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Abstract

This study critically examines the policy discourse on the digitalisation of public services and its
implications for older populations. While public services digitalisation offers opportunities like
improved accessibility, streamlined bureaucracy, and greater transparency, it also poses risks of
social exclusion for ageing societies. Macro-level factors, such as policies and values, play a key
role in either mitigating or exacerbating these risks. Through Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)
of European and Italian policy documents on public services digitisation published between 2010
and 2023, the study explores how ageing and digital technologies are framed, highlighting an
overarching optimism about technology as a universal solution, often neglecting potential risks.
At the European level, in the digitalisation process older adults’ rights are acknowledged, even
if in a limited number of documents. Italian policies, however, focus more on technical and
economic goals, overlooking risks of exclusion for older people. This reflects a broader lack of
attention to inequality and social exclusion related to digitalisation. Overall, the policy discourse
misses the chance to foster meaningful reflections on ageing and technology, which could inspire
new ideas and social change.
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Introduction

With this paper we advance a critical discussion on the policy discourse regarding the digitalisation
of public services and older people. Specifically, we critically analyse the ways in which the appli-
cation of digital technologies for the innovation of public services and the related opportunities and
risks for the older population are discursively constructed in policy documents focused on public
services digitalisation.

While it can offer many opportunities for accessibility, the simplification of bureaucratic pro-
cesses, and the transparency of public administration, the digitalisation of public services may also
pose challenges for ageing societies, potentially introducing new risks of social exclusion. Indeed, the
relationship between older adults and digital technologies is a complex one: if on the one hand, it
has been broadly demonstrated that digital technologies can provide opportunities for older adults’
inclusion, participation and wellbeing (Barbabella et al., 2017; Caliandro et al., 2021), on the other
hand many barriers still exist to the use of digital technologies by this group of population. In
particular, the digital divide tends to reproduce existing socio-economic inequalities, exacerbating
exclusion risks for the most vulnerable individuals (Eruchalu et al., 2021; Hirvonen et al., 2021;
Draulans and Lamura, 2021).

It has been demonstrated that macro-level factors, such as policies, norms, and values embedded
in the digitalisation process, can play an important role in limiting or reinforcing the risk of exclusion
related to this process (Schou and Pors, 2019). At the same time, it has been shown that often the
policy discourse, in various strands, and at the European and national levels, positions the older
population as a problem and technological innovation as an easy and always effective solution,
overlooking the complexities intrinsic to the relationship between ageing and technology (Neven,
2011; Neven and Peine, 2017; Whitfield and Hamblin, 2025).

Given this scenario, with this paper we contribute to improving our knowledge on how institu-
tions shape the ways in which ageing and technological innovation are framed, affecting the shared
understanding of these processes and the related political solutions implemented at the transna-
tional and national levels. We do so by conducting a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) of public
services digitalisation programmes at the European and Italian levels. Italy represents an interest-
ing case study, being one of the countries with the oldest population in Europe (and in the world)
and at the same time characterised by a significant generational digital divide (Sala et al., 2022).
Moreover, the digital transition has been at the heart of Italy’s National Recovery and Resilience
Plan (PNRR), and the digitalisation of public services is considered fundamental to this process.
The analysis shows that while at the European level older adults’ rights in relation to the digitisa-
tion process are at least acknowledged, at the Italian level policies on digital public services (DPS)
lack in awareness of the risks of exclusion for older people and, more in general, vulnerable groups of
the population, with a focus more shifted towards technical or economic goals. Overall, the article
shows that policy discourses on public service digitalisation do not prioritise issues of inequality and
social exclusion and, in particular, do not place emphasis on the relationship between ageing and
technology, missing the opportunity to leverage the potential of the concept of ageing to generate
new ideas and social change.

The paper is organised as follows: after discussing the key insights from the literature on public
services digitalisation and the risks for older adults, and on the ways in which the relationship
between ageing and technology is positioned in policy discourse, we introduce the methodology and
research questions guiding our study. We then present and discuss the findings, and put forth some
directions for further research.

Theoretical Framework

Public services digitalisation and risks of social exclusion

Digital technologies have progressively come to permeate every sphere of our individual and col-
lective lives, from work to consumption, from entertainment to social relations. Over the last two
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decades, “the incentives and interests of the digital economy [have started to] manifest [also] in the
welfare state and reconfigure the capacity of its public sector” (Collington, 2022, 313). Public sector
institutions and welfare agencies across European welfare states (albeit at different speeds) have
thus taken the path of digitalisation (Chini, 2008; Dunleavy et al., 2006; Fountain, 2014; Margetts,
2008) - as the huge economic investments in the field show (van Toorn et al., 2024) - with the aim of
improving efficiency and service quality, increasing transparency, improving the coordination across
organisations (Layne and Lee, 2001), but also cutting costs. In this context, the Covid-19 pandemic
has proven to be a significant turning point. It highlighted the risks associated with inefficiencies
in the public sector during times of deep crisis, driving increased investment in the digitisation
of public services to enhance efficiency and coordination. Moreover, during the pandemic, digital
technologies became the sole means of ensuring access to certain services. Their value was partic-
ularly evident for vulnerable groups, for whom these tools have since been promoted as the new
standard in post-pandemic societies (Eruchalu et al., 2021).

The literature shows that often public sector digitalisation reforms have resulted in welfare
state retrenchment: rather than focusing on the improvement of their data assets and digital ca-
pabilities, governments have tended to pursue a “welfare-economics driven approach,” transferring
the responsibility for key infrastructures to private actors, in order to support digital economy in-
dustries (Collington, 2022, 313). The privatisation of assets and capabilities linked to processes of
digitalisation has further pushed welfare budgets cuts, rather than pursuing the interests of citizens.

