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Abstract

While wearable technologies, such as smartwatches, are seen as an opportunity to solve some problems often related to ol-
der people (65+), e.g. emergencies, physical activity, or isolation, little is known about how older people would domesticate
such new technologies. In this study we provided eleven older individuals with smartwatches and tracked their expectations
and initial experiences using two interviews. According to our preliminary findings, previous experience with ICTs along with
optimistic attitudes toward technology were key to initial domestication of the new technology and overcoming initial pro-
blems. Moreover, use was closely related to expectations and personal habits. Participants in this study used smartwatches
in similar ways to to those described in previous studies with adults (18—64), including managing notifications and sports’
tracking. Additionally, users reported that the smartwatch provided a boost in social status (associated with attributes such
as cool, snobbish, young) and created some fashion opportunities and/or concerns.
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Resumen

Las tecnologias wearables, como los smartwatches (relojes inteligentes), se han visto como una oportunidad para resolver
problemas, a menudo relacionados con las personas mayores (55+), tales como manejo de emergencias, falta de actividad
fisica, y soledad. Sin embargo poco se sabe sobre en qué medida tales personas apropiarian estos dispositivos. Dotamos
a 11 personas mayores con relojes inteligentes y seguimos sus primeras experiencia principalmente con dos entrevistas.
De acuerdo con los resultados, las experiencias previas con otras tecnologias de la informacion y la comunicacion, y las
actitudes positivas hacia la tecnologia fueron fundamentales para una primera apropiacion de la nueva tecnologia, y para
superar los primeros problemas. Ademas el uso estuvo muy relacionado con las expectativas y los habitos personales. Los
participantes usaron los relojes en forma similar a la descrita en estudios previos con adultos (18-64), que incluye el manejo
de notificaciones y los sistemas para seguimiento deportivo. El reloj proveia a la mayoria de los participantes un status social

(asociado a ser guay, snob o joven), y creaba oportunidades o preocupaciones sobre el estilo personal.
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1. Introduction

In the 1990s wearables were envisioned as an opportuni-
ty to access personal information on the go, thus acting as
“visual memory prosthetic(s) and perception enhancer(s)”
(Mann, 1997) capable of changing cultural concepts of
everyday life (Martin, 2002). Probably due to the recent
irruption of smartwatches into the market, there are too
few studies on smartwatch use to validate this hypothesis
(Lyons, 2015; Schirra; Bentley, 2015; Cecchinato; Cox; Bird,
2015; Pizza et al., 2016; Ashbrook et al., 2008; Giang et al.,
2015).

Despite the increasing demographic and social importance
of older people in Europe and other developed countries
(Melorose; Perroy; Careas, 2015), and the fact that older
people are often behind in the appropriation of new tech-
nologies, which is leading to a digital divide, none of these
studies included older people or made an intergenerational
analysis. Nonetheless, wearable technologies are seen as
an opportunity to solve problems related to older people,
such as, managing emergencies, controlling health indica-
tors, encouraging physical activity, or fighting isolation (Ehr-
ler; Lovis, 2014; Casilari; Oviedo-Jiménez, 2015), and few
smartwatch apps give accounts of these trends (Ehrler; Lo-
vis, 2014 for homecare; e.g. Casilari; Oviedo-Jiménez, 2015
for fall detection). This perspective, while interesting, tends

https://doi.org/10.3145/epi.2017.may.12

to reproduce a patronizing viewpoint in which older people
are seen as dependent, disempowered individuals.

We present an analysis of the initial domestication of this
particular wearable technology, the smartwatch, among a
group of older individuals (65 to 80). We look at how in-
dividuals integrated the watch into their daily activities,
which allows a nuanced understanding of communication
practices. As with other age cohorts in previous studies,
participants mirrored their expectations and already exis-
ting everyday life habits into their use of the smartwatch.
Results challenge the idea that digital devices should only
be approached as tools for overcoming the limitations asso-
ciated with aging.

