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Abstract: Mapping Digital Survival Skills for Older Adults in Europe – 

Insights from Five Countries 

 

As Europe’s population continues to age, the digital inclusion of older adults is emerging 

as a critical societal and policy challenge. Digital skills are no longer optional but 

fundamental to ensuring autonomy, access to services, and social participation in an 

increasingly digitised society.  

 

This report investigates the state of digital literacy and engagement among seniors 

(aged 55+) in Italy, France, Spain, Poland, and North Macedonia, focusing on both 

structural access and the development of essential “digital survival” skills needed to 

avoid loneliness and social exclusion. 

 

The analysis reveals a mixed landscape. While digital access has expanded, particularly 

through smartphones, usage remains uneven—particularly beyond age 75—and is 

deeply influenced by income, geography, education, and gender. Digital engagement is 

highest in countries like France and Spain, where public policy and training programmes 

are relatively robust, and lowest in Italy, Poland and North Macedonia, where the digital 

divide is more pronounced, especially in rural areas. 

 

Key findings underscore the importance of motivation and perceived relevance in 

driving adoption. Seniors are more likely to embrace digital tools when they facilitate 

communication with family, provide access to essential services, or save time and travel. 

However, critical gaps persist in digital competence, especially regarding safety, content 

creation, and problem-solving skills—areas less frequently addressed in training 

initiatives. 

 

Barriers to digital inclusion are multifaceted: technological (e.g., interface complexity), 

psychological (e.g., fear of errors or scams), social (e.g., stereotypes of incapacity), and 

economic (e.g., affordability of devices and connectivity).  
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While digital policy frameworks exist in all five countries, the report notes 

inconsistencies in implementation, inadequate rural outreach, and insufficient scale and 

continuity in training provision. The role of NGOs, community groups, and 

intergenerational mentorship has proven crucial in bridging these gaps. 

 

The report aligns its findings with the European Digital Competence Framework 

(DigComp 2.2), identifying a need for greater attention to underdeveloped areas like 

digital content creation and adaptability to emerging technologies. It recommends 

personalised, scenario-based training using inclusive design and supportive 

pedagogical methods. Public libraries, local centres, and mobile learning units can serve 

as key venues, while partnerships across government, civil society, and the private sector 

are essential to building sustainable ecosystems for lifelong digital learning. 

 

The report emphasizes that older adults are not a homogenous group. Their digital 

learning needs vary by age, background, and lived experience. Effective training must 

reflect this diversity, adopting flexible, user-centred methodologies that go beyond “one-

size-fits-all” approaches. Programmes that employ intergenerational mentoring, hands-

on practice, and tailored support—especially for the oldest old, rural residents, and low-

income groups—have proven most impactful. Moreover, fostering digital confidence and 

autonomy involves not only technical training but also emotional support, accessible 

design, and sustained engagement. A digital society that includes its seniors is one that 

truly practices inclusion and values lifelong participation. 

 

Ultimately, promoting digital survival skills among seniors is not merely about 

technological access—it is an investment in equity, active ageing, and democratic 

resilience. Ensuring that older adults are not left behind in the digital transition is a 

societal imperative that requires coordinated, inclusive, and sustained action. 
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