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Abstract

The aim of the study was to explore the engagement of people over 65 with online banking in Ireland and particularly assess their level of willingness and readiness and existing barriers that prevent the usage of online platforms. Primary data was collected from 30 people aged 65 to 84 by using semi-structured face-to-face interviews as a research tool. The majority of older adults reported a positive perception of technology and acknowledged the benefits of online banking, however, only 30% of participants were users of online banking and 3 people confirmed that their online transition was voluntary due to the convenience of the applications. 
The findings of this research showed that the studied group was unsatisfied with the Irish banking system which led to an adverse reaction toward innovations. Poor service provided by banks created a certain level of doubt about the availability of services with online banking. The forced switch to Internet banking creates a technostress due to the high value of potential loss in case of mistake and, as a result, limits technological adoption. Not user-friendly platforms for people with physical disabilities were outlined as one of the barriers to engaging with online banking. Lack of communication and guidance provided by the bank along with the necessity of help were mentioned as the issue that prevents technology adoption. 
This research studied the grey digital divide in Ireland in the banking sector and may be used by financial institutions in order to improve their systems and attract more online users among older adults.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1 Overview

According to the Household Digital Consumer Behaviour 2021 published by the Central Statistics Office of Ireland (CSO, 2022a), internet and mobile banking are the least popular internet activity in Ireland among individuals aged 16 years and over who used the internet. Moreover, users in Ireland aged between 60 and 74 are least likely to have Internet banking interaction on a quarterly basis, and for the group above 75 years, estimation is not provided (CSO, 2022a). 
Globalisation has resulted in significant changes in the financial sector (Barković Bojanić and Erceg, 2022). Banks have understood that physical branch buildings are no longer their primary infrastructure and in 2015 in most European countries, digital banking replaced branch banking. Moreover, European banks had a 4.6% decrease in the number of branches in 2016 (Hakkarainen, 2018). 
The pandemic of COVID-19 affected different segments of countries’ economies. Banking systems faced the necessity to provide financial services during the lack of accessibility of the branches. Therefore, increasing the speed of digitalisation of the banking sector was a logical and necessary step for the industry to keep providing services to the population (Marcu, 2021). 

A close study of Irish retail banking showed that the banking services market has shrunk and nowadays consists of only three main players: AIB, Bank of Ireland, and Permanent TSB. Moreover, available banks decrease the number of branches by focusing on the digitalisation of their banking services. (More detailed overview of the Irish banking sector is in Chapter 2.) Thereby, not only Covid-19, but changes in the banking system, showed the importance of the digital literacy of the population as access to goods and services in the fast-changing world. However, different research showed that the digital divide and especially among elderly people takes place in many countries (Mubarak and Suomi, 2022). 
1.2 Research Purpose

The purpose of the research is to look at the digitalisation of the banking sector in Ireland from the perspective of older adults and assess whether the population of Ireland aged 65 and older is ready to engage with online platforms and what influences their technology adoption decision process. The aim of the research is to identify what barriers older adults face with online banking and what can be improved in order to decrease the grey digital divide. 
Current research is an inductive study which aims to give a model that allows to understand how bank consumers of a certain age adopt online platforms and which factors are crucial for a long-lasting engagement with technology. The study will give insights into the banking sector and how to retain clients aged 65 and older during changes in the traditional system of providing banking services in Ireland.
1.3  Significance of the Study

The research intends to shed light on the relationship between significant changes in the banking model in Ireland and the population aged 65 and over. Irish retail banks claim the necessity of changes due to the preferences of clients to maintain their finances and receive services remotely. However, existing researches and accessible data do not cover the behaviour of a population of Ireland of a certain age toward changes in banking service provision. This research aims to provide qualitative information specifically about the population of Ireland aged 65 and older.
1.4 Research Objective
The researchable topic is focused on the behaviour of people over 65 years toward their level of engagement with online banking systems as part of the Information and Communication Technology system. The following objectives have been identified:

1. Assessment of the level of readiness and willingness of people over 65 to engage with online banking;

2. Identify barriers and challenges among the analysed group that impact their online banking engagement;
3. Analyse the role the pandemic of COVID-19 on the perception of elderly people toward online banking.