2. Theoretical framework

We mainly rely on the domestication approach (Silversto-
ne et al., 1992; Loos; Haddon; Mante-Meijer, 2012). A fra-
mework to analyze qualitative data, which proposes that the
meaning of technologies, and the related usage practices,
emerge during different stages: (1) appropriation, during
which time users negotiate the meaning of a device, which
can lead, or not, to its acquisition; (2) incorporation, during
which time the technology takes its place in users’ homes;
(3) objectification, when users consider the location of the
technology in everyday routines; and (4) conversion, focu-
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sing on the role of the technology in user’s self-presentation
practices and identity performances.

The design of this research project, which included provi-
ding the smartwatch to (new) users, calls for a different ca-
tegorization of participants and for a partial redefinition of
the domestication approach. Participants in this study are
neither classic early adopters (Rogers, 1995), nor forced
early adopters (Zhou, 2008). They freely chose to join the ex-
periment, knowing that we were going to provide them with
a smartwatch, but as we learned in the interviews, they had
no previous interest in purchasing a smartwatch. Neverthe-
less, the domestication approach helps in highlighting that
the very meaning of a new device is a process of negotiation
involving both technological features and people’s symbolic
and social understanding of those features; smartwatches
are more than merely machines—they are also cultural ob-
jects (Silverstone; Haddon, 1996; Du-Gay et al., 2013).

Research questions

Our contribution to existing research is the application of
the domestication approach to smartwatches, particularly
for older people. We believe that such an approach can
strongly contribute to shedding light on human aspects re-
lated to ICT usage. In this regard, expectations, initial usage
practices, and the related meanings play a central role.

Therefore, we propose the following research questions:

RQ1: What is the relationship between participants’ (ex-
pressed) expectations and their initial usage practices?

RQ2: What are the participants’ initial patterns of usage and
negotiation of the smartwatch in terms of practices, sense-
giving processes, learning strategies, and identity perfor-
mances?

Wearable technologies are seen as an
opportunity to solve problems often re-
lated to older people (65+)

3. Methods

To answer the proposed research questions, with a deep
view of the domestication process, we adopted a qualita-
tive approach. The study was developed in Barcelona and
Rome with an intercultural perspective. It involves eleven
participants: seven in Barcelona (three women, four men),
four in Rome (one woman, three man). Participants were
between the ages of 65 and 80, the average age at the be-
ginning of the study was 71.1 years old (standard deviation
5.2). We included the experiences of two participants, who
withdrew from the study in Barcelona shortly after starting
the project, in addition, we also included reports from one
participant’s wife, who was closely involved with the expe-
rience of using the smartwatch because the couple shared
the use of the smartphone associated with the smartwatch.

We provided a Moto G 360 smartwatch that participants
themselves selected. They had to have a compatible android
smartphone. Enrolled participants needed to already be ac-
tive users of smartphones, demonstrate strong engagement
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to follow the study, and not have a smartwatch. Participants
received monetary compensations for their time in inter-
views. This study was part of a one-year project, still under
development as we write this paper, and participants will
be able to keep their smartwatches at the end of the one
year project. For the purpose of this paper we will refer to
participants with W for women and M for men, followed by
their age, and in the case of quotations, we will indicate the
number of the interview preceded with an “i”, i.e. W65_i2.

We provided eleven older individuals
with smartwatches and tracked their
experiences using interviews, and some
training sessions

We collected data by means of semi-structured interviews,
training sessions, and complementary support. First, we
conducted two interviews. The first interview was conduc-
ted before delivering the smartwatches. Conversations fo-
cused on the use of communication tools in everyday life,
particularly digital media, and the expectations around
smartwatches. The second interview, two months after the
distribution of the smartwatches, focused on the initial use
of the smartwatch, the social experience, habits, and lear-
ning strategies developed in relation to it; the interview also
focused on both the problems or difficulties and the positive
aspects of the new device. Second, during the delivery of
the smartwatch we conducted some initial training to help
the users to manage their new device, and we provided te-
chnical support if it was required by participants.

