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Not “Getting-on”: Older Non-Users’ Narratives of Computers

Abstract

This study is based on focus groups with elderly non-users of computers recruited from senior citizens’ organizations in the North Island of New Zealand.  Eighty-three participants participated in 17 focus groups. Findings suggest participants’ stories for the computer were identifiable in relation to four major character themes: (a) the useful tool, (b) the inter-generational connector, (c) the not-personally-necessary device, and (d) the socially disruptive machine. In addition, partial explanations for participants’ characterisations of computers were identifiable in relation to two other narrative themes: (a) good servants, but poor masters; and (b) needs, not wants. Participants’ characterisations of computers, as represented in the themes, were developed in relation to a repertoire of narrative resources acquired over a lifetime. Drawing on this set of resources, participants critically evaluated the technology in terms of their own lives and in relation to their perceptions of technology’s place in society. 

Not “Getting-on”: Older Non-Users’ Narratives of Computers
“While I can get out of the house I’ve got no desire to have a computer. I'm not going to be pushed into having one because it’s a mod con, and to keep up with the Joneses.” (Verna)
Computers are ubiquitous in many societies. Such ubiquity has prompted many governments, including New Zealand, to sponsor risk management interventions, such as “bridging the digital divide” initiatives, to ensure non-computer users are not excluded from the mainstream of technologized society. One group, commonly identified as ‘at-risk’ by such programs, is older people. Their risk status is measured by reference to their relatively low levels of computer up-take (Rice 2002; Statistics New Zealand Report on the Digital Divide 2004). 

In this digital divide discourse, older non-users are constructed as at risk because they are deemed to be missing out on the opportunities that computers can provide, including the opportunity to enhance their social connectedness and decrease their dependence on others (White et al. 1999; Wright 2000).  There is an assumption that computer use is beneficial and those who don’t use them are deprived, deficient, and technophobic. Computer use in this discourse is considered normal, non-use abnormal. Thus, it is not surprising that the governments such as New Zealand’s would fund research to identify ways in which older non-users’ attitudes to computers might be amenable to change (Maharey and Swain 2000). 
One group of older computer users, members of SeniorNet, has been shown to be particularly empowered by the technology (Ito et al. 2001). SeniorNet participation has enabled its members to engage in confident participation in technologized society and management of their own aging care (Gilleard 1996). Thus, not surprisingly, SeniorNet is considered by the New Zealand government to be a model for community groups in their adoption of computers (Dalziel 2002; Maharey 2002), principally because it brings potentially isolated members of the community together and it also acts as a significant agent of change for the diffusion of that technology (Crow 2002; Tatnall and Lepa 2003). 

While we do not question the potential benefits of computers for certain tasks, it is important not to assume necessity or even functionality for all groups, especially without considering potential downsides to computer use (e.g., Richardson, Weaver & Zorn, 2006) and even more importantly, without considering the worldviews of the people targeted. It is essential to understand the world views of non-users and how they construct the computer’s utility and necessity. It is very possible that they have valid reasons and will not use computers even with greater support, thus rendering ineffective policy initiatives intended to encourage greater use.
To address this concern, the research reported in this study shows (a) how older people who do not use computers articulate and construct their meanings for the technology and (b) what interpretive resources (Gubrium and Holstein 1997) they draw on in this process. In paying attention to meanings and their construction, this research adopts a narrative approach that sees things from the subject’s point of view; appreciates the world as a world of meanings rather than things, and acknowledges that context shapes meaning (Gubrium and Holstein 1999). In general terms, this approach recognizes that the meanings that any one individual develops in relation to a phenomenon are developed from and in relation to the wider socio-cultural context on which they draw in making sense of the world around them (Burr 1995). In particular, and following Gubrium (2001), the approach adopted here understands that the meanings people attribute to computers are not simply regurgitations of currently available socio-cultural narratives; rather, they are negotiated assemblages of such narratives and individuals’ own stories drawn from a lifetime of experiences. This research, therefore, seeks to identify the particular narratives that non-users draw on and assemble to make sense of computers and how those narratives are negotiated to produce meaningful responses that guide their relationship with computer technologies. Such an approach is more appropriate given our focus on understanding how and why some older people identify themselves as ‘non-users’ of computers, and choose not to engage with this technology,  rather than starting from the received wisdom of digital divide discourse which suggest that older people are somehow disadvantaged because they do not engage with it..

