users (MIU) 
were more likely to be 
younger, to have higher 
technologically affinity, 
and to have a positive at-
titude towards general In-
ternet use, after controlling 
for other variables. People 
in very old age rarely use 
mobile Internet. Rather, the 
younger among the older 
persons and people with 
a high general affinity for 
technology and a positive 
attitude towards the Inter-
net are more often mobile 
Internet users (MIU). None 
of the other predictor vari-
ables were significant at the 
5 percent level (Table 4).

Usefulness of mobile In-
ternet for everyday life
Most respondents who 
use the Internet (IU) view 
the Internet as a useful 
resource for their daily 
living. For example, 63% 
of Internet users (IU) and 
73% of mobile Internet us-
ers (MIU) affirmed that the 
Internet saved them time. 
53% of Internet users (IU) 
and 67% of mobile Inter-
net users (MIU) affirmed: 

“The Internet allows me to stay independent for a 
longer period of time in old age”. 93% of smart-
phone users agreed with the statement, “My 
smartphone gives me a sense of security on the 
road”. Fewer people, but still a clear majority of 
smartphone users (77%), agreed with the state-
ment, “My smartphone is my constant compan-
ion”. 61% of smartphone users agreed with the 
statement, “With my smartphone, I can better 
organise my life”. Smartphone use and therefore 
mobile Internet is perceived as a resource for 
coping with everyday life in old age.

DISCUSSION

Mobile Internet (MIU) is becoming increasingly 
important, also for the older generation. Perhaps 
mobile use with smartphones or tablets is the 
future use of the Internet. However, there is still 
a digital gap between the generations and also 
between older people who use the Internet and 
the ones who do not11–15. Not every older person 
who adopts the Internet (IU) also adopts mobile 
Internet (MIU). The present data show that 34% 
of Internet users (IU) also use mobile Internet 
(MIU). One third of mobile Internet users (MIU) 

Table 3. Characteristics of mobile Internet users (MIU); percentages per column; 
only persons who use the Internet (IU) were considered (n=626) 

Parameter Scale 
Mobile Internet user  

Yes 
(n=203) 

No 
(n=423) 

Cramér-V (p) 

Location 
population size 

≥5,000 33.0 34.8 
0.050 (0.453) 5,001–50,000 54.2 49.4 

>50,000 12.8 15.8 
Gender Female 35.5 48.0 

0.118 (0.003) 
Male 64.5 52.0 

Age, years 65-69 50.2 34.3 

0.189 (0.000) 
70-74 31.5 32.4 
75-79 13.3 18.9 
80-84 3.9 10.9 
85+ 1.0 3.5 

Education Elementary school 5.1 12.3 
0.129 (0.006) Secondary school II 56.6 58.3 

Tertiary education 38.3 29.4 
Household 
income/month 
 

≤CHF 3,000 8.7 10.3 
0.202 (0.000) CHF 3,001–6,000 37.8 57.0 

>CHF 6,000 53.6 32.7 
Subjective health Low 1.5 5.1 

0.144 (0.002) Average  7.4 14.9 
High 91.1 80.0 

Technological 
affinity 

Low 9.4 26.5 
0.255 (0.000) Average  25.1 33.4 

High 65.5 40.0 
Computer use 
before retirement 

Not at all 5.9 19.6 
0.291 (0.000) Low 16.7 33.4 

High 77.3 47.0 
Attitude towards 
the Internet 

Negative 6.9 22.0 
0.266 (0.000) Ambivalent 26.6 38.4 

Positive 66.5 39.6 
Non-mobile 
Internet use 

Frequent use 73.9 41.8 
0.313 (0.000) Occasional use 21.2 35.7 

Rare use 4.9 22.5 
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is a lot, taking into account that older people are 
slower adopters of new technology than younger 
people (51% of the 14-44 year-olds in Switzer-
land use mobile Internet7)16–17.

Frequent users of non-mobile Internet (IU) usu-
ally use also mobile Internet (MIU); there is a 
complementary use. In particular the so-called 
‘early adopters’17 of new technologies among the 
older population are mobile Internet users (MIU). 
The multivariate data analysis (Table 4) showed 
that, beside a younger age, technological affin-
ity and general attitude towards the Internet are 
positively associated with the use of mobile Inter-
net (MIU). Therefore, interest in new technologies 
and experienced usefulness seem to act as pull 
factors. However, further research is necessary to 
clarify why a large proportion of older Internet us-
ers (IU) do not yet adapt to mobile Internet (MIU).

More and more the smartphone will replace 
the conventional mobile phone, and perhaps in 
the future the tablet computer will replace the 
desktop computer in the households of older 
persons5,10. The use of smartphones and tablets 
requires agreement with the statement, “The use 
is useful and easy”; the well-known TAM (tech-
nology acceptance model)18 stresses the impor-
tance of usefulness and ease of use, but it is often 

forgotten that today’s older 
people do not want a spe-
cial senior mobile phone 
that is age-friendly and 
easy to use; they want the 
same phone as their chil-
dren, grandchildren, and 
the rest of those around 
them. Usefulness is in-
creasingly more influenced 
by mobile apps than by the 
hardware itself.
To bring older adults to mo-
bile Internet, it is therefore 
important not only to in-
crease the ease of use but 
also to target the usefulness 
and to find arguments for 
this. An approach here – 
expressed by many mobile 
Internet users interviewed – 
is to highlight the relevance 
of smartphones for coping 
with everyday life.

CONCLUSION

The results of the current research can be used 
to identify ways to increase acceptance of smart-
phones and tablet computers among older peo-
ple. Usability issues should be addressed through 
optimal design of hardware and software, with 
the focus being ‘design for all’.

Today, mostly early adopters and those with high 
technological affinity among the older popula-
tion use mobile Internet. It will be interesting to 
follow the further course of this adaptation. The 
present data from Switzerland can only show a 
short period of time, but it is clear that there will 
be a further increase in Internet use (mobile and 
non-mobile) among older people in the future. 
The digital gap will decrease, in the logic of pe-
riod (technological evolution and requirements) 
and cohort effects (educational background and 
experience of later generations). However, we 
suggest that beside these effects factors like old 
age, individual education and benefit expecta-
tions will furthermore cause a digital gap in mo-
bile Internet use. So further research with a longi-
tudinal focus is required to examine which inter-
nal and external resources are relevant for mobile 
use and how smartphones and tablet computers 
can help to cope with age-related limitations.

Table 4. Logistic regression analysis (Wald test) predicting mobile use of the 
Internet; 0=no mobile use (SIU); 1=mobile use (MIU)); n=581; confidence limit 
0.05; significant differences in bold type; OR=Odds Ratio; ref=reference category 
Parameter Scale Wald  p OR 
Gender Female (ref)    

Male 3.512 0.061 1.515 
Age, years 65-100 24.652 0.000 0.898 
Education Elementary school (ref)    

Secondary school II 0.819 0.365 1.462 
Tertiary education 0.360 0.548 1.302 

Household 
income/month 

≤CHF 3,000 (ref)    
CHF 3,001–6,000 3.226 0.072 0.518 
>CHF 6,000 0.868 0.352 1.406 

Subjective health Low (ref)    
Average  0.390 0.532 1.605 
High 3.237 0.072 3.512 

Technological affinity Low (ref)    
Average  1.788 0.181 1.562 
High 14.190 0.000 3.348 

Attitude towards the 
Internet 

Negative (ref)    
Ambivalent 3.222 0.073 1.954 
Positive 12.815 0.000 3.654 

Constant  4.491 0.034 41.515 
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