1.5 Structure of the Study

The dissertation consists of five chapters:
· Introduction chapter – outlines the study's purpose and objectives addressed to the research. 
· Literature review chapter – provides the overview of the Irish banking sector and available statistics on Internet usage. The literature review highlights prior research on technology adoption models and introduces the digital divide with a further description of the grey digital divide concept when access to technology is distinctive between different age groups. Conceptual framework of the current research which is based on the studied literature outlined in the chapter.
· Methodology and Research Design chapter – expresses the philosophy, approach and strategy of the research, justifies the choice of the tool for data collection and describes access and characteristics of the studied group. 
· Presentation and Discussion of the Findings chapter – provides the analysis of conducted interviews and discussion of findings according to the conceptual framework of the research.
· Conclusion chapter – summarises results of the research and acknowledges limitations. Suggestions for future studies are provided in the current chapter.
Chapter 2. Literature Review
The focus of this chapter is on the evaluation and critical assessment of existing theories and frameworks related to the study's objectives. In this chapter overview of the Irish retail bank market, technology adoption models, digital divide and digitalisation of the banks is provided based on the available publications.

The conceptual framework of the research was designed based on the existing literature and included in the chapter. 

2.1 Overview

According to the Report of the Central Statistics Office of Ireland, the share of people over 65 has been raised from 13.3% to 15.1% over the 6 years from 2011 to 2016 (CSO, 2022b). Despite the fact that the CSO has not published an age profile of Ireland based on the Census of Population 2022 overall population of Ireland reach over 5 million people and had a natural increase (birth minus death) (CSO, 2023). Therefore, can be made an assumption that the share of the older population has also increased. 

According to the Central Statistics Office (2022), there were 702 bank branches in Ireland in 2019 which was equal to 15 bank branches per 100,000 people and 4.5 branches per 1,000 people over 65 years living alone (CSO, 2021). In 2021 Bank of Ireland announced changes in its services and as a result closure of 88 branches around the country (Bank of Ireland, 2022). Simple calculations show that starting from October 2021 over 19,000 elderly people living alone lost access to the bank facilities provided through branches. 

In addition, on the 3rd of February 2023, KBC Bank Ireland completed a legal transfer and transferred legal ownership to the Bank of Ireland and closed 16 branches. Moreover, all 63 branches of Ulster Bank are closed since the 21st of April 2023. These changes make Irish retail banking the smallest in Europe Union and by May 2023 consist of the following retail banks: AIB, Bank of Ireland, and Permanent TSB. Aside from retail banking market consolidation, Ireland continues to have low levels of switching, which may operate as a barrier to entry for new companies that want to provide retail banking services in Ireland (Department of Finance Ireland, 2022a). 

Moreover, Irish retail banks rely on digitalisation while providing services. According to the Bank of Ireland website closure of branches is directly connected to the drop of 60% in customers’ branch visits and an increase in the number of digital banking users. They outlined that changes meet clients’ demands and they are planning to continue digital expansion (Bank of Ireland, 2022). In the report of 2021, AIB outlined an increase in digitally active customers as one of the main targets by 2023 and their Digitalisation Programme was a key area of focus for 2022 (AIB, 2022).

Besides three retail banks, 2 million people in Ireland use the digital bank Revolut (Healy, 2023) which was granted a full banking license by the European Central Bank at the end of 2021 but is not considered a full-service bank as it can not provide certain types of services. Due to the absence of branches, Revolut provides a different business model compared to traditional retail banking as any engagement with the bank can be done only through online platforms. Thereby, Revolut is outside of the scope of the current research. 
Retail banking is undergoing tremendous changes, with many factors affecting the old banking model one of the driving elements is digitalisation (Department of Finance Ireland, 2022b). 
According to Eurostat (2023), 44% of individuals 65 to 74 years old did not use any of the Internet-connected devices or systems in 2022 in Ireland. Among Internet users of the same age group of the Irish population, only 57% used Internet banking in 2022 and among Internet users 75 years and older only 17% adopted Internet banking. Moreover, compared to 2021, these numbers decreased over the year by 10% which indicated that the adoption of digital banking among the elderly was temporary (Eurostat, 2023a).

The Department of Finance of Ireland conducted a consumer Banking Survey to understand the perceptions of the banking sector in Ireland. Results of the survey showed that only 37% of respondents visit bank branches on monthly bases and the biggest group of visitors (49% among branch visitors) are 65 years and older. Moreover, the same age group finds that the banking system has gotten worse since the financial crisis of 2007/2008 (Department of Finance Ireland, 2022a).
Therefore, it is crucial to analyse existing theories of technology adoption, inequality of access to technology, and the influence of age of individuals on the technology adoption process to understand how the digitalization of banking services can be accepted by a certain age group in a long-lasting perspective.
2.2 Adoption of technologies
To understand issues and barriers that can be related to the acceptance and usage of online banking systems by elderly people it is crucial to analyse the process of technology adoption in general. In the existing literature, several models have been identified. 
Adoption is the decision to fully utilize an innovation as the best course of action currently accessible whereas rejection is the decision not to accept an innovation (Rogers, 2003). Rogers (2003) created a theory of diffusion of innovations and used technology and innovations as synonyms in his work. Technology is a method for practical action that lowers the degree of uncertainty in the cause-effect processes required to achieve a desired result (Rogers, 2003). Innovation, communication channels, time, and social systems are key elements for the diffusion of innovation in Rogers’ model. 