Also, a narrative approach to studying older people’s relationships with computers departs from much of the literature on this topic in which computers have been presented as a singular, fixed reality, in particular, as a benign and beneficent tool enabling the aged to increase functional capacity (Czaja et al. 1993; Hoot and Hayslip 1983; Ryan and Heaven 1986) and social connectedness (Blit-Cohen and Litwin 2004; Cody et al. 1999; Kanayama 2003; Lin, Hummert and Harwood 2004; Swindell 2000). In this literature, too, older non-users have been studied largely in terms of deficiencies and technophobia (Selwyn 2003), including their negative attitudes towards computers (Baack and Brown 1991) their anxiety about using computers (Charness, Schumann, and Boritz 1992; Temple and Gavillet 1990), and their lack of understanding of how computers might be relevant to them (Selwyn 2004). By contrast, the narrative approach identifies individuals as astute meaning-makers actively engaged in a process of interpreting and making sense of their social world (Gubrium and Holstein 2002). As such, the focus is on social actors and their interplay with the socio-cultural environment, not on isolated individuals and their pathology.   
Thus our research questions guiding the study are:

Research Question 1: How do older non-users construct meaningful narratives for computers and themselves in relation to computers?

Research Question 2: How do older non-users draw on experiences and received narratives in the process of constructing their meanings?

Method

This study is based on data collected for a larger research project
 investigating older people’s perceptions of the barriers, benefits, and negative consequences of computers for older people.  For the larger project, 204 people over the age of 55 years, both users and non-users of computers, were recruited from senior citizens’ organizations in the North Island of New Zealand during an 18 month period between September 2001 and May 2003, for participation in 28 focus groups.  The present study draws on material gathered in relation to non-users only. 

Non-user participants were recruited on the basis that they self-identified as having no or little experience with computers. Eighty-three respondents identified themselves as such. Interestingly, however, while the vast majority of these participants confirmed that they had no experience with personal computers, a minority of the self-identified non-users indicated that they had used computers at work before they retired, or had personal computers at home—gifts, typically unused, from their children. Several participants indicated that they had taken introductory computer lessons with the intent of conversing more easily with their grandchildren in relation to their grandchildren’s interests. In terms of participants’ demographic profile, 12 per cent were between 55 years and 65 years of age, 50 per cent were between 66 and 75 yeas of age, and 38 per cent were between 76 and 90 years of age. Ninety-six per cent identified as New Zealanders of European ancestry (i.e., white). Forty-one per cent had a trade or university qualification. Sixty-two per cent were female and thirty-eight per cent were male. 

Seventeen focus groups, ranging in size from 4 to 13 participants and each lasting between 60 and 90 minutes, explored participants’ perceptions of and stories about computers. The tape-recorded interviews were transcribed and analyzed using a form of narrative thematic analysis to identify recurring and repeated themes across the stories told in the focus groups. Specifically, sentence clusters were analyzed for what they revealed about participants’ experiences with and meanings (Van Manen, 1997), in this case, meanings for computers and themselves in relation to computers. Of particular interest were those sentence clusters in which an individual participant, or a group of participants, shared a past experience—a story—about computers, or constructed a story about future or hypothetical possibilities. Each such cluster was identified and then sorted into categories of like-minded stories. Each category was assigned a thematic label anchored, either to a particular phrase uttered by participants, or to the general thrust of meaning conveyed in the cluster of statements. Particular emphasis was placed on characterisation within the narratives, that is, how computers were constructed as central characters in participants’ stories.
Findings and Discussion

