
 

 

A Life Course Analysis on Mobile Use among  

Third Agers in China 
 

Chen Guo 

School of Media Communication, Creative Arts and Social Inquiry,  

Curtin University, Australia 
 

{chen.guo1@postgrad.curtin.edu.au} 

 

 

 

 

Abstract. This study explores what influence mobile use among third agers in 

China from the perspective of individual experience in life course theory. 

Mobile phones are promising tools to improve life quality of elderly [1]. With 

the development of mobile internet and devices, mobile use ability begun to 

influence third agers’ life quality. Life course theory on the other hand, refers an 

individual life transition as part of cluster of concurrent transitions and a 

sequence of transitions that affect each other [2] and argue that the essence of 

life course is the interaction of ‘individual time’, ‘family time’, and ‘history 

time’. This study, focusing on individual time aspect, explores the relationship 

between mobile use ability and their distinct individual experience in life course. 

The study focuses on people aged between 50 and 70, who are referred to as 

being ‘third age’ [3]. Largely research on mobile phone use focuses on young 

generations. Relatively few studies have been conducted on people around 

retirement age, a group termed ‘third age’ [3, 4]. Third age is now seen as an 

important stage of life, and is described by life course theory. Third agers were 

not born in digital time, but they have accumulated digital capacities and 

acquired familiarity with technology, which has been termed as ‘digital literacy’ 

by Paul Gilster [5], now they need to face mobile world when they are old. 

Based on 6 in-depth interviews of mobile phone use in second tier cities in 

China in 2018, this study found individual experiences contribute to levels of 

mobile use ability amongst Chinese third agers. Mobile use ability in turn 

influences retired life quality.  
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1 Introduction  

 

Since 1994, when the internet was first introduced in China, the nation has attracted more 

internet users than any other country; by the end of 2018, the number was 829 million [6]. In 

China, the mobile phone has become a pervasive tool in people’s daily life; in 2018 mobile 

phone users constituted 97.5% of the total internet users in China [7]. ‘Mobile use only’, that 

is, people use the mobile phone only to go online, has become a phenomenon. This 

phenomenon is particularly relevant for people who no longer work full time. People around 
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their retired age have reasons to only use mobile devices; after retirement most don’t need to 

use computers anymore; almost everything done on computer can be replaced by mobile 

phone; the mobile phone can be accessed anywhere and anytime.  

Research on mobile phone use mostly focuses on younger generations. Relatively few 

studies have been conducted on people around retirement age, a group described by Laslett as 

being in their ‘third age’ [3, 4]. Third age represents the transition group with increased 

longevity, better health [8] and the stage of ‘personal achievement and fulfilment’ [4]. 

Nowadays, Chinese 60 plus population, who number approximately 249 million, reached to 

17.9% of total population [9] increasingly engage in the digitalized world and their ability to 

adapt to a mobile environment had become critical to their life quality.  

In this paper I will examine mobile use in China among third agers from the perspective of 

individual experience,although life course framework contains three aspects, including 

individual experience, linked lives and historical social events. This study only focuses on the 

influence of individual experience to mobile use. From the perspective of life course, Chinese 

third agers’ use of mobile media is not merely influenced by current situations, but is also 

influenced by their distinct life course, including early life experience, linked lives and 

historical social events. Here, individual experience will be discussed only.  

This article begins by introducing the concept of life course. Then the study provides some 

previous research relating to technology use among the aging population, and discusses the 

concept of digital literacy briefly. In the next sections the article briefly discusses the methods 

used in the research before applying the discussion of findings to individual experience of life 

course framework. Finally, I offer some conclusions about the usefulness of life course theory 

with respect to mobile use ability among third agers in China’s second tier cities. 

The most cited definition of life course comes from Elder [10]: “a sequence of age-linked 

transitions that are embedded in social institutions and history”. Mortimer and Shanahan have 

defined life course as ‘age-graded, socially-embedded sequence of roles that connect the 

phases of life’ [11]. Hareven and Adams [12] claimed as “an individual life transition”. They 

further argued that a cohort belongs to its specific time as well as historical time. Hareven and 

Adams examined the life course framework from individual time, family time and historical 

time (i.e. the life course and aging in historical perspective). Hence, three main themes are 

foregrounded—individual experience, linked lives and historical times.  