The provision of information concerning the advantages and disadvantages of innovation leads to a rise in awareness of the consequences of innovation and as a result, minimizes the uncertainty of adoption. Moreover, in Rogers’ work diffusion is described as a social process, and interpersonal communication is outlined as a crucial factor (Sahin, 2006). In addition, Rogers describes the Innovation-Decision process as when an individual has the motivation to minimize uncertainty about innovation and as a result to adopt or reject it (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. A Model of Five Stages in the Innovation-Decision Process (Rogers, 2003) 

As we can see relative advantage, compatibility, trialability, and observability are factors that are directly connected to the decision process and the presence of all factors in innovation significantly accelerates the process of its adoption (Sahin, 2006).
Another model is Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Figure 2). This model uses perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use as indicators of the future acceptance of technology by the population (Davis et al., 1989). Participants of the study who find technologies easy to use and who think pleasantly about advantages are more likely to be voluntary adopters than non-adopters of technologies (Zhou, 2008). However, the forced adoption of technologies is also connected with the perceived usefulness if usefulness and advantages are related to the external environments (for example, job performance).
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Figure 2. Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis et al., 1989)
The Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) uses the same two metrics but takes into consideration social influence and facilitating conditions as additional factors that affect the level of determination to use technology (Venkatesh et al., 2012). Later the UTAUT model has been extended by including motivation, price value, and experience/ habit (UTAUT2). Moreover, the authors tested several hypotheses that age can be a moderator for price value and hedonic motivation. Both studies provide primary data analysis as justification. However, the study group for TAM was limited to second-year students of the MBA program. Therefore, the level of digital literacy and age of the interviewees was approximately the same which gives the model limitations. 

All theories were created before the pandemic. Covid-19 created a certain level of necessity to use technologies to keep lifestyle at a certain level. Therefore, the extended model of UTAUT is more relevant as due to certain restrictions during the lockdown the motivation to use technologies has been raised and played a significant role in terms of technological use. On the other hand, lockdown restrictions can be considered as a forcing factor and not motivation. 
The lifestyle of the studied group has an influence on the speed of technology adoption and what type of technologies are more likely to be adopted. People employ technology because its features are suitable for their daily requirements. Thus informative and entertainment technologies can be adopted by different population groups as their lifestyles would be associated with different needs (Li, 2015). 
De Graaf et al. (2018) in the research describe a phased framework for long-term technological usage. The results of the research indicate that long-term interaction with technologies is applied when people have expectations from usage and initially anticipate using new technologies. Moreover, long-lasting engagement with Information and Communications Technology (ICT) depends on the type of technology and frequency of use, however, it is hard to predict the adaption period length (de Graaf et al., 2018). The authors also indicate the prolonged information-seeking among respondents via communication and discussion during different phases, which connects to the UTAUT model in terms of the factor of social influence.  
As we can see models have common features: 
· Usefulness – the ability of technology to satisfy the needs that arise in the usual lifestyle. 
· Social nature – communication channels and social environment have a significant role in the speed of technology adoption.
2.3 Digital divide
The biggest part of the growth of the global economy and society is Information and Communication Technology (Farhadi et al., 2012). The aim of ICT is to minimize society’s inequality as a result of a new era of digitalization. However, inequality of access to technology among the population is only rising (Carvalho et al., 2012). The gap between those who have access to ICT and use it and those who do not is called the digital divide. Van Dijk and Hacker (2003) determine access as a multifaceted concept and distinguish four types of it:
· mental access - lack of mental access is defined as overall unattractiveness of the ICT and lack of interest in it and as a consequence digital inexperienced of the individual; 
· material access - linked to the actual possession of the technology; 
· skills access – connected to digital literacy and social support;
· usage access – availability of opportunities to use technology.
Due to the complexity of the digital divide phenomenon, improving only one type of access will not narrow the gap. Offering cheaper devices makes it more accessible for the population, however, lack of guidance and low level of digital literacy will not decrease the digital divide. Mental and usage access should be approached in combination. According to van Dijk and Hacker (2003), attractiveness and general interest in ICT can be increased among different demographic groups by creating more opportunities for technology usage.
Adoption of the technology requires time, moreover, the early stages of the introduction of new devices increase the digital divide (Wookjoon Sung, 2016). Rogers (2003) describes the technology diffusion process among the population and outlined 5 categories of adopters and shows where innovation reaches critical mass (Figure 3):
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Figure 3. Innovation diffusion (Rogers, 2003)
· Innovators – introducing the new concept into the system;