This transformation has been reflected in a growing number of studies investigating how digital
technologies transform the ways in which governments are organised and deliver public services
(Fischer et al., 2021), as well as the outcomes for citizens and businesses. Specifically, public sector
digitalisation has been studied in areas such as design (Grimsley and Meehan, 2007), channel choice
(Ebbers et al., 2008), the digital divide (Ebbers et al., 2016; Helbig et al., 2009), value creation
(Nielsen and Persson, 2017), and the consequences of digitalisation for the interaction between
citizens and public officials (Lindgren et al., 2019). A recent systematic review of the literature,
underlines that most of the research in this field is technology-focused rather than adopting actor-
centric approaches; moreover, studies are predominantly focused on beneficial, rather than negative
(or critical) outcomes - such as increased state surveillance (Karakaya Polat and Pratchett, 2014),
inequalities or discrimination linked to automated decision making (Schou and Pors, 2019) - and
do not assess the long-term effects of the digitalisation of the public sector (Haug et al., 2024).
Moreover, as Schou and Pors (2019, 465) underline, often both “scholars and policymakers have
tended to depoliticise digitalisation, turning it into a merely technical issue and downplaying its
political contents and consequences [...]. This current neglect is especially pronounced in the context
of social exclusion and marginalisation.”

With this work we intend to contribute to the exploration of public services digitalisation from
a critical perspective - i.e. exploring the possible negative outcomes. Specifically, we focus on issues
emerging at the intersection between public services provision and digital exclusion in relation to
how policy discourses define these issues and make possible answers conceivable. We focus on a
group of population whose risks of social exclusion could be potentially further exacerbated by
digital means: the older adults. As highlighted by Sourbati (2009), older citizens represent a group
of heavy users of public services - let’s think, for example of healthcare related services; at the
same time, they are the group that, as we will comment in the next paragraph, tend to engage
less with with new ICTs and who consequently is disadvantaged with regard to their participation
in opportunities offered online. Thus, the process of digitalisation of public services may result
in critical consequences for older adults, especially in terms of exacerbated social exclusion risks.
Indeed, according to Draulans and Lamura (2021, 136) exclusion from “services, goods, and mobil-
ity” represents one of the domains of potential exclusion in old age and it refers to “the condition
(and the processes leading to it) involving the lack or refusal of services in old age, to a greater
extent than might be considered ’normal’ for most people” (Draulans and Lamura, 2021, 136) and
it may be associated with a negative impact at both individual and social levels.

In order to prevent public services digitalisation from further exacerbating risks of social exclu-
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sion in old age, digital technologies should be conceived as a “a means to an end” (Sourbati, 2009),
rather than the final goal of reform processes, and how to make internet access and use attractive
to all, as well as how to support older people in obtaining the resources needed to access and use
ICTs, should be at core of policy interventions on public sector digitalisation (Sourbati, 2009).

Older adults and digital technologies

A considerable body of research has explored the relationship between ageing and digitalisation,
showing the interactions between two processes, which are profoundly changing contemporary so-
cieties. Digital technologies have been demonstrated to have a positive impact on older adults’
lives, in particular supporting their well-being, improving their sense of autonomy, sense of social
connectedness, cognitive capabilities and information capital, as well as providing opportunities for
keeping and broadening their social networks (Sen et al., 2022; Caliandro et al., 2021). Despite the
potential beneficial outcomes, significant barriers still exist to the usage of digital technologies by
the older population. Indeed, older adults, when compared to younger groups, show lower levels of
Internet use, a phenomenon usually referred to as “grey digital divide” (Millward, 2003). The grey
digital divide manifests at different levels (van Dijk, 2020): 1) the level of access (material/physical
access to a computer or an Internet connection), 2) the level of digital skills, as well as 3) the level of
opportunities (referring to the link between digital inequalities and citizens’ participation in public
life) (Alexopoulou et al., 2022). The third-level digital divide “presupposes that individuals able to
use digital communication technologies will get more [opportunities] out of their encounters with
state institutions (Van Deursen & Helsper, 2015) and will more effortlessly exercise their rights
(“digital citizenship”; Mossberger et al., 2003) than will the digitally disadvantaged” (Alexopoulou
et al., 2022, 277) - and thus, it is particularly important in relation to the digitalisation of public
services.

Of course, significant differences exist across countries and within the older adults’ groups. In
fact, although we still tend to discuss Internet usage in relation to anagraphic age, the relationship
between ageing and ICTs usage is far more complex and calls into question a broad array of
individual and structural variables - from socio-economic conditions, to prevailing digital cultures,
to mention only a couple of them. Indeed, among older adults persists various layers of digital
divides. Older people with more economic and educational resources have a higher degree of
digital access and, on average, also more media devices. In addition, there is an evident negative
relationship between age and physical access. The older population is also the one in which there are
larger differences in digital skills, again associated with economic and educational resources, as well
as negatively associated with age. Last, negative experiences with the use of digital technologies
are more common among older users than in other groups (Olsson and Viscovi, 2023).

Overall, the relationship between ageing, older adults and digital technologies is complex and
affected by the interplay of a variety of factors, at the individual and societal levels - from education
to health, as well as material resources and available opportunities. Moreover, both the increasing
usage of technology by growing numbers of older individuals, as well as innovation policies, have
been driving a profound transformation of the relationship between ageing and technology, which
are increasingly becoming intertwined to the point that one shapes the other (Peine et al., 2021).
As Fleming et al. state “economic, social and cultural systems shape experiences with digital tech-
nology just as they do interactions and experiences in the offline world. Consequently, demographic
and digital disruption are not just occurring side by side; they are likely to interact in their effects”
(2018, 2).

