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Figure 2 Word cloud analysis of efforts at the central government level to bridge the digital divide among the elderly
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A Study on the Logic and Optimization of Policy Tools for
Addressing the Digital Divide among the Elderly

Li Jiaxin
Nanjing Tech University, Nanjing

Abstract: Against the backdrop of the deepening overlap between population aging and digital transformation, the
digital divide among the elderly has become a critical issue affecting the equitable provision of public services and
the development of social inclusion. Drawing on policy instrument theory, this study constructs a three-dimensional
analytical framework comprising “policy instruments—stakeholders—policy objectives.” It selects 15 relevant policy
documents issued at the central government level between 2020 and 2025 and employs NVivo 15 to conduct coding
analysis of the policy texts. The study finds that current governance of the digital divide among the elderly exhibits a
structural characteristic dominated by environmental tools, supported by supply-side tools, and relatively lacking in
demand-side tools. Government departments play a dominant role in policy formulation and implementation, while
the participation of the elderly and their families remains low. Policy objectives are primarily focused on basic service
guarantees and digital competency enhancement, with insufficient attention paid to fostering the silver economy
and building market mechanisms. Overall, the current governance system is strongly administratively driven and
still exhibits significant shortcomings in terms of multi-stakeholder collaboration, demand-side incentives, and the
establishment of long-term market mechanisms. Based on these findings, this study proposes pathways to optimize the
structure of policy tools, improve mechanisms for multi-stakeholder collaboration, and strengthen policy support for
the silver economy, with the aim of shifting the governance of the digital divide among the elderly from a model focused
on basic safeguards to one focused on development and empowerment.
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