· Early adopters – represent opinion leaders, and help trigger the mass when they adopt an innovation. Potential adopters seek guidance and information about new technologies from early adopters;
· Early majority - accept an innovation after a much longer period of time than innovators and early adopters, they often want evidence that it works. When innovation achieves early majority it reaches its tipping point as it reaches the general public;
· Late majority – sceptical of change and will only accept an invention when the majority has tried it. When innovation reaches the late majority it reaches its tripping point and demand for the innovation adoption decreases as it becomes a part of daily life;

· Laggards – conservative people, last to adopt the innovation.

Due to the digitalisation era and increased speed of technology diffusion digital divide needs a broader exploration. Thus many researchers identify different levels of access and outline three levels of the digital divide. 
· First-level digital divide describes the physical access of Rogers (2003) and affordability of the ICT among different demographic groups. 
· Skills and usage develop the second-level digital divide. 
· Outcomes of the ICT highlight the third-level digital divide (Scheerder et al., 2017). 
Allocation of additional levels of the divide is caused by the remaining gap between adopters and non-adopters even in terms of physical access to ICT (van Deursen and Helsper, 2015).
2.3.1 Grey digital divide

​Every year Information and Communication Technology companies launch new devices, and software and keep updating those that already exist. A certain level of skills and education are required to follow all new releases and updates. However, not all social groups can get the same access to new knowledge and devices due to different reasons from the availability of broadband to access to classes and training, and as a result, the digital divide is rising. The low level of usage and acceptance of ICT among older adults compared to the younger generation created a concept of the grey digital divide (Lagacé et al., 2016). Therefore, age is a moderator that has an influence on technology adoption. Therefore, before assessing the current level of willingness and readiness of people over 65 in Ireland to engage with online banking it is important to study existing researches that outline the connection between age and ICT interaction in general.
Lagacé et al. (2016) in their work analysed the connection between ageism in the workforce and the digital divide. The theory describes the direct connection between discrimination and communication that is based on age assumptions and the digital divide. Authors mentioned that ageist stereotypes also lead to demotivation and as a consequence of defence mechanisms that lead to resistance to change. Choi et al. (2020) have also studied influence of the ageism on Internet use and their findings show that ageism is related to less use of the Internet. Moreover, they distinguish self-directed ageism (self-perception of ageing among the studied group) and other-directed ageism (experience of age discrimination among the studies group). However, in contrast to the Lagacé et al. (2016) research, Choi et al. (2020) show that men aged 65 and over that experienced age discrimination are more likely to use the Internet but it’s important to mention that Internet usage among women of the same age group has not been changed under the influence of previous experiences of age discrimination. It can be explained that men may be less prepared for discrimination experience and as a result have not developed coping skills compared to women who might have experienced discrimination earlier in their lives (Choi et al., 2020). However, elderly women are more likely not to use the Internet under the influence of self-perception of ageing and consider themselves ‘too old’ for ICT.

The conclusion can be made, that social factors can have a complex influence on the motivation level and may vary by gender and previous social experiences. It is important to mention that Lagacé et al. (2016) theory was based on the analyses of previous studies without collecting primary data which creates limitations to its usage.
Social representations of ICT are another factor that should be taken into consideration when evaluating the grey digital divide. Older adults deny usage of the Internet and computer according to their representation of it as risky and useless tools that can be a threat to freedom and a healthy lifestyle (Hakkarainen, 2012). Moreover, the breadth of ICT use directly depends on the attitude of elderly people (van Deursen and Helsper, 2015). In addition, trust is considered as a crucial factor in terms of using technologies such as online banking (Suh and Han, 2002).
Based on the result of the research Hakkarainen (2012) suggested training and accessible Internet-related information as tools for narrowing the digital divide. Hence, the problem of low engagement of people over 65 years is linked to the lack of understanding of how Internet and communication technology can be implemented in daily life and what are their values and limitations. The author has also admitted the limitations of his work due to the uncounted characteristics of respondents (occupation, previous experience, education level, etc.) that can be critical for the public awareness assessment. 