Ageing and digital technology in policy discourses

The complexity intrinsic to this relationship, as well as the fact that ageing and technology are co-
constituted, tend to be overlooked in public and policy debates, where population ageing is usually
portrayed as a problem, older adults as a burden to society, and technological innovation - especially
digital technologies - is positioned as “an easy and effective” solution that can generate benefits both
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at the individual and societal levels (Higgs and Gilleard, 2022; Sætra and Selinger, 2024). Ageing
has become a ubiquitous theme in various policy strands where it is mostly advocated as justification
for policies aimed at stimulating economic growth and technological innovation (Lipp and Peine,
2024). This way of representing the relationship between ageing, technology and the future has
been defined as the “ageing-and-innovation discourse” (Neven, 2011; Neven and Peine, 2017; Peine
and Neven, 2019) - one that seems very attractive for policy makers. Indeed, as shown in a recent
study, even European policies on old age stress the idea that technological innovation is our best
resource to tackle major societal challenges related to population ageing, overlooking all the nuances
intrinsic in the relationship between ageing and technology (Lipp and Peine, 2024). The same logic
is reproduced in policy discourses at the country level. For example, in a discourse analysis of policy
documents on ageing and digital inclusion in Italy and the UK, Carlo and Sourbati (2020) showed
that, in general, old age is associated with fragilty, while technologies are presented as sources of
economic, social and human development benefiting older adults and society as a whole. Regarding
the digitalisation of public services, which is interpreted as the best way to improve efficiency and
cut costs, a high number of older non-users of digital technologies may represent an obstacle, and
developing digital skills is interpreted as an individual responsibility. Thus, the authors highlight
two prevailing narratives around ageing and older adults: one recalling the “ageing-and-innovation
discourse” (Neven, 2011; Neven and Peine, 2017; Peine and Neven, 2019), the other reminding the
“active ageing” discourse, which places individual responsibility on older adults for maintaining
their active participation in society as they age (van Dyk, 2014). Moreover, Whitfield and Hamblin
(2025) demonstrated that political (and policy) discourses are imbued with the idea that technology
is a “solution” to “problems” of social care in ageing societies.

Innovation and digitalisation policies are important sources for the creation of certain definitions
of technology and ageing, as well. As Peine and Neven (2019, 18)underline: policy discourse in this
field “prioritize certain definitions of aging over others, for instance when they combine innovation,
economic growth and the alleged costs of demographic aging to problematize older people (Marshall
& Katz, 2016; Neven & Peine, 2017).” In this regard, also policy documents regarding more specific
arenas of technological innovation, such as ehealth, tend to adopt a techno-enthusiast gaze when
discussing the application of ehealth for older adults, and to overlook the complexity of the care for
older adults, which is linked to structural, relational, spatial and organisational factors - to mention
just some of them (Valokivi et al., 2023).

Taking a step back, as Whitfield and Hamblin (2025) highlight, from the one hand the social
world is constructed based on discourses, from the other hand those holding power and resources
might have a role in the process of shaping specific discourses. Policy discourses thus structure
the way in which a certain issue, in this case technology, ageing and the relationships between
them, is talked about: actors define the key features and challenges of these processes; moreover,
it is in policy discourses that contemporary global challenges “are translated into local problems –
problems that subsequently influence the scope and nature of political solutions (Hay & Rosamond,
2002)” (Marenco and Seidl, 2021, 392).

The centrality of population ageing and digitalisation processes for the development of con-
temporary societies, as well as the complexity inherent to the relationship between the two, thus
requires growing attention to the ways in which issues related to these processes are framed in the
policy debate (Peine and Neven, 2019; Lipp and Peine, 2024). Indeed, when digital technologies
make a forceful entry into areas connected to citizens’ rights and quality of life, particularly for
the most vulnerable, it becomes even more important to understand how their role is framed by
policies, which should guide such processes. This is the case with the digitalisation of public ser-
vices, for which, to the best of our knowledge, no policy discourse analysis has yet been conducted
focusing on the role of technology and the relationship between technology and ageing. Our work
aims, therefore, to help bridge this knowledge gap.
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Research Questions and Methods

Given the scenario described above, with this paper we aim to critically examine how discourses
on digitalisation construct specific representations of digital technology, ageing-related issues, and
older adults within policy documents on digital public services. By employing a multilevel analysis,
we seek to uncover how these discourses evolve across governance levels, European and national
(Italian) - and over time - revealing the underlying assumptions, priorities, and ideological frame-
works that shape problem definitions and proposed solutions. Specifically, our research questions
are:

1. How is digital technology represented in policy documents regarding the digitalisation of public
services?

2. Are ageing-related issues addressed in such policy documents? If so, are these issues discussed
differently at the two government levels (European and Italian)?

3. How are older adults represented in public services digitisation policy programs?

Approaching discourses on the digitisation of public services and its relations with ageing,
we critically examine the processes of problem construction within policies (Bacchi, 1999). Rather
than focusing solely on the solutions proposed, our analysis emphasises how problems are identified,
framed, and legitimised within policy discourse. The solutions presented in policy documents often
reflect and reinforce underlying assumptions about what constitutes a “problem”, thereby revealing
the dominant values, priorities, and ideological positions of policymakers (Askheim et al., 2017;
Bacchi, 1999; Whitfield and Hamblin, 2025). By interrogating these representations, we aim to
uncover how certain issues are elevated to the status of “problems” that require intervention, while
others are marginalised or ignored.

By adopting a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) approach, we can systematically examine how
language reflects and reinforces power dynamics, ideologies, and social inequalities within policy
discourses (Fairclough, 1992; Van Dijk, 1993). Specifically, we recognise the value of CDA concepts
of recontextualisation and interdiscursivity. While the latter refers to the way discourses interact,
overlap, and borrow from one another within a given text or communicative event (Krzyżanowski,
2010), recontextualisation describes the process by which discursive elements are transferred and
adapted from one context to another, often acquiring new meanings and priorities in the pro-
cess (Bernstein, 1990; Krzyżanowski, 2016). This concept is particularly pertinent in multilevel
governance systems, where policy ideas articulated at a supranational level, such as those of the
European Union, are subsequently modified to align with national agendas. These analytical lenses
allow us to uncover not only the shifts in meaning that occur across governance levels but also the
underlying ideological assumptions driving such shifts. They help identify how certain concepts,
such as “efficiency” or “inclusion”, are prioritised or marginalised, thus shaping the perceived scope
of problems and their corresponding solutions.