Authors read and re-read the transcribed interviews to con-
duct thematic analysis (Braun; Clarke, 2006) and identify
common topics and particular cases. The comments recei-
ved from participants during the recruitment process and
training sessions and personal support were also taken into
account.

4. Results and discussion

Participants’ domestication processes are related to multi-
ple factors, including individual as well as social and rela-
tional dimensions, contextual elements, and previous expe-
riences with ICTs.

The domestication processes we observed during the re-
search occurred in an intervened setting. First of all, due to
the design of the study, participants did not experience a
traditional “appropriation” stage. They did make a relevant
decision on whether to take part, or not, in the study. Par-
ticipants had to take into account considerations about the
watch itself, their previous relationship with technologies,
and their own interest in being the subject of a study.

In this sense, few individuals invited to participate in the stu-
dy rejected the invitation, arguing no interest in the smart-
watch, or in devoting time to explore a new technology. In
addition, two participants quit the project shortly after the
beginning of the study. They argued that the effort-benefit
relationship was not positively balanced, or they had priva-
cy and security concerns. This is in line with the fact that

El profesional de la informacion, 2017, mayo-junio, v. 26, n. 3. eISSN: 1699-2407 459



Andrea Rosales, Mireia Fernandez-Ardévol, Francesca Comunello, Simone Mulargia and Nuria Ferran-Ferrer

lack of interest toward ICTs is often the most common rea-
son for not using ICTs (Helsper; Reisdorf, 2016).

Otherwise, for some of the participants, being part of a
research project constituted relevant motivation for both
adopting the watch and for using it on a constant basis, ma-
ybe with an attitude toward exploring specific features that
were different from what we might expect, etc.

Second, because smartwatches were not used widely in Bar-
celona or Rome when the study began, participants were
only able to experiment with weak social interactions using
their smartwatches. While some of the members of their
relational networks engaged in conversations about the
watch, no participant seemed to have met someone wea-
ring a smartwatch outside the project. The lack of a suitable
user base in participants’ relational networks implies that
social representations and social usage norms, that gene-
rally play a relevant role in shaping user appropriation of
a new device, are only partially involved in the processes
we observed. Consequently, we witnessed a peculiar appro-
priation and sense-giving process, which seems to rely more
on individual characteristics than on shared meanings and
practices; appropriate usage practices (which are typically
related to social norms) also undergo peculiar negotiation
patterns.

Regarding expectations (RQ1), even though participants did
not have a clear idea of the features of smartwatches, most
of them generally expected to replace the smartphone with
the smartwatch, or to use it for the same activities as their
smartphones. Some commented that it could become an
essential device in the same way as other technologies that
have changed their life. For now, | say ‘No! [I don’t need a
smartwatch]’. But, maybe, in the future, | might say to you:
‘Don’t take it away from me!”” (W65a_i1)’. Yet, after two
months of use, appropriation and usage practices appear
strongly related to initial expectations, and to the meta-
phors adopted for understanding the smartwatch.

Previous experience with ICTs along with
optimistic attitudes toward technology
were key to initial domestication of the
new technology

Moreover, intrinsic interest in technologies was key for joi-
ning the project and it was more relevant than the smart-
watch itself. For most participants exploring a new tech-
nology is a challenge they like to take on and part of the
motivation to participate in the study:

“| like having things because | don’t want to lag behind.”
(M76a_i1)

“I moved to Chile during the 1970s for about five years.
During this time, | used to write letters, and | made one
phone call. After that, the phone became more popu-
lar, then the computer came along, the mobile phone,
and email. With each new technology you have to ex-
plore it, until you discover how it can be useful for you.”
(W80_i1)

Study participant using her smartwatch

In this, we could establish some parallelism with young indi-
viduals who like “geeking out” (Ito et al., 2010) in the digital
world. Together with the older people participating in this
project, they share a common curiosity for using new tech-
nologies, even though motivations for such curiosity might
differ.