On the other hand, another research indicates, that elderly people are aware of the benefits of ICT and show a certain level of willingness to improve their digital literacy (Betts et al., 2019). Comparing the research outcomes of Betts et al. (2019) and Hakkarainen (2012) it is possible to make a summary that the change in willingness and awareness among older adults is connected to the increase of the digitalization of society in general and as a result, raising awareness of its possibilities. 

Betts et al. (2019) in the article mention that participants are motivated to get knowledge to fulfil their needs and increase confidence and self-efficacy. However, respondents identified concerns about personal data safety and lack of trust as one of the barriers to technology engagement (Betts et al., 2019). Therefore, it connects us to the technical and functional sides of ICT. Due to the lack of digital literacy of specific social groups, developers of the technology, such as banks, for example, need to take into consideration more transparent and clear communication through digital channels, which can improve the level of trust. It is important to consider channels that are more familiar and common for a public of certain age, for example, TV or radio advertising for older adults. Moreover, it is crucial to identify if elderly people have trust not only in technology in general but in online services that are directly connected to money safety and if they have a certain level of scam awareness. This theory was proved in the Martins et al. (2014) research where perceived risk was outlined as one of the most important factors affecting interaction with Internet Banking. The potential loss is playing a crucial role while receiving financial services and as a result, have an effect on the preferable type of bank engagement.
2.3.2 Effect of Covid-19 on the grey digital divide

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, more services are becoming digitalized which gave possibilities to access many services without face-to-face interactions. However, the high speed of digitalisation increases the danger of digital exclusion, particularly for older individuals.
During the pandemic of COVID-19 countries implemented lockdowns and social isolation as one of the measures of preventing disease spreading. Due to the new circumstances, the healthcare system has also moved in the digital direction and made different services available via the Internet. At the same time, older people whose household size declined to one person during the pandemic experienced a decrease in Internet usage (Heponiemi et al., 2022). Decrease in Internet use is directly linked to the isolation and lack of social support that encouraged the usage of ICT. It is essential to provide support and help for using the Internet for various purposes, and this support and assistance should come in several available formats and channels (Heponiemi et al., 2022). Friemel (2016) also outlines the importance of social networks in technology acceptance. It is not only a motivator but a source of help and a provider of knowledge while learning. Thus, a change in the social network due to COVID-19 may decrease the interaction with ICT. In this case, COVID-19 is not playing the role of motivator and factor that force the population to engage with technology but prevents a decrease in the digital divide. Moreover, one of the consequences of the pandemic could be a less accessible healthcare system due to digitalisation and as a result the poor performance of the health and welfare for senior citizens as a result of the rise of the digital divide (Mubarak and Suomi, 2022). 
The research of Martínez-Alcalá et al. (2021) studied the effect of COVID-19 on the digital literacy of elderly people. It showed that the pandemic affected the most that group of elderly who had initially the lowest level of digital literacy. They did not have enough skills for the digital transition and as a consequence had to stop their ICT trainings as they required impersonal step-by-step guidance. Meanwhile, groups that had higher levels of digital literacy showed interest in keeping their computer classes during the lockdown and found new terms of workshops as a possibility to practice their skills (Martínez-Alcalá et al., 2021).

The stress caused by the usage of ICT is typically connected to the low level of digital literacy and lack of confidence due to lack of experience and less frequent use, However, a comparison of two groups of people over 60 before COVID-19 (2016) and during pandemic (2020) showed that studied group in 2020 had more experience and knowledge about ICT and used it previously more frequently experienced more stress created by ICT usage (Nimrod, 2022). According to Nimrod (2022), stress was caused by concerns about privacy as the group has been forced to use social networks (Skype, WhatsApp and Zoom) in order to communicate with family and friends. High levels of invasion and a vanishing border separating private and public spheres were noted by the study group. External pressure to engage with ICT creates a more intense environment for users and as a consequence can lead to a decrease in the level of confidence and as a result a higher rate of the grey digital divide. 
2.4 Move to online: banks and customers
The adoption of digital technology has sped up from years to months. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, digital adoption in Europe increased from 81% to 95%, a rise that would have taken the majority of industries up to three years at pre-pandemic growth rates (Fernandez et al., 2020). According to the survey of 20,000 Europeans that was conducted in 2020 by global management consulting firm McKinsey & Company the spike in online service use is not temporary: more than 70% of respondents indicated they intended to use digital services at the same frequency or even more frequently in the future. Moreover, banking has the most engaged users: 82 % of respondents are sure that they will continue to use online banking services to the same or even greater extent. It is also crucial to mention that the online banking sector was boosted by 23% of first-time online users in Europe since the beginning of the pandemic (Fernandez et al., 2020). 