For our analysis, we select policy documents on DPSs, published between 2010 (publication of
the Digital Agenda for Europe) and 2023. Adapting the inclusion/exclusion strategy implemented
by Carlo and Sourbati in their study (2020), we employ the following criteria to select policy
documents:

� Policy relevance – our interest are policy programmes for the implementation and diffusion of
DPS among the European and national population;

� Public availability - we select public policy oriented documents only, thus excluding documents
for internal communication and promoting digital inclusion within organisations;

� Online access - we select documents sourced online.

Carlo and Sourbati (2020, 112) included “policy announcements, green and white papers and
specialist studies commissioned by public sector organisations, independent agencies and private
sector forms produced by organisations operating at different levels within each national adminis-
tration”. We maintain the general framework employed by Carlo and Sourbati (2020), by adapting
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it to our research focus – not documents for digital inclusion but policy documents on DPS, hence
excluding green/white papers and specialist studies – and to our analytical levels: European and
national. Since our work aims to uncover dominant values, priorities and ideological positions of
policymakers, the analysis includes only documents produced by official government departments/a-
gencies/bodies. Specifically, in the following table (Table 1) we enlist all selected documents for
the analysis, showing organisations publishing documents of interest for our sample (divided by
analytical level and organisation type).

Table 1: Selected documents: analytical level, organisation
type, organisation name, title of the document and URL

Analytical
level

Organisation
Type

Organisation
Name

Document URL

European
European Union

Institutions
European
Parliament

Digital Agenda for Europe Link

Council of the
European
Union

Human Rights, Participation and
Well-Being of Older Persons in

the Era of Digitalisation
- Council Conclusions

Link

European
Council

DECISION (EU) 2022
OF THE EUROPEAN

PARLIAMENT AND OF
THE COUNCIL establishing

the Digital Decade
Policy Programme 2030

Link

European
Commission

Web Accessibility Directive Link

Digital Decade Policy
Programme 2030

Link

Declaration on
European Digital

Rights and Principles
Link

Ministerial Declaration
on eGovernment

Link

European Digital Identity
(EUDI) Regulation

Link

Implementation
of Digital Decade

Policy Programme 2030
Link

National
(Italian)

National
Government
Agencies

National
Government

PNRR (National Plan for
Recovery and Resilience)
Missioni: M1C1, M1C2,
M1C3, M6C1, M6C2

Link

Department for
Digital

Transformation

National Strategy
for Digital Skills

Link

Agency for
Digital Italy

Three-year Plan for ICT
in PA 2024-2026

Link

Three-year Plan for ICT
in PA 2020-2024

Link

Three-year Plan for ICT
in PA 2021-2023

Link
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https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A52010DC0245
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-11717-2020-REV-2/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/PE-50-2022-INIT/en/pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2016/2102/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dec/2022/2481/oj
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/library/declaration-european-digital-rights-and-principles
https://joinup.ec.europa.eu/collection/tallinn-ministerial-declaration/document/ministerial-declaration-egovernment-tallinn-declaration
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32024R1183
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/europes-digital-decade-digital-targets-2030_en#multi-country-projectsopes-digital-decade-digital-targets-2030_en
https://www.governo.it/sites/governo.it/files/PNRR_0.pdf
https://innovazione.gov.it/notizie/articoli/l-italia-ha-la-sua-strategia-nazionale-per-le-competenze-digitali/
https://www.agid.gov.it/it/agenzia/piano-triennale
https://www.agid.gov.it/sites/default/files/repository_files/piano_triennale_per_linformatica_nella_pa_2022-2024.pdf
https://www.agid.gov.it/sites/default/files/repository_files/pianotriennaleinformaticapa2021-2023.pdf


Three-year Plan for ICT
in PA 2020-2022

Link

Guidelines on accessibility
of ICT tools

Link

Department of
Public Function

Strategy for digital
growth 2014-2020

Link

5° Plan of National Action
for Open Government 2022-2023

Link

4° Plan of National Action
for Open Government 2019-2021

Link

3° Plan of National Action
for Open Government 2016-2018

Link

2° Plan of National Action
for Open Government 2014-2016

Link

Agenda for
Simplification 2020-2026

Link

Department for
Cohesion Policy

Partnership Agreement
Italia 2021-2027

Obiettivo specifico 1.II
Digitalizzazione

Link

Ministry of Health
Electronic

Health Record
Link

E-Health
National Guidelines

Link

Ministry of Culture
National Plan for the
digitisation of cultural
heritage 2022-2023

