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Key Takeaways

¢ Digital literacy—an individual’s capacity to learn and safely use technology—is important to the
growing older adult population and for an aging workforce.

¢ Older adults face specific challenges in using new digital tools such as lower adoption and use,
income- and geographic-related barriers, and vulnerability to fraud and misinformation.

e Ongoing state and federal initiatives, including significant federal investment and Tennessee’s new
long-term Digital Opportunity Plan, are working to address these challenges.

e Policymakers may want to focus on effective implementation of ongoing efforts, sustainable funding,
and understanding an ever-evolving technology landscape.

Older adults face specific challenges in accessing, learning, and using technologies that could enhance
their quality of life. When Tennesseans of all ages can access and proficiently navigate the digital realm,
it benefits their well-being and the state’s prosperity. This report examines recent trends and barriers to

digital literacy among older adults and key initiatives and considerations to narrow the digital divide.

What is Digital Literacy?

Digital literacy is an individual’s capacity to learn and safely use digital technologies—an
increasingly important skill with today’s rapid technological advancements. Digitally literate
individuals can safely access digital tools, understand their purposes, and use them to improve their
quality of life. They know where to look and who to contact to understand a new digital tool or process. (1)
(2) (3) (4) Digital literacy is also a lifelong process necessitated by the continual introduction of new
technologies.
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Older Adults and Digital Literacy

Digital literacy can offer value to older adults. For example, digital skills equip individuals to shop
online, pay bills, communicate with loved ones, and apply for nutrition assistance, TennCare, rental
assistance, and other public benefit programs. (5) (6) These advantages and the growing size of
Tennessee’s 65+ population (Figure 1) highlight the need to understand older adults’ digital behavior and
the barriers they encounter. (7)

Building technology skills is especially important for older adults navigating the health care
system. Digital skills are needed to access medical records, make appointments, manage healthcare
apps, and use new therapeutic devices, such as FDA-approved apps, for treating and managing
conditions like insomnia, depression, substance abuse, and diabetes, among others. (8) (9) New
technologies can help address social isolation, and innovations like telehealth can increase access to
health care—particularly in rural areas. (5) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) For these reasons, public health
experts increasingly recognize digital literacy and broadband access as key drivers of health outcomes
for older adults. (8) (16) (17) (18)

Digital literacy is also important for an aging workforce. In the context of longer life spans and
sometimes inadequate retirement savings, a growing share of individuals are working beyond age 65.
Older adults ages 65+ now comprise a larger portion of the labor force than in recent decades—a trend
expected to continue. (19) (20) (21) (22) Access to digital tools and continuing education is important for
enhancing the job and financial security of older adults who are and will remain in the workforce. (23) (24)

Figure 1. The Share of Older Adults in Tennessee is Expected to Grow
from 18% in 2022 to 20% by 2030

Population Totals and Percent Share by Age Group (2022 vs. 2030)

m<20 m20-64 mG5+

2022 2030

Note: Totals may not add up to 100% due to rounding.
Source: Estimates from Boyd Center for Business and Economic Research (25)

Challenges for Older Adults

Older adults want to use technology but face unique challenges in safely accessing and learning
new digital tools. For example, older Tennesseans who recently participated in digital literacy programs
were most interested in building skills to access health services and information, contacting friends and
family, finding news and entertainment, and engaging in education activities. (26) (27) (28) The
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participants’ experiences and other research highlight several key challenges for older adults, such as:
(26) (29)

e Lower adoption and use of digital tools.

e Limited access to essential technologies.
e  Susceptibility to fraud and misinformation.
e Income- and geographic-related barriers.

The rest of this section explores age-related differences in technology access, adoption, and use. It also
examines the income and geographic barriers contributing to these disparities and issues related to
online fraud and misinformation.