However, it is important to take into account that the survey of McKinsey & Company has limitations as it was conducted only in 17 countries of Europe Union and the demographic characteristics of the research group are not specified. Moreover, the survey did include Ireland in the research group which does not allow us to use the data to assess the situation in Ireland.
Changes in consumer behaviour lead to the digital transformation of the banking sector which can be beneficial not only for clients but for banks themselves. Chair of the Supervisory Board of the European Central Bank (ECB) Andrea Enria (2021) in her speech outlines several benefits of digital innovation in the banking sector. Digital goods and services can be supplied at a lower marginal cost, and pricing can be improved by utilising advanced data analytics. That makes digital banks less expensive. Banking markets may become more competitive as a result of digitization. If competition from new entrants such as fintech and, in particular, big tech leads to a rise in general efficiency, this might boost welfare (Enria, 2021). On the other hand, the increase in digitalisation creates an increase in cybercrime as new remote working behaviours broaden the possible assault area (Hakkarainen, 2020). As a result, the vigilance of banks is necessary, as are constant upgrades to defence mechanisms. To fight against threats and provide safe and stable goods and services to the population, banks' digital systems must be cyber-resistant and cyber-proof. According to Eurostat, almost 15% of individuals in Europe Union who are aware of various digital systems do not use them because of concerns about the privacy and protection of personal data generated by the systems which indicates the importance of the safety of the digital systems. 

Nowadays, the majority of banks’ digital channels are limited to informational and transactional services such as updating account details, checking balances and data, and transferring money. At the same time, more complicated services which require multiple documents and verifications such as loans or adoption of the new products are more likely to be accepted by clients through a traditional channel like a physical branch (Srinivas and Ross, 2018). Survey by The Deloitte Centre for Financial Services (2018) shows that consumers are ready for a new level of digital engagement with banks and it is the banks’ turn to improve their digital representation which can be beneficial for both sides.
2.5 Conceptual Framework

Venkatesh et al. (2012) have developed a Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) where the level of acceptance of technology is determined not only by benefits and ease of use but also by external factors such as the influence of society, and available support. Moreover, it is important to take into consideration that the pandemic of COVID-19 and the following restrictions during the lockdown boosted businesses to move toward digitalization. Businesses adapt to new circumstances while society and its needs do the same, however not all social groups can move with the same speed. 

Betts et al. (2019) in the research outline that older adults (aged 65 years and above) are concerned about the advantages of ICT but experience difficulties and fear toward the safety of personal data and a lack of trust. In the current research, the UTAUT theory and the results of the findings of Betts et al. (2019) will be used.
For the purpose of the current research and reflecting existing literature the following conceptual framework was created (Figure 4):
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Figure 4. Conceptual framework 

2.5.1 Usefulness – Variable 1
In the research will be used suggested by Venkatesh et al. (2012) influence of the usefulness on technology adoption. Current research is focused on understanding if people of a certain age find technologies useful and suitable for their lifestyle and if it can be beneficial for the individual while interacting with them. Moreover, a close study of the usefulness of online banking compared to the visit of the branch among the studied group will be conducted. 

After studying the existing literature, it becomes necessary to analyse whether the pandemic of COVID-19 and the announcement of a reduction in the number of bank branches are factors that increase the level of awareness of the possibilities of technologies and, as a result, the level of interaction with them. Rise of the concerns about technological advantages under external factors connects the research to the usefulness factor.

2.5.2 Ease of use – Variable 2
The level of ease of use will be determined by the necessity of a certain level of digital literacy for the adoption of online banking and technical availability. Concerns among elderly people about the need for a certain level of digital literacy will be studied as a variable that can fluctuate the level of readiness for the adoption of technology.

Technical availability will be analysed as a dependency of the material access mentioned by Van Dijk and Hacker (2003) on engagement with online banking and the readiness of the studied group to upgrade their devices for compatibility with the bank system. 

2.5.3 Motivation and Forcing Factors – Variable 3
Motivation and forcing factors (Betts et al., 2019) will be also studied as factors that have an influence on the level of readiness and willingness to engage with the online banking system. The social influence that was studied by Venkatesh et al. (2012) as one of the factors in current research will be considered in terms of the availability of help and a change in the number of bank branches as factors affecting motivation. Available help can be internal from family members and friends and external from employees of the bank and is defined as providing information, guidance and support while using online systems. 