This study only focuses on the individual experience of life course theory. But this is not to 

deny that the three themes influence each other. From this perspective, older people are not 

viewed simply as a “homogeneous group, but rather as age-cohort moving through history” 

[2], with individual distinct life experiences, influenced by the historical circumstances.  

Digital literacy is one of the topics relating digital inequalities among aging population in 

the cross-discipline of media and gerontology. From the perspective of life course, digital 

literacy was accumulated by individual life course. Digital literacy was defined by Paul Gilster 

in 1997 as the ‘the ability to understand and use information in multiple from a wide range of 

sources when it is presented via computer’ [5]. Jo defines it as ‘the ability to use technology 

confidently, creatively and critically to satisfy the needs in a digital society’ [13]. As we 

entered the mobile society, concept of mobile literacy emerges. Mobile literacy means ‘the 

ability to navigate, interpret information from, contribute information to, and communication 

through the mobile internet, including an ability to orient oneself in the space of the internet of 

things and augmented reality [14].  

Looking through the evolution of concepts, we can see how it moves from computer to 

mobile internet. Although there exists some differences, all of them point out that adopting 

new digital world is important. The ability to adapt to using digital technologies can affect an 



 

 

individual’s life quality [15]. In the digitalized world, people “cannot avoid accepting new 

technologies as the new technologies are pervasive and heavily marketed”, otherwise “non-

adoption comes with cost” [15]. Specific to the transitional group—third agers, their distinct 

individual experience, family relationship, and historical events, leads to diverse mobile use 

ability among them.  

Looking through the previous studies relating to aging population and technology, most 

have focused on one specific factor or single aspect, for instance, some studies are mainly 

about how to use digital technology to solve the age related problems, such as physical 

declining including age related disability and diseases [16], mental declining including 

memory and cognition declining [17-19] and so on. Meanwhile other studies in this field are 

mainly about social and cultural participation based on social media use [20], and the cultural 

representation [21], new identity [22], and social reconstruction of aging population through 

using social media [23, 24]. But most of them did not explore from a dynamic process to study 

aging population and their mobile use. Especially for the quantitative study, largely studies did 

not connect the current situation that the aging population face now with their historically 

cumulative experiences. Moreover, most of the studies regard the aging population as a 

homogeneous group, but in fact, because of the distinct individual experience, the aging 

population has huge difference. These difference also is reflected to their technology use and 

digital capital. 

However, few study to date has examined mobile use amongst the aging population from 

the dynamic life course aspect, especially the individual experience aspect. Life course has 

been applied in various fields. Largely studies of life course focused on the inequality on 

aging population. The different mobile use abilities of the aging population represents a kind 

of inequality. As the society is digitalized and mobilized amongst every field of the society, 

the ability of mobile use begun to influence individual life quality [15]. Without mobile use 

ability or with low mobile use ability, the life quality and living cost will increase in the digital 

and mobile society.  

In light of the life course theory, this study explores the various mobile use ability among 

third agers in China from the perspective individual experience. Other two themes, including 

linked lives and historical events, interact with the individual experience definitely. However, 

individual experience is the major reason that lead to individual differences. This study will 

show a dynamic and longitudinal individual experience trajectory of my participants.  

 

 

2 Method 

 

According to The Report of Aging mobile Internet Users[25], 38% of the entire population 

of “aging” internet users in China are located in second tier cities. Yet research about digital 

technologies among the aging population tends to focus on developed areas such as Shanghai 

[26, 27] and Hong Kong [28, 29]. By comparison, few studies focus on the second-tier cities. 

In an attempt to address this research gap, this research conducted semi-structured interviews 

in the second-tier cities. Between January and February 2018, six third age participants 

attended the first-round interview in China. Follow-up interviews were conducted during July 

to September in 2018. Participants were both male and female and aged between 50 and 70. 

Semi-structured interview is a verbal interchange by asking questions and based on a list of 

predetermined questions [30]. Although semi-structured interview has some prepared and 

structured questions, it can also ensure flexibility in the process of collecting information, 

which give my participants enough freedom to explain their life course experience. This study 



 

 

uses semi-structured interviews focused on the meanings and interpretation of individual 

experience, linked relationship with others and historical events. 