Technology Adoption and Usage

Older adults use digital tools less than younger generations. (30) Older adults are less likely to use
the internet, laptops, and smart devices (Figures 2 and 3). (31) In 2022, only 82% of Tennesseans age
65+ had both a computer and a broadband internet subscription compared to 93% of those ages 18 to 64
(Figure 4). (32) Older adults also tend to engage in other online activities less often—including email,
texting, social networking, streaming, online shopping, and scheduling services (Figure 3). (31) (33)

Figure 2. Older Adults Are Less Likely to Use the Internet—Although
Gaps Have Narrowed

Internet Use by Age Group in the U.S. (1998-2021)
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Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, National Telecommunications and Information Administration (31)
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Figure 3. Older Adults Use Digital Technology Less Often Than

Younger Generations

% of U.S. Adults Who Say They Use Each of the Following by Age Group (2021)
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Source: Device and Activities data from the U.S. Department of Commerce, National Telecommunications and
Information Administration (31) Social Media data from the Pew Research Center (33)
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Figure 4. Older Tennesseans Are Less Likely to Have Access to a
Computer and Internet Than Younger Generations

% of Tennesseans with a Computer and Internet Subscription in the Household by Age (2022)
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey (32)

Even among older adults, there are generational gaps in technology use. As a group, Baby Boomers
(i.e., born 1946-1964 and ages 56-78 in 2024) adopt and use new technologies at a much higher rate
than those belonging to the Silent Generation (i.e., born 1928-1945 and ages 79-96 in 2024). Baby
Boomers are also much more likely to own a smartphone or tablet and use social media (Figure 5). (34)

The emergence of new technologies could widen these gaps. For example, artificial intelligence (Al)
tools are now more prevalent in personal and professional settings. (35) However, available data show
gaps in adoption—with individuals soon to enter older adulthood lagging younger cohorts (Figure 6). (36)

Figure 5. Baby Boomers Lead the Silent Generation on Digital
Technology Adoption

% of U.S. Adults Who Say They Use or Own Each of the Following by Generation (2019)
Baby Boomers ®Silent
68%

59%
52%

40%
33%

28%

Own a Smartphone Own a Tablet Use Social Media

Source: Pew Research Center (34)
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Figure 6. Among Adults, Older Individuals Trail Younger Groups in Al
Usage

% Global Users of Generative Al by Age Group (2024)
1317 38%
18-24 56%

43%

Source: Microsoft (36)

Financial Costs

Lower income individuals may have a harder time affording digital devices, and adults 65+ tend to
live on lower, more fixed incomes than other Tennesseans. For low-income individuals, the cost of
technologies like high-speed internet and computers may be a financial burden. Data show that lower-
income Tennesseans are less likely to have broadband internet (Figure 8), and nationally, lower-income
households also have lower levels of technology adoption (Figure 9). (37) (38) Meanwhile, the median
household income for Tennesseans 65+ was about 26% lower than the overall median in 2022 (Figure 7.
These incomes are often lower in rural areas (discussed later). (39) National data also show that over
40% of those ages 55-64 had no retirement savings in 2022. (40) These factors may contribute to lower
overall digital technology adoption rates among older adults.

Figure 7. Median Income by Age in Tennessee

Median Household Income in the Past 12 Months by Householder Age (2022)
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2022 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates (39)
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Figure 8. Lower Income Households Are Less Likely to Have
Broadband Internet Than Higher Income Ones in Tennessee

% of Tennessee Households with Broadband Subscriptions by Income (2022)

93% 96%
0

89%
81%
74% 71%

e $10-20k - $20-35k  $35-50k | slOEAsTS $75k+

Broadband subscription is defined as non-dial up internet subscriptions.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau (38)

Figure 9. Nationally, Lower Income Households Have Lower
Technology Adoption

% of U.S. Adults Who Say They Have Each of the Following by Household Income (2021)
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Source: Graphic reproduced from the Pew Research Center (37)

Rural Challenges

Rural areas have historically had less internet access and higher subscription prices. (41) (42)
Because fiber optic cables are expensive to build, internet providers tend to invest in population-dense
urban and suburban areas with more potential paying customers. (43) (28) Meanwhile, pricing in urban
areas tends to be lower because there is more competition for customers. (42)

Access to high-speed broadband is more uneven in rural areas than in urban ones. Internet must

meet federal speed requirements to qualify as “high-speed broadband.” The current standard is 100/20
megabits per second (Mbps) (i.e., download speeds of at least 100 Mbps and upload speeds of at least
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20 Mbps). (44) Most fixed broadband in the U.S. exceeds 250/30 Mbps, accommodating many high-
demand users, devices, and activities. (45) (46) (47) According to federal data, 100/20 Mbps speeds are
available in all Tennessee counties but not necessarily universally available to all residents within those
counties (Figure 10), and high-end 1,000/100 Mbps speeds are only available in some rural counties
(Figure 11). Overall, Tennessee has more broadband access than the country as a whole. (48)