Six major narrative themes were identified from the analysis: four pointed to participants’ characterisations of computers, and two offered partial explanations for those meanings. Participants’ meanings for the computer were identifiable in relation to four character themes, entitled: (a) the useful tool; (b) the inter-generational connector; (c) the not-personally-necessary-device; and (d) the socially disruptive machine. Two of these themes characterised the computer in positive terms, and two in critical terms; the latter significantly outnumbered the former in terms of frequency of use. In addition, partial explanations for participants’ characterisation of computers were identifiable in relation to the final two themes, entitled: (a) good servants, but poor masters; and (b) needs, not wants. Each of these six themes is introduced and illustrated separately below. Then, a relationship among the themes is proposed, as a way of understanding non-users’ meanings for the technology. 
Narrative Themes in Constructing Computers
The first character theme, the useful tool, tells a story in which  the computer is constructed as having instrumental value, particularly in terms of providing convenient access to information and services. One account involving two participants, Wallace and Jenny, illustrates this particular point: 

Wallace: Well, we were in England last year and decided to have a few days in Ireland— so my daughter got on the computer and within half an hour we had done the booking. We didn’t even need to leave the house. 

JennyN: Yes, it makes life so much easier. 

In this story, the participants indicated that the Internet provided those who used it with convenient access to information and services. This particular account stressed the efficiency of the computer for conducting e-commerce transactions, referencing the necessity for no intermediary, such as a travel agent and no ‘down time’ lost in locating or communicating with one. 

In recognizing the role of the computer as a useful tool, participants were reiterating the position, commonly adopted in studies on older people and computers (e.g.,White et al. 1999; Wright 2000), that computers are neutral tools facilitating everyday functionality. Participants were also indicating that, while they were not users of the technology themselves, they were still able to assess and appreciate the computer’s utility in particular situations. According to some participants, such situations included communication with organizations that increasingly turned to the Internet to communicate with their customers. Robert told one such story: 

Robert: I have shares in companies and now I get information from them which says if you want to know more about such and such an activity of a company check it on the web, you see.  But they don’t say, you know, write to us and we’ll send you the information because they wouldn’t.  So I’ve got to belt around and make ‘phone calls and so on, find a broker and get their opinion and so on.  So that’s a disadvantage of not being connected. 

In this account, Robert described himself as inconvenienced by having to spend time and money finding out information that computer users would have had convenient access to. This story could be read as confirming a view of non-users as disadvantaged by their non-use of computers, but it simultaneously constructs the computer as the problem—a nuisance because of its ubiquity and because of others’ reliance on and assumptions about its prevalence.  

 In addition to computers being seen to facilitate communication for organizations, participants also recognized that computers could be useful for older people.  Verna’s story reflects this recognition: 

Well I’ve got no barrier against having a computer—when I am too old to do other things. For me it’s a good device for people who can’t get out of the house. While I can get out of the house I’ve got no desire to have a computer. I'm not going to be pushed into having one because it’s a mod con, and to keep up with the Joneses. That doesn’t appeal to me at all. But when I can’t get around, I’ve always said I’ll have a computer.   

In this account, Verna indicated that she was not technophobic. She was cognizant of the benefits of the computer, particularly for those who were housebound and unable to participate actively in a world outside the home.  In such a situation the computer could be useful. Indeed, when she came to that point in her life, she would use a computer. However, for this participant owning a computer in order “to keep up with the Joneses,” that is, as a marker of status (Rogers, 1983), a sign of affluence (Baudrillard, 2001), a positional good (Blaikie, 1999) in distinguishing those who are able to keep up from those who are not, was considered neither useful nor necessary. In these non-practical circumstances, the computer had no appeal for a member of the generation who, imbued with sobriety and moderation (Latham, 2002), resisted pleasures in excess (Willis, 1995).  Thus, for those non-users like Verna and Robert, the instrumental value of the computer was acknowledged, but their stories simultaneously suggested pitfalls to their use.
In the second theme, the intergenerational connector, computers were characterised as having a useful role to play, not in facilitating connections to information, but in bridging the generation gap. One story is illustrative: 