Link

Guidelines for
digitisation of

cultural heritage
Link

Regulators - Centers
for services, assistance,
studies and education

AGCOM
Digital Services Act

AGCOM Coordinator of
Digital Services

Link

Formez PA
Three-year Plan

2024-2026
Link

Following the initial selection and collection of documents as described above, we begin exploring
the content through keyword extraction, supported by AI tools (Reliablesoft and ChatGPT). This
preliminary step provided some initial insights about the presence or absence of ageing as an issue
within digitisation policies across different documents and analytical levels. The keyword extraction
also facilitated a secondary selection of documents, which were subsequently analysed using CDA:
10 documents (out of the initial 29) resulted in showing at least 3 keywords that are relevant for
our study aim and were selected for the CDA (see Table 2). Examples of relevant keywords are:
”inclusion”, ”equality”, ”older people”, ”digital divide”, ”lifelong learning”, ”digital citizenship”,
”digital services”, ”equal opportunities”, ”digital skills”. Then, CDA was conducted following two
phases. An entry-level analysis of the documents was beneficial to understand the topics and to
identify the main concepts related to discourses on digital technology, as well as to discourses on
ageing. Although concepts and topics in the documents highly overlap, the second “summarize the
text, and specify its most important information” (Van Dijk, 1993, 113), while with concepts we
describe those ideas hiding policy-making practices and reflecting in recognisable recurrent terms
in policy discourse (Krzyżanowski, 2010). Then, an in-depth analysis phase allowed us to focus on
discursive strategies and their argumentations as justification of positive or negative attributions
through topoi in the form of argumentation schema articulated as “premise, warrant, conclusion”
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https://www.agid.gov.it/sites/default/files/repository_files/piano_triennale_per_l_informatica_nella_pa_2020_2022.pdf
https://www.agid.gov.it/sites/default/files/repository_files/linee_guida_accessibilita_versione_rettifica_del_21_dic_2022_rev_rscc.pdf
https://presidenza.governo.it/GovernoInforma/documenti/piano_crescita_digitale.pdf
https://open.gov.it/governo-aperto/piano-nazionale/5nap
https://open.gov.it/governo-aperto/piano-nazionale/4nap
https://open.gov.it/governo-aperto/piano-nazionale/3nap
https://open.gov.it/governo-aperto/piano-nazionale/2nap
https://www.funzionepubblica.gov.it/sites/funzionepubblica.gov.it/files/Agenda_Semplificazione_2020-2026.pdf
https://www.agenziacoesione.gov.it/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/2022_07_15_Accordo-di-Partenariato_2021-2027.pdf
https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2023/10/24/23A05829/sg
https://www.salute.gov.it/imgs/C_17_pubblicazioni_2129_allegato.pdf
https://digitallibrary.cultura.gov.it/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/PND_V1_1_2023-1.pdf
https://docs.italia.it/italia/icdp/icdp-pnd-digitalizzazione-docs/it/v1.0-giugno-2022/index.html
https://www.agcom.it/sites/default/files/provvedimenti/delibera/2024/Delibera%20283_24_CONS.pdf
https://www.formez.it/sites/default/files/allegato_a_deliberazione_ada_n._65_-_piano_triennale_2024-2026_di_formez_pa.pdf


(Wodak, 2015).

Table 2: Process of documents selection for the analysis

Slection phase European level Italian level

Initial selection
(29 documents)

9 documents 20 documents

Keyword extraction: documents with at least 3 relevant keywords
are selected for CDA

Secondary selection
(10 documents)

4 documents
6 documents

(of which 4 are a biennial
plan succession)

Findings

To provide an overview of the corpus of documents analysed in this study, we present the distribution
of publications by year (Figure 1) alongside the keywords extracted using AI tools. The temporal
distribution reveals notable patterns. Following the publication of the Digital Agenda for Europe in
2010, there is a four-year gap before the emergence of subsequent policy documents addressing the
digitalisation of public services. Another quieter phase is observed around 2018. A significant shift
occurs in 2020, coinciding with the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, which brought renewed and
urgent attention to the theme of digitalisation, as shown in the sharp increase in policy documents
from that year onward, with 2022 marking the peak in frequency. This surge likely reflects the time
required for the policy-making process to respond to and implement the digital transformations
accelerated by the pandemic. This heightened focus on digital transformation is not only evident
in the temporal distribution of the documents but it reflected also in their content. The role of the
Covid-19 pandemic as a catalyst for change permeates the policy texts, with implicit or explicit
references to the application of digital technologies in areas where their adoption prior to the
pandemic had been considerably limited. For example, the Council Conclusions on Human Rights,
Participation and Well-Being of Older Persons in the Era of Digitalisation (2020) highlights how
digital tools were leveraged to “enable remote participation in social, educational and cultural
events” (p. 11).

Keywords extracted from documents offer valuable insights into the thematic focus of public
services digitisation policy. Specifically, they help to highlight the presence - or absence - of topics
related to ageing and other vulnerable social groups. At the European level, several terms related
to ageing emerge, largely due to the Human Rights, Participation and Well-Being of Older Persons
in the Era of Digitalisation. By contrast, this focus on ageing is absent at the national level, where
no comparable emphasis is observed.

Turning to the findings of the CDA, the initial entry-level analysis identified key discourse topics
and core concepts at both levels of government (Van Dijk, 1993). Notable differences in how digi-
talisation is framed at the European and national levels are revealed, while also highlighting shared
themes. Concepts such as “digital skills,” “digital inclusion,” “lifelong learning,” and “digital trans-
formation” are prevalent across both levels. However, distinctions emerge in their contextualisation:
at the European level, digitalisation is closely linked to concepts such as “e-inclusivity,” “accessi-
bility,” and “intergenerational solidarity,” reflecting a rights-based framework. This approach is
reinforced by the presence of a document specifically addressing older persons’ rights, which in-
troduces themes like “active and healthy ageing,” “life-cycle perspective,” and “intergenerational
solidarity.” Integrating older adults into the digital landscape through lifelong digital education
and active ageing is emphasised as part of a comprehensive strategy. While the concept of active
ageing adopts a positive perspective, it also reflects neoliberal discourse, entailing productivity and
societal contribution (Carlo and Sourbati, 2020; van Dyk, 2014).
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Figure 1: Frequency of selected documents by year

At the national level, however, digitalisation assumes a more technical and implementation-
oriented connotation. Policy concepts such as “interoperability,” “cloud first,” “digital facilitation,”
and “multi-stakeholder approach” point to a focus on building infrastructure and operational strate-
gies. National documents adopt a more generalised approach to digital exclusion than the European
ones, addressing various vulnerable social groups without the specificity observed at the European
level. This recontextualisation process underscores how abstract principles are often reframed in
technical or economic terms when translated into national policy-making. However, moving from a
rights-based approach to an implementation level may result in a lack of focus on vulnerable social
groups, such as older adults.

Discourses on digital technology

With a closer look at the concepts, we identify different areas of origin for the recurrent concepts
in texts, observing processes of recontextualisation, as described above, and interdiscursivity. As
shown in Table 3, besides concepts specifically related to the digitisation process and to digital
futures, several concepts associated with policy and planning language and discourses emerge from
the analysis. Other concepts that are borrowed from various fields, such as the marketing and the
web design area can be identified. Finally, some technical concepts related to digital infrastructure
emerge.