Participants reflected in their initial smartwatch use, their
expectations and existing habits of everyday life. In particu-
lar, no one began a new sports practice once they started
wearing the smartwatch or started to use a new app using
the new wearable as a pretext.

Regarding initial usage and negotiation of the smartwatch
(RQ2), some participants seemed to be oriented toward a
passive usage, sometimes explicitly using the word “pas-
sive” while describing their approach to the smartwatch
and with major attention to its usage as a conventional
wristwatch during our conversations. For most participants
its use is not different from the use described in previous
studies about smartwatch use by adults, where the wea-
rable is mostly used for sports tracking and notifications
(Cecchinato; Cox; Bird, 2015; Schirra; Bentley, 2015; Pizza
et al., 2016), evidence of which also appeared in our stu-
dy. Interestingly, participants showed a different approach
toward notifications, ranging from simply receiving them on
the smartwatch and then reacting on the smartphone, to a
deeper integration that relied on the smartwatch when the
smartphone was not available or its use would have been
inappropriate.

Routines of use appeared early as participants tried to wear
the device as regularly as possible—the first step in even-
tually viewing the smartwatch as an ordinary object (Gro-
now; Warde, 2001). While some of the participants expli-
citly refer to their commitment to the research project as a
motivation for constant usage, it is worth underlining that
we never required them to use it constantly and, on the
contrary, we suggested that they used it as if it was their
own. One participant reported: “[l use it] always, always. It
took the place of my watch... Well, if you decide to do this
experiment, you have to do it” (M65 i2). The permanent
use could be related to the previous usage of a conventional
wristwatch, which is now replaced by the digital wearable,
but not all participants had a conventional wristwatch. In
addition, the practice of recharging is similar to what any
smartphone owner is used to.
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Smartwatches have been seen as an opportunity to deve-
lop apps for health monitoring and a study demonstrated
their usefulness in this area (Jovanov, 2015). However, par-
ticipants did not expect to use it for health monitoring. For
heart monitoring, particularly, they relied on their own spe-
cialized devices and used the smartwatch as a proxy. Moreo-
ver, no participant saw it as an alternative for solving pro-
blems often related to older people in HCI (e.g. managing
emergencies, controlling health indicators, encouraging
physical activity, or fighting isolation). Interestingly, the dis-
course of older individuals is far from the literature discour-
se, a relevant observation when it comes to creating interest
for an IT product for this target population.

Regarding sense-giving processes, and similar to previous
studies, two months after beginning to use the smartwatch,
older participants were still in the process of creating mea-
ning for their smartwatch. Two facts support this finding:
first, some of the participants expected the smartwatch to
do the same things as their smartphone (Schirra; Bentley,
2015; Pizza et al., 2016); second, the mobile phone, the
computer, and the watch were all metaphors they used for
approaching the smartwatch (and often, they confused the
words “smartphone” and “smartwatch”).

Older people made similar use of the
smartwatches to that described in pre-
vious studies with adults (18-64)

Learning strategies, which are particular for older people in
ICT (Sayago; Forbes; Blat, 2013), were twofold. On the one
hand, most participants relied on their previous experience
with computers, making it evident that their is importance
in prior knowledge when managing new learning situations,
which is often a major issue for older individuals who have
never been in direct contact with ICT.

“As | did with the mobile phone. Touching, typing, loo-
king, browsing, and then, little by little, | got through it.
It’s not hard, in terms of the settings. At the beginning
it seemed hard. For example, that thing for the heart
[heart monitoring App], but then | saw that it works.”
(W65_i2)

On the other hand, despite regular use, some participants
remained at a very basic level of understanding of the sys-
tem, and they exerted little effort to overcome this situa-
tion. This situation might have change, or not with further
experience, use, or number of social interactions with the
smartwatch.

