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meant that many aspects of what makes a home a home 
were not possible for an (at the time) unforeseeable future. 
The home became a more fragile place, forcibly filled with 
new elements, one of them being activities mediated by 
technology.

THE EFFECT ON NONVOLUNTARY  
ISOLATIONS IN HOMES
Nonvoluntary isolation is a growing problem in the world, 
affecting both young and old, but mainly individuals 
over the age of 65 [2]. There is no question that many 
older adults have highly functional social networks with 
friends, family, hobbies, and activities, but as many had to 
isolate themselves during the pandemic, tools to connect 
in a nonphysical way outside the home became more 
important.

Home sweet home. Home is where the heart is. There’s no 
place like home. The list of cheesy popular sayings on home 
seems to go on forever. Walking into a store will reveal 
many more of them, painted on decorative boxes or mugs. 
How is it that we devote so much of our lives to our homes, 
basically building our whole lives around them?

Undeniably, the home is a place of comfort, a place to 
relax and to feel safe. A home is what many people strive to 
build during their lifetimes, both externally—the outside, 
the furniture, the garden—and internally (the feeling of 
a home, a place to recover from the world outside, raising 
kids, having friends and family over, throwing social events).

As the Covid-19 virus started spreading, prompting 
individuals, mainly older adults, to stay inside and moving 
almost all outside activities inside [1], many struggled with 
involuntary social isolation within their own homes. This 
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Attempting to implement technology and using 
HCI to address social isolation, whether voluntary or 
nonvoluntary, have been well discussed in recent years. 
This research focuses on many different groups, including 
young men with HIV, women exposed to domestic 
violence, chronically ill women, and older adults and 
seniors [3,4,5,6]. Since isolation among the elderly 
occurs at a higher rate than in other groups, they become 
particularly vulnerable when they have to further isolate 
themselves, sometimes for an unspecified amount of time. 
Preventing the effects of social isolation can be a complex 
task, and due to the many reasons for isolation, designing 
a universal solution has proved to be difficult. The degree 
to which seniors have the opportunities to use ICT is 
highly linked with having had previous experiences with 
technology through work; those who haven’t had these 
experiences often do not have the same capabilities. There 
is much research pointing to the Internet and computers 
serving as a positive factor in the lives of older adults who 
experience isolation and helping them connect with others 
[7]. Studies suggest that having access to a computer with 
Internet can allow seniors to feel less socially isolated from 
friends and family whether they were, as in the situation 
with Covid, prohibited from interacting outside their 
homes or live far from relatives.

To foreground insights about older adults’ technology 
use to extend their social activities from their own homes, 
we draw on an interview study with 15 seniors to map out 
what they think of their home status, isolation during the 
pandemic, and technology.

TECHNOLOGY TO BREAK ISOLATION  
AND REACH SOCIALIZATION
As Covid restrictions started affecting everyday life, many 
participants in our study turned to a more digital daily 
life where, for example, meetings, graduations, family 
gatherings, dinners with friends, and concerts were held 
online as opposed to in a physical environment. This 
change was similar to how most societies and countries 
went about responding to Covid, wherein the government 
would prompt the population to distance themselves 
socially and physically. Some participants lived more 
liberally—going outside, going to the supermarket, taking 
public transportation—while others took the guidelines 
put in place by their country (Sweden) very seriously, 

avoiding any contact with 
individuals inside and 
outside their home.

These changes initially 
felt okay for the study 
participants; however, 
many started to feel 
frustrated as this “digital 
life” seemed to become the 
norm. A male participant 
who came home from 
vacation to a smaller 
apartment in the autumn 
of 2020 did not enjoy 
the transition from his 
summer house, where he 
had more physical freedom 

and could gather his friends and family more safely, to a 
smaller home with less freedom and fewer opportunities to 
socialize. A female participant living on her own described 
her home life as having become more passive than 
before the pandemic lockdowns. With fewer community 
activities to attend, she was spending more time on 
“trivial” activities such as watching TV or using her mobile 
phone. She would occasionally use her communication 
technologies to reach out to others, but mostly she spent 
more alone time on various applications.

Many participants described their lives as much more 
boring than before, losing a sense of purpose for their 
home as it had become more of a place that they had to 
stay in than a place to return to from community and 
social activities. However, a couple of the participants 
actually enjoyed this more at-home lifestyle—for them, 
the pandemic had worked as a welcome break from 
their otherwise jam-packed lives. But this was not the 
experience for the majority of participants.