By integrating elements from different discursive fields, with an interdiscursivity process, pol-
icy documents reinforce their legitimacy while broadening their appeal to diverse audiences. This
process helps to situate policy discourses within a broader matrix of societal values and priori-
ties, revealing how issues are framed in relation to intersecting domains of knowledge and power
(Gherardi, 2000). This is evident in how digitalisation policies position themselves simultaneously
as technical solutions and societal imperatives. For example, the emphasis on “digital skills” and
“digital citizenship” highlights the human capital required for a digitally literate society, link-
ing these goals to education and workforce strategies. Moreover, concepts like “user experience”
and “customer satisfaction” borrow from corporate practices to frame public services as efficient,
citizen-centered products. Hence, discourses around DPS result as structured upon an interplay
of technical priorities and societal aspirations, weaving together diverse expectations and values
to legitimise digital transformation as a multifaceted policy agenda. Although prevailing concepts
in the analysed texts are borrowed from an array of fields, the overarching framework (or ratio-
nale) consistently revolves around improving public administration services through digitalisation,
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Table 3: Main concepts emerged from the analysis and related semantic fields

Semantic fields Main concepts

Digitisation process
digital tansition; digital skills; digital infrastructure;

digital services; e-government

Digital futures
digital citizenship; digital revolution sustainable future;

resilient and digital future; digital vision; digital innovation;
digital sovereignty; digital single market

Policy and planning
stakeholders; synergy; subsidiarity; best practice;

decision-making; smart planning

Public administration
accountability; transparency; open government;

open administration; public participation; open data
Marketing customer experience; customer satisfaction
Web design user experience; user centrality; accessibility

Digital infrastructure
interoperability; cybersecurity;
connectivity; cloud technologies

especially at the Italian level. The approach is user-centred, with an emphasis on enhancing their
digital skills to transform them into fully informed and capable users, although with a language
almost invariably steeped in technical jargon and/or business terminology. In many instances, the
approach is limited to appending the term “digital” - or “electronic,” often abbreviated with the
“e” prefix - to existing services (e.g., “electronic health record”). Apart from participatory decision-
making processes, an absence of a specific lexicon that addresses the digital dimension of public
services can be noted. In the context of e-government, however, the specificity of the digitisation
process is more apparent, particularly in relation to fostering openness and transparency in public
administration. This aligns with the principles of openness as applied to open government, open
data initiatives in the public sector, and even concepts like “once only,” which ties digital practices
to public administration operations. Such specificity, however, is not equally evident in the realm
of public services provided to citizens. For instance, when it comes to rights, the concept of digital
citizenship or of digital sovereignty are often referenced, yet their definition remains vague: how the
online sphere impacts the rights and responsibilities of both citizens and the state is left opaque.
Similarly, at the European level, while digital principles and digital rights are acknowledged, decli-
nation of “digital transformation” within the public services framework does not appear explicitly.
In general, the core concerns cover the issue of access to DPS, in terms of implementation from ad-
ministrations, as well as regarding the accessibility for citizens. While the first is mostly described
with a techno-economy approach, the second is rather reduced to internet accessibility issues.

The analysis of discursive strategies reveals the use of topoi as argumentation schemas to jus-
tify regulatory measures, reflecting an underlying worldview shaping the perception of societal
challenges and delineates the problems deemed worthy of intervention (Askheim et al., 2017). In
our case, the topos of techno-optimism is pervasive across policy documents, wherein digital tech-
nologies are framed as the cornerstone for addressing societal challenges and enhancing citizens’
quality of life. For instance, European-level documents frequently emphasise the transformative
potential of digital innovation. A notable example states:

Wider deployment and more effective use of digital technologies will thus enable Europe to address
its key challenges and will provide Europeans with a better quality of life through, for example,
better health care, safer and more efficient transport solutions, cleaner environment, new media
opportunities and easier access to public services and cultural content (European Commission,
2010, p. 3).

Such language epitomises an essentially utopian vision of digitalisation, assuming inherent progres-
siveness and societal benefit. This optimism is further compounded by the conceptualisation of
digitalisation as a self-sustaining cycle of development, wherein technological advances generate in-
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creasing demand and subsequent economic growth. As articulated in the Digital Agenda for Europe
as well:

This great potential of ICT can be mobilised through a well-functioning virtuous cycle of activity.
Attractive content and services [...] stimulate demand for higher speeds and capacity, which in
turn creates the business case for investments in faster networks (European Commission, 2010,
p. 3).

This framing implicitly equates technological progress with socio-economic advancement, marginal-
ising critical perspectives on systemic inequalities or the potential for exclusion.

Despite the predominance of optimistic narratives, some documents acknowledge the necessity
of situating digitalisation within broader societal and democratic frameworks. For instance:

Digital technologies should contribute to achieving broader societal outcomes [...] the digital
transformation should go hand-in-hand with improvements as regards democracy, good gover-
nance, social inclusion and more efficient public services (European Parliament, 2022, p. 16).

While still imbued with a techno-optimistic tone, this approach introduces critical awareness of
digitalisation’s potential pitfalls, such as exacerbating inequalities.

A parallel topos emerges in the tendency to shift the risks and responsibilities associated with
digitalisation to individuals. We define this the topos of individualisation of risk, as aligning with
neoliberal rationalities, the analysed documents tend to stress individual, over collective solutions
to potential problems arising from digitisation. Individualisation of risks is evident in the framing
of digital competencies as prerequisite for participation in the digital era. Policy documents state:

Digital skills, basic and advanced, [...] are essential to speeding-up the adjustment of the Union
industry to structural changes. It is intended that digitally empowered and capable citizens [...]
take advantage of the opportunities of the Digital Decade (European Parliament, 2022, p. 11).