Betty: One of the reasons I went to the SeniorNet classes was, with grandchildren coming on, I wanted to be able to understand what they were talking about, even if I didn’t, you know, do it [use the computer]. So I could at least understand what they were saying and have communication with them.
Betty was one of a small number of participants who acknowledged taking introductory computer classes in order to have a link with the grandchildren. Interestingly, these participants did not see that having some knowledge of computers compromised their identity as non-users. In Betty’s account, for instance, a clear distinction was made between knowing enough about computers to understand her grandchildren’s conversations, and making use of the computer for her own purposes. In making this distinction, Betty was able to negotiate a position for herself as someone who was prepared to be make an effort for her grandchildren, while at the same time maintaining a sufficient degree of distance from the computer to comfortably accommodate her personal lack of interest in it. 

In recognizing the computer as a device for facilitating intergenerational contact, participants were arguing against the position adopted by those such as Negraponte (1995) who suggested that the digital revolution would produce a generational divide between the old and the young, a divide that Tapscott (1998) prophesized would bring the old and the young into a collision course. Instead of the predicted collision course, some non-users in this study were arguing that the computer offered an opportunity to bring the generations closer together through the sharing of a common interest.  The intergenerational connector narrative was the most unreservedly positive characterisation of the computer in this study. 
Although participants were aware of the opportunities the computer provided for connecting with others and with information, they struggled to find a place for it in their lives. In the third characterisation, the not-personally-necessary-device, participants’ stories showed that they were able to navigate satisfactorily through their lives without the aid of a computer. One account is illustrative:
Ronald: Well, having inherited this machine which sits on our desk, up in our den, I’ve asked myself many times, and my wife, what are we going to do with it now that we’ve got it? We’re not interested in playing games on the wretched thing. The Internet doesn’t interest me too much because, you know, there’s the problems of the thing, and I’d hate to get involved in that. There may be the odd occasion when I’d want to look something up on the Internet, and my wife is a keen gardener, and there’s all sorts of websites published in the magazines, which look interesting to delve into. Maybe we could do that. As for personal records and financial activities and whatever, I mean it’s on the back of a notebook, is all I need.

In this story, Ronald explained that the computer, inherited from his children, was left sitting in the den, unused. He understood how it could be useful, but he had no need for such usefulness. Indeed, he already had in place adequate systems for maintaining his financial and personal records, and he confessed to having reservations about the problems of the Internet that prevented him from following up on interesting websites he had seen advertised. For reasons such as these, Ronald and other non-users often dismissed the computer as unnecessary and personally irrelevant, just as Selwyn et al. (2003) and Selwyn (2004) found to be the case in their studies of older people’s use of computers. 

Ronald’s story also resonates with Roger’s (1983) assessment that relative advantage—the extent to which an innovation is better than the technology it is replacing—is one of the key predictors of the rate of adoption of that innovation. For Ronald, the computer had no perceived advantage over existing manual systems for personal financial record keeping and, therefore, he had no need for it. In addition, the Internet was seen as dangerous, possibly because of security issues such as viruses and fears that personal information may be obtained by unscrupulous computer-hackers. Fears such as these have been identified as concerns for many older people and as contributors to their resistance to the Internet (Lenhart 2000).    

However, lack of personal relevance was not the only reason many participants constructed the computer negatively. In the fourth narrative theme, the socially disruptive machine, participants told stories of the computer as creating a number of negative consequences. Nancy told one such story: 

Nancy: I do not have a computer in the house... I’m widowed and live alone. I value live contact with people and I would rather ring up people and talk to them than send an e-mail. I like person-on-person and I know if I had a computer -- I have six children and they’d all e-mail me but they wouldn’t ring me up and I want to talk to them -- I want to hear a voice.