In this study, the individual’s mobile use ability is influenced by three main aspects, 

including individual experience, linked lives and historical events. Although some scholars 

explored other aspects, such as marriage or leaving house, parenthood or criminal behaviour 

[31], or even family background under the context of Great Culture Revolution by Chinese 

scholar [32] , they selected different aspects for different research purpose. This study is 

focusing on Chinese third agers’ mobile use ability, so the individual experience will be 

selected. 

Moreover, based on previous study, the three main aspects were justified by pervious 

scholars in life course study. Hareven and Adams [12] argue that the essence of life course is 

the interaction of ‘individual time’, ‘family time’, and ‘history time’. Similar Thorsen [33] 

expressed that the life course approach focuses on the ‘multidimensional meaning of time; 

individual time (aging), cohort and historical time. It can be concluded that individual 

experience, linked lives and historical experience are the key three aspects of life course. The 

three topics almost cover all the life transitions and trajectories in the whole life course and 

they influence each other. All the three topics relate to each other. As the purpose of this study 

is to examine the mobile use ability among aging population, the individual experience was 

selected in this study.  

 

 

3 Results and Discussion 

 

Individual Experience  

 

As mentioned earlier in the paper, every individual is unique of their distinct life 

experiences. According to Hareven and Adams [2], the life course experience, recognises that 

as people become older, they become even less like their peers than younger people. Similar 

argument can be found in the work relating to digital games [34].   

Firstly, health is the most important factor that can influence participants’ engagement in 

mobile use and their mobile use directly. Participant WSB, with Bachelor degree, worked in 

the publicity department of a stated-owned enterprise for decades before retired in 2014. He 

acquired some technology skill from his work experience. He liked taking photos and videos, 

he even worked part time as professional photographer in China and Australia after he retired.  

During the interview, he said he joined several WeChat groups of aerial photography, 

learnt how to play violin from mobile apps, and how to adjust tone using mobile tune adjust 

app. Participant WSB, using his photo and video editing skills, recorded happy family time 

regularly and mixed edited his own violin playing with roller skating and some aerial 

photography video. His life course of education background, work experience in publicity 

department, positive attitude of technology, and his life attitude, all cumulated to advantages 

for his mobile use ability.  

Compared with Participant WSB, participant LHXB is male, with a bachelor degree. He 

worked in the army for more than 10 years and then worked for government until he retired in 

2013. He took a positive attitude towards technology and mobile use, but he did not use a 

smart phone regularly. Because he suffered high blood pressure for several years and could 

not control his trembling hands so he always click wrongly. He preferred to ask her daughter 

to help him to buy something online, click something, and even transfer the money by APP 



 

 

bank. He would tell his password to his daughters. The mobile use ability of participant LHXB 

is influenced by health.  

Different from previous study, the research found that education background in one’s life 

course has limited influence on my participants’ mobile use ability. The reasons may be, 

firstly, , mobile apps and devices, especially the apps my participants used are quite user-

friendly, such as Wechat, Wesing, Alipay; secondly, my participants expressed that once they 

found something difficult they would skip it and seek alternatives. 

It seems education background does not play an important role to their mobile use ability. 

Among my participants, participant CXM is female and participant WLLS is male, who only 

got middle high school degree and high school degree during their youth. However, they can 

use technologies, such as computer, mobile phone and apps, better than participant FFB who 

got Bachelor degree. They are all healthy enough to use mobile apps. This finding is different 

from previous research that it seems mobile use ability does not relate to education so closely. 

The reason why they acquired relatively different mobile use ability perhaps largely comes 

from individual health condition. 

Except individual health and education background, individual working experience has 

obvious influence on my participants’ mobile use ability. Participant CXM was a blue-collar 

worker before the laid off wave (compulsory retirement earlier than retirement age) in China 

in 1990s. According to her saying, the feeling of laid off is like “be abandoned by society”. 

Then she started her family business. As the owner of family run business, she is afraid of 

being abandoned again by the society. So she begun to learn how to use Photo Shop software, 

how to install camera in the shop and connect with customer and family computer; how to use 

QR code to receive money; how to transfer money to other person through different apps. 

Overall, because of her working experience in her life course, she cumulated relatively high 

ability of mobile use than others.  

The work experience played an important role in participant WLLS’S mobile use ability. 