The smartwatch itself was used to reinforce identity, the
simple ownership of the object provided social status that
included being cool, young, or snobbish. And this was a mo-
tivation for our participants to use the smartwatch. Most
users in Barcelona associated the smartwatch with their
young and digital identities, most of them boasted about it,
and it was relevant for being up-to-date. After the training
session, a participant said “Now | will take a picture with my
smartwatch and will send it to my friends.” (W75)

In contrast, participants in Rome, despite reporting that they

Older people and smartwatches, initial experiences

used it (almost) every day, seemed to disdain the snobbish
connotation of the new technology. Similar to other adult
users in other studies, most participants had aesthetic con-
cerns related to the smartwatches (Cecchinato; Cox; Bird,
2015; Lyons, 2015; Schirra; Bentley, 2015). Participants did
not find it appropriate to wear a smartwatch in elegant si-
tuations. Some even lamented the need to stop using their
previous “luxury” watches (in Rome) or other nice watches
(Rome and Barcelona). This highlights how fashion appeal
is an important dimension regarding adoption. Despite the-
se nuances we identified no cultural differences between
the experiences in Rome and Barcelona. In fact, differences
were mainly due to personal interests, values, and social
contexts.

The results of the study challenge information research
about new information/communication technologies and
older people. First, the study shows the complexity of the
initial process of the domestication of new technologies, es-
pecially those technologies that are not yet widespread and
require technical skills, previous experience with technolo-
gy, personal interest, social support, ideologies, and values,
are all factors that need to be taken into account. Second,
the study shows the complexity of expecting to change ha-
bits/behaviors with new technologies or the difficulty of
expecting to engage non-users with new habits (Selwyn,
2006). While previous studies have argued that the physical
constraints of the watches (small screen, low power battery)
are significant barriers to the adoption of these tools (Ehr-
ler; Lovis, 2014) those were not limitations for the partici-
pants of the study when using smartwatches on a regular
basis during the first two months of the study. Moreover,
usage practices seemed to be related to the metaphors
users adopted to understand new devices, and to the mea-
nings they attached to them.

The smartwatch provided a boost in so-
cial status (associated with attributes
such as cool, snobbish, young)

5. Conclusions

Eleven individuals, from ages 65 to 80, participated in this
study. We provided them with a smartwatch in order to ex-
plore the appropriation process during the initial period of
adoption of this new device.

Results show that an intrinsic interest in technologies was
key in participants’ initial acceptance of the new technology,
being more relevant than the features themselves. Partici-
pants used the smartwatch in different ways or for different
purposes, although the most common was to manage no-
tifications or to keep track of sports activities. Otherwise,
for some participants, initial usage was also related with an
interest in boasting about it and as a way to keep up-to-date
technologically. Moreover, participants’ use of the smart-
watch reflected their expectations and the already existing
habits of their everyday life. However, no participant saw it
as an alternative for solving the problems often related to
older people (e.g. managing emergencies, controlling health
indicators, encouraging physical activity or fighting isola-
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tion). And after two months of usage, some participants still
expected to replace the smartphone with the smartwatch
and/or are are still grappling with a basic understanding of
how their smartwatch operates.

This paper discusses and brings to light new evidence of
the expectations and initial appropriation of smartwatches
among older individuals. However, two months of use only
provided information about the initial stages in the appro-
priation process. To strengthen the results, a one-year study
of participants could help in following up and adding to the
understanding of the process of appropriation, or domesti-
cation. In addition, an intergenerational comparison would
be of interest to better understand the use of older indivi-
duals from a non-ageist point-of-view because results are
caused merely by age, but instead by life experiences and
conditions of research design. Ageism, the complex and of-
ten negative construction of old age, has been described as
a key contributor to the second digital divide (Lagacé et al.,
2015).

Finally, it would be of high interest to develop a quantita-
tive analysis of smartwatch logs to better understand their
discours (@rmen; Thorhauge, 2015), particularly regarding
usage and sense-giving processes.
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Note

1. Authors’ own translation from either Catalan, Spanish, or
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