In this account, Nancy indicated that her preference was for media with which she could engage in direct ‘live’ communication with family members. One of the reasons for this preference seemed to be that such contact broke through the silence of her one-person household, giving her the opportunity not just to engage in a conversation with others, but also to hear their voice. E-mail offered no such opportunity.  In making this observation, Nancy was offering a contrasting perspective on the commonly argued position that older people who were isolated in their own homes could benefit from a computer because of its functionality in connecting them conveniently to others (Czaja et al. 1993; White et al. 1999). Instead, Nancy was arguing that, rather than reducing the older person’s isolation, the computer might in fact increase it (Rosenblith, 1984). 

Consequently, Nancy was determined not to become a hapless victim of “technological isolation” (a phrase used by Wallace, one of the other non-users in the study), and she acted to take control of the situation. She recognized, for instance, that e-mail was the preferred communication medium for young people, and that her children would all choose to keep in touch with her via e-mail, that is, via their preferred medium rather than hers. Therefore, she chose not to have a computer in the house, thus eliminating the e-mail option and ensuring that the family would telephone. Adopting defensive strategies, such as this one, enabled participants like Nancy to display a sense of “mastery” in relation to the technology. 

Another form of mastery participants displayed was to be assertive in relation to a technology to which they were negatively disposed. For instance, some participants argued that computers were negatively implicated in significant social change. One group of women discussed it like this: 

Mary: Well you don’t have progress at the expense of jobs and burglaries and murders. What’s happening now – do you want progress at the expense of that?

Penelope: Not at the expense of that.

Mary: But that’s what’s going to happen because it’s getting worse and worse now.

Mary: More and more people lose their jobs. At one time if you read once in a year that there was a murder in New Zealand everyone was aghast...There was plenty of work [once]. You could walk out of this job and go into another job.

Eleanor: You can’t do that now

Mary: It is technology.

Penelope: It must be…It doesn’t cause it, but it does contribute.

For these women, the computer was associated with unemployment and the widening gaps between the “haves” and the “have-nots” that contributed to social unrest and personal insecurity. Their assessment was that many of the problems facing the country could be attributed to the introduction of computers and the resulting displacement of people and emergence of social inequalities. Focusing on the human cost of such change, these women pondered the relationship between technology and unprecedented levels of societal disruption, concluding that if technology was not to blame, neither was it entirely blameless. Given this kind of critical appraisal, it is not surprising that participants would choose to avoid computers, at least in terms of their own personal use.    

In addition to employing defensive and avoidance strategies, participants’ sense of mastery in relation to the technology included attempts to assert their superiority over it by constructing appropriate but subordinate roles for computers—and thus superior roles for themselves. One such role is encompassed in the fifth theme, good servants, but poor masters. This servant/master relationship, which underpinned Samuel Butler’s (reference?) construction of the tensions between man and his machines in the novel Erewhon, was a phrase articulated by one particular non-user, Betty. However, the sentiment reverberated throughout many of the focus groups, where non-users argued that computers had a place as useful tools, but they needed to be kept in that place, lest “the servant glides by imperceptible approaches into the master” (Butler 1969, p. 231). 

In attempting to mark out a subservient role for computers, many participants expressed fears that the technology was “taking over.” Computers were characterised, for example, as, taking away individual initiative and creativity, contributing to a loss of skills, and producing robotic dependence. Such fears resonated with dystopic concerns that the technology would lead to homogenization, regimentation, and dehumanization (Bromley, 1997). Participants’ articulations of this characterisation include the following account in which one non-user, Duke, considered the implications of computer-related-dependence on a fundamental aspect of Kiwi (New Zealand) identity—the much prized ability to fix anything and make something out of nothing: 

Duke: I think, where we used to try and fix something ourselves, you know, now they’ll ring up the computer probably and see how it’s done…It means people aren’t going to make new things and things like that. It’s going to wipe all that.

Nancy: So the answer’s on the computer rather than looking for the answers within themselves.

Duke: We used to be a country of able to do anything, - No. 8 fencing wire—that could go by the board.