Experience of closure of the local branch of the bank will be considered as a motivation factor, however, this factor may also be considered as a forcing factor and cause a technostress and as a result prevent technology acceptance (Nimrod, 2022). Current research outlines whether the fact of reduction of physical branches is accepted by the studied group as a forcing factor and how it affects technology adoption.

2.5.4 Trust – Variable 4
Trust will be studied as overall satisfaction with the bank system and willingness of the participants (based on the level of self-confidence and previous experience of communication with banks’ employees in order to receive services) to engage with banks. The level of perceived risk and stress while engaging with banks in person and online will be included in the research as a trust factor that fluctuates the possibility of technology adoption.
2.6 Conclusion

Nowadays the pace of the population ageing is increasing. According to the World Health Organization (2023), the population of people over 60 will reach 2.1 billion by 2050 which is 22% of the world’s population. At the same time, the number of people aged 80 and over will reach 426 million which is triple compared to 2020 (World Health Organization, 2023). However, the representation of the elderly population as inactive and financially unattractive has changed. Researches show that consumers over 65 have a higher level of financial literacy and higher perceived financial capabilities compared to the younger generation (Xiao et al., 2015). Nowadays, the older generation has more access to information and sufficient purchasing power, and as a consequence, the level of awareness has increased. Due to increasing numbers and wealth, older people will have a stronger impact on spending trends in the future decades (Guido et al., 2020). 
Retirement is no longer seen as a legal entitlement in a number of nations, thus governments must employ structural or communicative methods to educate the populace about the importance of preparing for retirement (Wiener and Doescher, 2008). Encouragement of people to invest their assets in pension plans might be one of the solutions. Retirement-age living at the expense of savings makes the elderly population a regular client of the banks. Elderly people who are managing their money in retirement tend to consume more, put more of their resources into liquid financial products instead of fixed assets, and help out financially with family members (Guido et al., 2020). Thus, the banking sector needs to be flexible not only to face changes in the external environment but to meet the necessities of the growing population group.
In this chapter, a critical review of existing literature is done with the aim to outline the existing theories of technology adoption and reasons for digital inclusion among the population that are identified by other authors. 
One of the limitations in technology adoption models is the lack of studies focused on the specific age group, and most importantly elderly people. The digital divide is a relatively new phenomenon and keeps being studied constantly. Over the past years, it was developed into three levels as physical access becomes a less common issue. Moreover, the majority of studies are based on Internet adoption rather than a specific type of technology. Studied literature on the grey digital divide is mostly focused on the acceptance of the Internet rather than a technology that provides services of a first need such as banking. 

Moreover, the pandemic of COVID-19 had an influence not only on society but on business in general and created new realities and conditions. Due to the newness of circumstances and the small bank market of Ireland, there is a lack of studies that looked at the fast-changing appearance of the banking sector in Ireland and the level of digital adoption and existing barriers among elderly people. Available statistics represent numbers of online bank users among those people who already use the Internet and as understood have a certain level of digital literacy which creates a limitation for a general assessment of the situation among the elderly as overall digital literacy has an influence on the further adoption of specific technologies. Mentioned limitations create a necessity for the current research. 

Based on the studied literature and findings of different authors conceptual framework of the research was created and designed in order to meet research objectives. Primary data collection is conducted according to the conceptual framework.
Chapter 3. Methodology and Research Design
This chapter is focused on the definition of the research paradigm and methodology. It includes justification for choices of approach, strategy and methods that were adopted in the current research as the most appropriate for meeting research objectives outlined earlier. The source of the primary data and access to it is described in the current chapter. 
3.1 Overview

According to the Cambridge Dictionary ‘research’ is a detailed study in order to get new information or discover a new level of understanding (Cambridge University Press, 2008). Therefore, methodology determined the way how that information was acquired (Saunders and Lewis, 2018). The methodology of the research is directly linked to the research paradigm that identifies the philosophical approach of the research (Collis and Hussey, 2014). The philosophical framework gives the scientific determination of the research and indicates possible approaches, research strategies, and techniques and tools that are appropriate for the data collection. 

The aim of this chapter is to outline the research philosophy and chosen methodology. In this chapter author’s decisions will be explained and justified toward the elements of the study which has a visual representation of a research onion (Figure 5) as a roadmap of the research process (Saunders and Lewis, 2018). 
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Figure 5. The Research Onion representation of the study adopted from (Saunders and Lewis, 2018)
3.2 Research Philosophy and Approach
3.2.1 Research philosophy

Research philosophy is related to beliefs and assumptions about the nature of knowledge and the way how this knowledge was developed. Moreover, the research philosophy set a direction for how the research is conducted. 