Here, the burden of overcoming digital exclusion is placed on individuals, particularly through
skill acquisition, rather than addressing systemic barriers or infrastructural deficiencies.

Moreover, the call for intergenerational solidarity serves as a significant counterpoint to the
techno-centric narrative. As European policy documents advocate for recognising older adults’
contributions and facilitating their inclusion, this happens by advocating for initiatives aiming
to “raise awareness among younger generations for the valuable contributions of older persons
towards society, thereby strengthening intergenerational bonds and reducing ageism” (Council of
the European Union, 2020, p. 10). This argument suggests a potential mitigation of the digital
divide by leveraging the capacities of younger generations. While the digital divide is acknowledged
as a “problem,” the responsibility for addressing it is depicted as resting not solely on governments
and public institutions but also on individual citizens, in this case younger generations, who are
called upon to play an active role in alleviating its effects.

Finally, a topos related to economic rationality emerges and it positions digitisation as a mech-
anism for achieving fiscal savings, rather than means to strengthen public infrastructure or equity.
This is evidenced in particular from national policy discourses foregrounding efficiency and cost
reduction as primary justifications for digital transformation. Nonetheless, at the European level,
eGovernment services are also celebrated for their ability to “offer a cost-effective route to better
service for every citizen and business [...] reducing costs and saving time for public administrations,
citizens and businesses” (European Commission, 2010, p. 31).

Discourses on ageing and its relationship with digital technology

As anticipated while introducing the keywords, at the European level we identified the presence of
the topic of ageing within digitalisation policies, while at the Italian level, the problematisation of
risks of exclusions dwells on vulnerable social categories more generally, without a specific focus on
older people. Generally, while at the European level at least one document is specific on the issue
of older persons and digital inclusivity, hence explicitly mentioning older persons and the ageing
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process, at the national level older persons are merely nominated among the various categories of
population at risks of digital exclusion.

In the Italian context, the reference is frequently to the “digital inclusion/access of the elderly,
unemployed women or women in particular circumstances, immigrants, people with disabilities, and
disadvantaged categories in general, with low levels of education” (Italian Presidency of Ministers
Council, 2015, p. 39). The primary concern is framed as one of accessibility, with limited attention
given to the specific and diverse needs of each category. Digital literacy initiatives are proposed
for “disadvantaged individuals (including elderly people)” (ibid., p. 40). Moreover, the notion of
disadvantage is neither well-defined nor clearly articulated, often conflated with a general fragility
to which older people are associated: “social and welfare services aimed primarily at elderly and
fragile people may also be hosted” (Italian Government, 2021, p. 228). Although there is no explicit
reference to older adults, representations of social inequalities focus less on the dimension of rights
and more on economic growth and development. In other words, disadvantaged individuals need to
be supported so that they do not represent an obstacle to the economic growth and development
that can be supported through the digitalisation of public services. For instance, the 5th National
Action Plan for Open Government states: “The persistence of gender inequalities and the absence
of equal opportunities constitute a significant obstacle to economic growth and social development”
(p. 32).

Despite being heavy users of digital public services, and despite still many barriers exist be-
tween older adults and digital technologies, issues related to the specific risks that public services
digitalisation may pose for this group of the population seem to be completely neglected in policy
documents - in the explored field. Therefore, we specifically focus our inquiry on discourses on
ageing mainly on the Council Conclusion on Human Rights, Participation and Well-Being of Older
Persons in the Era of Digitalisation (Council of the European Union, 2020).

Overall, ageing is framed in this document as a potential vulnerability in the context of acceler-
ated digitalisation of public services: older people are considered as a social category whose rights
need to be protected and whose inclusion needs specific attention.

strive to ensure that digitalisation in an inclusive process improving access to services and that
the European Accessibilità Act (EAA) is implemented fully and in a timely manner, and take
other measures to make digitalisation accessible to all; ensure through alternative means that
those who cannot fully use digital technologies can enjoy the same rights as other groups of the
population (p.13).

At the same time, digital technologies emerge as a strategy to support and assist older persons’
participation in social, economic and cultural life, with the potential to empower this social category
“to maintain independence, well-being and higher quality of life” (p. 12). In some cases, digital
technology is considered an aid to answer to older persons care - and healthcare - needs, as emerges
from the passage:

shape digitalisation with regard to, in particular, such public services as health, social and long
term care services, in such a way that these services are easily accessible, user friendly, and as
barrier-free as possible, while ensuring that non-digital services are maintained. Special focus
need to be placed on the rights (including data protection rights) and needs of older persons,
including older persons with disabilities (p. 11).

Thus, we notice a dual framing of the relationship between digital technologies and ageing. On one
hand, digitalisation is celebrated as a solution to various challenges faced by older persons, promising
enhanced independence, well-being, and access to social, economic, and cultural opportunities.
Digital technologies are portrayed as tools that can empower older adults and address their care
and healthcare needs, but only if one condition is met: they must be designed as accessible and user-
friendly. On the other hand, the risks of exclusion for older persons are explicitly acknowledged, with
policies emphasising the need to safeguard their rights and ensure their inclusion. This balance is
reflected in the recognition that digital services should not entirely replace non-digital alternatives,
which must be preserved to guarantee equitable access for all, particularly for those who cannot
fully engage with digital technologies.
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Moreover, we notice how the language used in the document is predominantly positive - e.g. it is
encouraged “the promotion of positive images of ageing, a focus on opportunities and challenges of
ageing” (Council of the European Union, 2020, p. 9) - where opportunities comes before challenges,
while emphasising the integration and active participation of older adults in the digital landscape.
The focus on “positive ageing” and on “ageing as opportunity for society and how this can serve as
an underlying basis for all further policy measures in this area” (p. 14) set an optimistic tone for the
entire document. However, this predominantly positive framing coexists with the acknowledgment
of the barriers and inequalities that older adults may face in a rapidly digitalising world. This
duality reflects a balancing act within policy discourses, where the aspirational vision of “positive
ageing” must contend with the reality of structural inequalities, such as the digital divide and
varying levels of digital literacy among older populations. Furthermore, the idea of “active ageing”
ties into broader discourses on the societal value of productivity, subtly aligning with narratives
that encourage individuals to remain engaged and self-reliant, even in later life. While this framing
positions older adults as valuable contributors to society, it may also risk overlooking those who
are unable or unwilling to participate actively due to physical, cognitive, or social barriers.