Duke’s story expressed the fear that, in the future, New Zealanders would not be able to solve technical problems using practical, commonsense knowledge, framed within an iconic Kiwi make-do/can-do attitude, drawn from their everyday experience of working with limited financial resources (Riley, 2000). Instead, they would simply look up the answers in the computer and rely on the computer to think for them. 

The No. 8 fencing wire story has been described by English-Lueck (2003) as a New Zealand cultural narrative based on the “rhetoric of frontier inventiveness” (p. 4) and the idea that a New Zealander can fix anything with No. 8 wire. It draws on the view, attributed to the New Zealand nuclear physicist, Ernest Rutherford, that “We have no money, therefore we must think” (cited in English-Lueck, 2003, p. 4). Drawing on the No.8 wire cultural narrative recognizes the importance of technology, but in a relationship that shows humans to be in control of the technology they create, not the reverse. 

In searching for an appropriate role for the technology, participants stressed not just the need to keep technology in its place but also the need to maintain mastery over themselves, presumably, lest they succumb to the technology’s influence. Such personal mastery was maintained by adherence to the stoic principles of self-denial and self-restraint.  Those principles were reflected in the sixth narrative theme, needs, not wants, that brought together a number of stories in which participants indicated that the issue was not so much that they could not afford to buy a computer, but that they did not need it and spending money on something that was not needed was a waste of money. Moreover, wastefulness was a sign of self-indulgence and indicated a lack of self-discipline. For reasons such as these, a number of participants associated the computer with a set of acquisitive values deemed to be incompatible with their own more ascetic values. One story illustrates this point. 

In this story, one of the participants, Vinny, weighed up whether or not a computer was a worthwhile acquisition. His principal concern was not utility, but economics: 

Vinny: One daughter said to me—“Get a computer, Dad”— and I said—“Well at my age how long am I going to use it?”… I agree computers are great things…But, at my age, I think like a lot of other things. Shall I buy that pair of trousers? Will I wear them out? 

In this account, Vinny indicated that he understood that the computer could be useful. However, he was more concerned with whether, at his time of life, he would make enough use of the computer to warrant the expense. The focus for Vinny was on evaluating priorities and assessing the viability of the transaction, particularly in terms of cost-return. Also, comparing the acquisition of a computer with the purchase of a pair of trousers is interesting because it points to the computer as a commodity item rather than a significant item of capital expenditure. But it also serves to remind us that, for this participant, a pair of trousers is supposed to be worn until they become threadbare and unwearable, not until next season when the fashion changes. From this spend-wise perspective, spending money on a computer could only be considered a worthwhile investment if it was used significantly. To do otherwise was wasteful and extravagant. 
In total, the six narrative themes construct computers as having limited functionality but not as particularly relevant to the lives of older people, and simultaneously as the cause of inconvenience and social dysfunction. The participants narrate themselves as heroes/heroines in their own stories who are prepared to take control of challenging situations created by the problems associated with computers.

The Process of Narrative Construction

Accounts such as Vinny’s point to participants endeavouring to find an appropriate fit among a number of stories in order to make sense of the computer. Participants can be seen as astute meaning-makers engaged in a process of assembling stories about computers and actively evaluating those stories, rather than slavishly accepting dominant interpretations. Participants selected and assembled a repertoire of stories drawn from a number of resources, including, the media, novels, family members, personal experiences, and others’ experiences.

Fisher (1985), among others, argued that the world is a set of stories—not stories in isolation of each other, but stories always embedded in other stories. The value and meaning of any one story is always a matter of how it stands with or against other stories. In order to live a good life, it is important to choose one’s stories carefully. Narrative rationality, he argued, provided a system for choosing among this multitude of available stories in order to find an acceptable and reliable guide to belief and action. Narrative rationality involves two criteria: (a) narrative coherence—the extent to which a story coheres or hangs together and (b) narrative fidelity—the extent to which a story rings true and is congruent with the stories known to be true in one’s life and is, therefore, an acceptable fit with that life. 
Thus, participants not only called on dominant socio-cultural narratives about technology, such as those of the computer as a useful tool, and computers as beneficial for older people, they also drew on counter-narratives such as the social practices of stoicism and asceticism that had influenced their lives, particularly during the hard times of the economic depression in the 1930s and the 1940s war. These narratives of stoicism and asceticism, including the necessity to save rather than spend, were embedded influences not easily set aside when times were less difficult. However, participants identified strongly with such influences, which provided them with the means to evaluate stories new to them, such as those relating to the new computer. 