Figure 10. Access to High-Speed Broadband Is Less Common in Rural
Areas of Tennessee

% of Residential Units Covered by 100/20 Mbps Cable and Fiber Internet Service (2023)
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Figure 11. 60% of Tennessee Households Have Access to High-End,
High-Speed Broadband

% of Residential Units Covered by 1000/100 Mbps Cable and Fiber Internet Service (2023)
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Age- and income-related barriers may be particularly acute in Tennessee’s large rural areas,
which tend to have higher concentrations of older adults and lower incomes. In 2022, adults ages
65+ made up almost 20% of residents in Tennessee’s rural counties—compared to just over 15% of
urban county residents (Figure 12). (49) (50) Meanwhile, older adults in rural counties tend to have lower
incomes than their counterparts statewide. In 62 of Tennessee’s 72 rural counties, the median household
income of residents ages 65+ was below the group’s statewide median of $48,198. (Figure 13). (49) (51)
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Figure 12. Older Adults Make Up a Larger Share of the Population in

Tennessee’s Rural Counties Than Urban Ones
% of County Population Ages 65+ (2018-2022)
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Figure 13. Tennessee’s Older Adults Tend to Have Lower Incomes In

Rural Areas
Median Household Income Among Householders Ages 65+ (2018-2022)
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Digital Fraud and Misinformation

Older adults may be acutely vulnerable to digital fraud and misinformation. Internet-related financial
fraud targeting older adults is a growing concern that is both underreported and understudied. (52) (53)
(54) In 2023, Tennesseans ages 60+ made 1,577 complaints about digital fraud to the Federal Bureau of
Investigation. These complaints amounted to nearly $44 million in losses or an average of $28,000 per
complaint. (53) These losses can be particularly harmful because victims—who are near retirement or no
longer working—have less time and ability to recover the money they accumulated during their prime
working years. (55) Lower digital literacy rates among older adults are also associated with an increased
vulnerability to accepting and sharing misinformation online. However, brief digital literacy programs have
improved the capacity to discern false information. (56) (57)
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Efforts to Address Older Adults’ Digital Literacy in Tennessee
Ongoing state and federal initiatives are working to address income- and geographic-related
barriers and help older adults appropriately use digital tools. These efforts are part of a broader
strategy to assist groups that traditionally face technology challenges, including: (58) (59)

e Low-income households e English language learners
e Older adults ¢ Racial and ethnic minorities
e Veterans e Rural residents

e Individuals with disabilities e Incarcerated individuals

Recent federal legislation has played a major role in improving rural internet access, increasing
accessibility for low-income individuals, and expanding digital skills training. (60) (61) (62) For
example, the bipartisan 2021 Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA) created the Broadband Equity,
Access, and Deployment (BEAD) program. In June 2023, the program dispersed $813 million to extend
high-speed internet infrastructure to over 186,000 Tennessee households and businesses lacking
access. (63) IIJA’s Affordable Connectivity Program—which expired this April—allocated $254 million to
provide monthly internet subsidies to nearly 430,000 low-income households in Tennessee over the last
two years. (64) (65) The 2021 American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) also provided nearly $30 million in
funding for local organizations through Tennessee’s Digital Skills, Education, and Workforce
Development Program. (59) (66) (67) (68) (69)

Tennessee also uses long-term strategic planning to integrate federal initiatives with ongoing
state efforts. (70) (59) In March, the federal government approved Tennessee’s Digital Opportunity Plan
(TNDOP), unlocking up to $15.8 million to enhance digital literacy programs and tackle persistent issues
related to internet and technology access. (71) (72) The plan outlines targeted goals, strategies, and
measures for improving digital access and literacy. Those strategies include:

e Increase the number of free Wi-Fi and computer telehealth “access point” sites.

e Extend high-speed internet (100/20 Mbps+) to underserved households.

o Expand digital skills and workforce development programs through grants.

e Develop cybersecurity and digital safety information for the public.

e Establish no-cost, low-cost, and refurbished device programs.

e Improve state agency websites’ accessibility and develop navigation training modules.