Ultimately, the analysis of the European document reveals two main discursive representations of
older people. On the one hand, we identify a discourse that recognises and values “the contribution
that older persons make to social cohesion and the economy” (Council of the European Union,2020,
p 9). This aligns with a logic of “active ageing” that emphasises the active participation and
integration of older adults in processes of production, and consumption (Carlo and Sourbati, 2020).
On the other hand, a discourse that portrays older people as non-self-sufficient or disadvantaged
emerges, with a focus on their need for long-term care and health services. In this case, the
discussion of older adults is primarily framed within a context of growing care needs related to the
ageing process: they are a group needing technological interventions.

These contrasting discourses reflect the tension between portraying older adults as a resource
to be leveraged, and as a vulnerable group requiring protection and assistance. Such a polarized
perspective risks oversimplifying the complexity of ageing and overlooking the diverse realities and
experiences of older adults in the context of digitalisation.

Discussion and Concluding Remarks

In this work, we explored the digitalisation of public services and its implications for the older
population, employing a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to uncover underlying discursive pat-
terns and narratives within policy documents on public services digitalisation, at the European and
national governance levels.

The optimistic belief in the transformative power of technology is evident in the policy rhetoric
at both the levels, where, as in many other policy strands, technological advancements are often
portrayed as a panacea for a range of social issues. However, when it comes to the relationship
between ageing and technology our findings reflect only partially what highlighted by other scholars.
Despite the centrality of the older population in the context of public service digitalisation - as heavy
users (Sourbati, 2009) - the issue of ageing is addressed in a much softer way in policy documents on
public service digitalisation compared to other areas, where it is often used to justify investments
in technology (Lipp and Peine, 2024).

More precisely, as far as how the relationship between ageing and technology is portrayed, some
differences emerge between the European and the Italian levels of analysis: while at the European
level, at least one document (Human Rights, Participation and Well-Being of Older Persons in
the Era of Digitalisation - Council Conclusions) is dedicated to older adults’ rights in relation to
digitalisation process, there is a complete lack of focus on the ageing issue at the national level -
despite Italy being one of the countries with the oldest population in Europe (and in the world).
This difference underscores a process of recontextualisation (Krzyżanowski, 2016) through which
policy concepts are adapted to local priorities. This process plays a key role in reducing the
inclusivity of digital policies (Bernstein, 1990; Krzyżanowski, 2010). While the European Union
promotes universal principles such as accessibility and inclusion, these are transformed at the
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national level into technical or economic goals, such as modernising public services (Department
for Digital Transformation, 2020).

At the European level, in the only document in which older adults are brought into focus, the
ageing-and-innovation discourse (Neven, 2011; Neven and Peine, 2017) is only partially invoked:
ageing is not framed here as a burden/problem, nor is technology portrayed as the ultimate solution.
Rather, there is no apparent awareness of the interconnectedness of these two processes - how they
shape each other. The emphasis is limited to older adults as users of digital services, following the
two dominant narratives about ageing: disengagement and active ageing (van Dyk, 2014).

Overall, in the analysed documents the ageing discourse appears completely absent (in par-
ticular, at the national level) or more blurred (e.g., older adults are mentioned alongside other
vulnerable groups rather than representing a focus) than in other policy areas. Our analysis thus
shows that the policy discourse on the digitalisation of public services entirely misses the opportu-
nity to advance new reflections on the relationship between ageing and technology and, in doing so,
fails to leverage the potential of the concept of ageing to “alter political debates and rationalities”
(Lipp and Peine, 2024, 1491) — that is, to generate new ideas and drive social change.

In our interpretation, the absence or blurriness of ageing-related issues may be interpreted as
a consequence of a more generalised lack of attention in these documents to the risks of social
exclusion associated with the digitalisation of public services. Indeed, the documents tend to
represent vulnerability in relation to digitalisation processes - lack of adequate digital literacy or
access to digital resources - as an obstacle to the process of public services digitalisation and, in
turn, to economic growth. This approach is evident in the frequent references to what we propose
to term as the “digitally engaged public services user”, borrowing from Lupton’s ideal type of the
“digitally engaged patient” (2013). By this, we mean that the DPS user emerging from policy
discourse is a citizen capable of identifying opportunities offered by public services based on their
needs and accessing them independently. This user, empowered by digitalisation, maximises their
access to new opportunities while contributing to the overall efficiency of the system, rather than
representing an obstacle to the potentialities of digitalisation for social and economic growth. The
rhetoric underpinning this image often centers around the concept of empowerment.

To conclude, the digitalisation of public services holds significant potential to enhance accessi-
bility and efficiency but risks exacerbating existing inequalities if it fails to specifically address the
needs of the older population. Current policy discourse, dominated by a technocentric outlook and
somehow overlooking the relationship between technology and ageing, requires critical revision to
ensure that digitalisation serves as a genuine tool for social inclusion. Recognising the interrela-
tions between the two processes, as well as the agency, needs and aspirations of older adults as a
multifaceted category, is an essential step toward building a more equitable and inclusive digital
future.

Our analysis focused on a limited sample of documents and employed a critical discourse
methodology, which may not fully capture the practical implications of the policies examined.
Future research could expand the scope by including empirical evaluations of the impact of dig-
italisation policies on the daily lives of older adults. Comparative studies with other European
countries could also offer broader insights into discursive dynamics and digital inclusion strategies
(Valokivi et al., 2023).
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