Thus, in the active process of assembling a meaning for the new technology, participants drew on a repertoire of narrative resources including cultural narratives, personal and recounted experiences, and observations. In doing so, they selectively evaluated the benefits and the pitfalls of computers and chose to make little or no personal use of them.  This meaning-making process mapped from the thematic analysis of participants’ accounts can be presented diagrammatically as follows: 

Figure 1: Non-users’ meaning-making process 
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The process outlined, here, draws attention to two major activities: (a) assembly—the selection of materials for meaning construction; and (b) negotiation—the work of evaluating and fitting the selected materials into a story that is consistent with the stories already known to be true in one’s life (Fisher 1985). During the assembly process, participants called on a range of stories, characterising computers positively, particularly in terms of their functionality for connecting with information and with others, including with their grandchildren. However, participants also characterised computers negatively, as associated with social disruption such as unemployment and with the potential to isolate individuals from each other. 

During the negotiation process, participants evaluated these new stories against their already established repertoire of stories—the standards and commitments by which they lived their lives. Here, the test of significance with which they evaluated the computer was utility. Although deemed to be of some use, now, for communicating with the grandchildren, and potentially in the future, when they would be old and immobile, the computer was not considered particularly useful for day-to-day practical problem solving, at the current point in time. A lack of practical worth was a defining parameter, particularly, in relation to a philosophical framework that rated self-indulgence and self-gratification in low measure. Through this particular assembly and negotiation process participants assessed the computer and found it wanting.  

Conclusion

 The research represented here shows that non-users’ meanings for computers were developed in relation to a repertoire of interpretive resources acquired over a lifetime. Drawing on this set of resources, participants critically evaluated the technology in terms of their own lives and in relation to their perceptions of technology’s place in society. 

The meaning-making process constructed from the analysis of participants’ individual accounts shows that individuals are not communities of well-programmed social robots (Stokes and Hewitt 1976) able to be programmed and re-programmed to fit conveniently with changing government policies. Instead, they are active story-maker, selecting, sorting, assembling, and negotiating narratives in an ongoing process of interacting with and making sense of the social world. In that sense-making process, individuals appear to be willing to reject new stories if they are deemed to be incompatible with old stories, that is, with the standards individuals live their lives by.  For this particular group of participants, there was no significant compatibility between the stories of the new computer and their existing narrative commitments, and therefore, no convincing reason to take-up computing. 

It could also be argued that, at the present time, these participants were in the privileged position of having a choice as to whether or not they used a home computer. They had a choice because they were not in situations that called for computer literacy skills as a necessity, for example, in their employment (Crow, 2002). They had a choice, too, because despite the increasing trend to e-commerce and automated self-service delivery mechanisms, there are still alternative manual systems available for those unable or unwilling to use home computers to access such services. In addition, the non-users in this study could also afford to say no to computers because they often had access to others, usually family members, who were prepared to use the Internet, or send and receive e-mails on their behalf if required. As a result, the non-users in this study could afford the luxury of “being on the wrong side of the digital divide” (Maharey and Swain 2000) and staying there because they could avail themselves of others and their computers, as necessary. 

That being said, the extent to which individuals, including the participants in this study, can assert their free will to use or not use computers in societies where the technology is not only ubiquitous, but also increasingly invisible and embedded, is a matter for ongoing research as well as for philosophical and political debate. Without such input, it is likely that “The machines are gaining ground upon us, when we reflect on the increasing number of those who are bound down to them as slaves, and of those who devote their whole souls to the advancement of the mechanical kingdom” (Butler 1969, p. 233).  
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