Spending more time at home gave about half of the 
participants, mostly those who lived with partners or 
very close to friends, some new time to explore their own 
home, what they liked, and what gadgets they had or 
needed. Moreover, it made them realize that otherwise 
ordinary activities such as celebrating someone’s birthday, 
having cookies with grandchildren, going to a graduation 
ceremony, having dinner with friends, choir practice, and 
senior-citizen group activities were essential parts of their 
lives and that using technology to engage in these same 
activities from home was not the same.

 A woman who described herself as a “lady of culture” 
felt very strongly about live music concerts changing to 

The more ex-
perience that 
participants 
had with com-
puters and 
technology, 
the less they 
seemed to  
suffer from 
being at home.
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digital, expressing irritation as to why producers would 
even bother. The experience could never give her the 
same feeling; sitting at home would only be depressing for 
her instead of rewarding. But the more experience that 
participants had with computers and technology, the less 
they seemed to suffer from being at home during this more 
still period in their lives. This correlation also related 
to how much technology a participant liked to use every 
day; those who had the most experience with technology 
and therefore owned and knew how to navigate many 
communication technologies did not seem to be as bored or 
filled with anxiety as those without this experience.

For some, then, when the home becomes a place to 
shield them from outside threats, and when the control 
over when to come and go starts to dissolve, the home can 
become a more negative place. This negativity can arise 
from events such as the Covid pandemic, which forced 
people to stay isolated and away from community and 
social activities. For many, those activities are the purpose 
of life and a home. Despite the potential for using digital 
technologies to extend previous social activities inside 
the home, it is not sufficient to make up for what’s lost 
outside the home. Simply switching out previous physical 
experiences with digital ones is not enough.

To be clear, what makes a home a home varies a lot 
between people, but having full control over when to stay 
inside and when to leave, whom to invite in and when, and 
having the freedom to go outside are for many people vital 
parts of building a home for life. Digital technologies can 
give individuals many possibilities to reach outside the 

home, but they cannot make up for those key things that 
make a home a home, whatever that might be for you.

Endnotes
1. Wiberg, M. On physical and social distancing: Reflections on 

moving just about everything online amid Covid-19. Interactions 27, 
4 (2020), 38–41.

2. Khosravi, P., Rezvani, A., and Wiewiora, A. The impact of 
technology on older adults’ social isolation. Computers in Human 
Behavior 63 (2016), 594–603; https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
chb.2016.05.092

3. Hill, W.G. and Weinert, C. An evaluation of an online intervention 
to provide social support and health education. CIN: Computers, 
Informatics, Nursing 22, 5 (2004), 282–288.

4. LeGrand, S., Muessig, K.E., Pike, E.C., Baltierra, N., and Hightow-
Weidman, L.B. If you build it will they come? Addressing social 
isolation within a technology-based HIV intervention for young 
black men who have sex with men. AIDS Care 26, 9 (2014), 1194–
1200; https://doi.org/10.1080/09540121.2014.894608

5. Lipman, E.L., Kenny, M., and Marziali, E. Providing web-based 
mental health services to at-risk women. BMC Women’s Health 11, 
1 (2011), 38; https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-6874-11-38

6. Mellor, D., Firth, L., and Moore, K. Can the internet improve the 
well-being of the elderly? Ageing International 32, 1 (2008), 25–42; 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12126-008-9006-3

7. Malcolm, M., Mann, W.C., Tomita, M.R., Fraas, L.F., Stanton, 
K.M., and Gitlin, L. Computer and internet use in physically frail 
elders. Physical & Occupational Therapy in Geriatrics 19, 3 (2002), 
15–32; https://doi.org/10.1080/J148v19n03_02

 Linnea Öhlund is a doctoral student and part of the design 
informatics group at Umeå University. Her focus is on design for 
vulnerable groups in society.

 → linnea.ohlund@umu.se

DOI: 10.1145/3580300 COPYRIGHT 2023 HELD BY OWNER/AUTHOR

I N T E R A C T I O N S . A C M .O R G M A R C H – A P R I L 2 0 2 3   I N T E R A C T I O N S   2 9