The use of state grant funding is part of a broader effort by local governments and community
organizations in Tennessee to increase digital access and literacy. For example, the state recently
announced $6 million in grants for 64 county governments to do things like build free public Wi-Fi
locations, distribute low-cost or refurbished devices, and offer digital literacy programs. (67) (59) As of
March 2024, over 180 Tennessee libraries, businesses, and nonprofits worked directly or in conjunction
with local governments to support these activities. (59) Local digital literacy programs cover a wide range
of topics from basic computer skills to navigating health, e-commerce, and small business resources,
including: (29) (73) (74)

o Computer basics training (e.g., device usage, email, internet browsing, and video calls)
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¢ Digital safety (e.g., passwords, phishing, https identification, Better Business Bureau verification)
e E-commerce (e.g., digital wallets, grocery pick-up, telehealth)
e Entertainment (e.g., social media, games, video, and music)

Another example is a 2022-2023 grant program, Reducing Social Isolation and Increasing Access
to Essential Services Through Digital Literacy and Inclusion for Older Tennesseans. The program
distributed $3.8 million in state funds to support strategies for increasing digital literacy among those ages
60+." The West End Home Foundation, an independent foundation located in Nashville, administered the
grant and distributed funds to 30 local organizations across the state. Programs covered the basic
activities listed above, gave participants laptops and tablets, and helped older adults access state
assistance and healthcare apps. (26) (27) (28) Key findings from these initiatives included: (26)

e Older adults were eager for digital literacy training and reported benefits from participation.

e Participants reported increased technology use, social connection, and career development skills.

e The use of established community organizations attracted wide participation.

e Transportation and accessible locations boosted attendance.

¢ Accommodations for a wide range of physical abilities improved teaching and learning.

e Areliance on volunteer instructors sometimes limited capacity.

e Limited internet access and high device costs were ongoing barriers for the broader population.

Finally, these recent initiatives build on the state’s related pre-pandemic efforts. For example,
Tennessee’s 2017 Broadband Accessibility Act allocated $60 million for broadband deployment grants,
deregulated the broadband service industry to allow nonprofit electric cooperatives to provide internet
service, and disbursed over $200,000 in grant funds to 45 local libraries for digital literacy programming.
(75) (76)

What’s Next?

The success of ongoing efforts will ultimately depend on effective implementation, sustainable
funding, and understanding an ever-evolving digital landscape. Government initiatives designed to
expand digital access and skills can help Tennesseans who face barriers and may benefit from sustained
attention. As such, policymakers and community partners may want to explore ways to:

e Monitor state progress on TNDOP goals and strategies regularly.

e Develop local digital opportunity plans with community partners.

e Dedicate funding for community-based and individual digital literacy programs for older adults.

e Fund free device programs and transportation services to improve digital literacy program impact.
e Match qualified households with relevant digital access and literacy programs.

' The funding for this grant program was available as the result of a court ruling (Case No. 11-1548-I1l, Davidson
County Chancery Court, Division IlI). The Chancery Court decreed that the “funds shall be used to sustain and
improve the quality of life for the elderly of Tennessee.” The full amount of funding originally available from this court
case was $40 million. The majority of these funds were used to support four statewide, multi-year initiatives that
provided services to older Tennesseans for dental health, volunteer-assisted transportation, home repair and mobility
modifications, and legal assistance. Those grants launched in 2018 and concluded in 2022 and 2023. A copy of the
digital literacy grant impact report can be found here. (95)
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e Survey older adults to identify digital skill gaps affecting access to key services.
e Stay informed about evolving technologies and address new challenges proactively.
e Reauthorize federal Affordable Connectivity Program funding in part or in full. (65) (64)

Parting Words

Technological advancements have the potential to improve the quality of life of older adults, but this
population—particularly those living in Tennessee’s rural areas—faces unique barriers to digital literacy.
State, federal, and local governments and community partners have taken concerted steps to address
these barriers. Leaders at each level may want to consider policy sustainability, monitoring, and
adjustment to ensure older adults can realize the full potential of emerging technology.
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