The individual experience of participant WLLS’s life course showed similar trajectories. He 

experienced laid off wave in his life course in 1990s too. Then he sought for some work 

opportunities in the medial facilities as a salesman. He is proud of his achievement and earns 

more money than before. His family life quality has become better than before. As he needs to 

travel a lot to do business, so he regard smart phone as a “companion”. No matter on the train 

or long-distance bus, or stay in hotel by himself, he can use phone to kill some boring time. He 

has mastered a lot of practical skills of smart phone, such as group purchase app, delivery app, 

and booking tickets apps. Most the apps he is using is based on his work and need, still some 

relates with emotional attachment. The working experience in his life course accumulated 

advantages for his digital capital.  

Participant ZTM worked as senior manager for a private company, and felt she must keep 

pace with social development, even after her retirement in order to catch up with the 

development of digital technology. According to her interview, she though the working 

experience in a private company cultivated her desire to catch up with the social development, 

otherwise her work can be replaced by others easily. So she is open to new technologies, 

including using the newest mobile IPhone X and eager to try Huawei mate 30 pro.  

Compared with participant CXM and WLLS, participant FFB (a male) worked for the 

government. According to participant FFB, he could not upload contents or pictures on social 

media as he worried others who would regard this as showing off of his life, or bad persons 

will report his behaviour to discipline of inspection and supervision. Moreover, as a 

government officer, he thought if he updates regularly, the image and social identity of him is 

not consistent with the request of government and the Communist Party.  



 

 

Meanwhile, as he is one of the important officers in the government department, his 

secretary can help him to deal with most online tasks, which seems convenient for him now, 

but will hinder his mobile use in the long run. He expressed “relying on my secretary in the 

office, and relying on my daughter at home, I don’t need to learn how to use mobile devices”. 

As he got used to this “passive help”, not “learn actively” how to operate practically, his 

mobile use ability is not so high. The reason for this is mainly because of his working 

experience in his life course.  

During my interviews, I found that participant who have a positive and active personality, 

and who have a positive attitude toward using technology, can use mobile apps better than 

others. Gee and Elder [35] have mentioned the lack of research on personality and 

psychological aspects in life course field. The findings of my study implied that personality or 

psychological condition should be considered into life course concept.  

Overall, personal health of individual life course is the most influential factor that can 

affect individual’s digital use ability. Moreover, individual education background does not 

have much influence to mobile use among third agers in China, which is different from 

previous. Another finding is that individual work experience in one’s life course has important 

influence to digital mobile use ability. The last is about individual attitude towards technology. 

My participants who think that the mobile use is useful and helpful for their lives, they can use 

their technology and mobile apps better in their daily lives. 

Moreover, another finding is that chronological age does not affect much to my 

participants’ digital use ability. This result is associated with previous scholars’ argument [36-

38], they also argue that age is not the decisive factor to influence their technology use.  

 

 

4 Conclusion 

  

This study explored the relationship between digital inequalities—mobile use ability and 

individual experience in life course approach, and came to the conclusion that the influence of 

distinct life course lead to different degrees of mobile use ability among Chinese third agers. 

This paper not only considers specific factor or stage in the individual trajectory of life course, 

such as education trajectory or working trajectory, but applied life course theory to explore 

third agers’ mobile use from longitudinal individual experience. Individual experience 

accumulated (dis)advantages of different mobile use ability among third agers in China. China 

is becoming into a digital China. The third agers in China cannot avoid to increasingly engage 

into digital world. The different mobile use ability among third agers influence their daily life 

quality. Just like Park argues that in the digitalized world, people without or with low mobile 

use ability comes with increasing living cost [15]. One of the limitation in this study is that 

this study only explore one aspect—individual experience, in life course theory. However, life 

course theory contains three aspects, including individual experience, linked lives and 

historical events; all the three aspects influence each other and lead to distinct life course. The 

individual experience lead to difference to third agers, meanwhile the individual experience 

intertwined with linked lives and historical events. Another limitation is that participants 

sample is not big enough. Longitudinal and broader research should be conducted in future. It 

will be quite meaningful if the study can compare how the third agers in different decades use 

technology in different ways, to illustrate the influence of different life course. Further study 

should explore the mobile use ability from the whole three aspects of life course theory. This 

is because the three aspects interact with each other, and influence the mobile use ability 

dynamically. Vice versa, the mobile use ability is influencing third agers’ daily life.  
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