Collis and Hussey (2021) outline two main philosophical frameworks: positivism and interpretivism. Positivism is connected to research in natural science and is based on the belief that reality is independent of society. Meanwhile, interpretivism is reinforced that reality is formed by society and can not be objective. Quantitative research methods are related to positivism as it measures phenomena while interpretivism is focused on understanding and describing the phenomena and as a result adapts the qualitative approach. Two paradigms' fundamental philosophical assumptions are stated in Figure 6. [image: image7.png]Philosophical assumption
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Figure 6. Assumption of the main paradigm (Collis and Hussey, 2014) 

In contrast to Collis and Hussey (2021), in addition to positivism and interpretivism, Saunders and Lewis (2018) distinguish critical realism as additional research philosophy. In critical realism reality is explained by subjective experiences and sensations and understanding of reality can not be separated from the social actors as knowledge of reality is formed by social conditioning (Saunders et al., 2007).
3.2.2 Research approach

The research includes theory development. The way how theory and data collection are connected and used differentiates research approach into two types: deduction and induction (Saunders et al., 2007) The main distinction between approaches is what place in the research takes the theory. In the deductive approach, the theory is developed and tested by research strategy while using the inductive approach collected and analysed data used to build the theory. In other words, when the inductive approach is used specific observations lead to pattern recognition and generalisation, meanwhile, the deductive approach tests formulated a hypothesis to prove it or reject it.
3.3 Research Strategy
The choice of the research strategy is crucial as it has to enable to meet of the research objectives. 
Experiment as a research strategy is used when there is an aim to identify the link between variables and outline whether the change in one variable leads to the change in another variable.

Survey strategy includes collecting data from the sample. Survey as a strategy can be used in quantitative and qualitative studies. In a quantitative study, survey methodology is used to collect data from the sample in order to generalize results to the population (Collis and Hussey, 2014). The main tools of the survey methodology are structured interviews and questionnaires. Interviews are aimed to obtain an expanded source of information from a small group of people about their behaviour, preferences, opinions, and knowledge. However, in the qualitative research survey strategy is used in purpose to gain insights into the issue rather than generalize the population. In order to obtain detailed information semi-structured and unstructured interviews are used as data collection methods. Unlike in a structured interview, the researcher is able to convey interview questions in the format of their choice which gives the opportunity to collect broader information. At the same, time lack of structure in the conducted interviews lead to more complicated analyses as answers are not following a particular guideline.

Another research strategy is a case study. A case study is used when the aim of the research is to study a single phenomenon in a natural environment and settings (Collis and Hussey, 2014). For obtaining in-depth knowledge of the case the context is crucial and to get qualitative data the combination of tools from interviews and questionnaires to observations and documentary analysis is used.

Similarly, to the case study action research is focused on the singular phenomena (a case), however, the main distinction is that the researcher takes the role of the insider rather than an observer. Action research strategy includes implementing the action and observation of the results and outcome of the change. 

Research that adopts grounded theory as a strategy uses an inductive approach as data collection is conducted without developing of theoretical framework. Predictions about phenomena are generated based on the collected data, however, further tests of the predictions are required due to the necessity of the proof of the theory (Saunders et al., 2007). 

Ethnography strategy requires prolonged study as the researcher needs to become a member of the studied group in order to obtain knowledge of patterns of human behaviour in a particular social environment. Observation is a data collection method that is used with an ethnography strategy.
3.3.1 Time Horizon

Depending on the duration of the study two types of research are distinguished: cross-sectional and longitudinal. In cross-sectional research data is collected from different types of people but at a specific period of time. However, in longitudinal research studied topic is observed during an extended period in order to identify the development over time.
3.4 Collection Primary Data
In this section, the author’s choices of philosophy, approach, method and tool will be discussed and justified. Access to the primary data and a description of the studied group will be provided.
3.4.1 Research philosophy: Realism

It is important to understand that participants can have different levels of digital literacy, different needs and requirements, and different level of daily interaction with the banking system. Participants can be aware of different levels of external changes and experience a different level of need to follow these changes. All these factors indicate that the studied group can have different experiences and sensations toward the interactions with banks and it can not be separated from an understanding of the reality of the studied phenomena which indicates critical realism as the philosophical framework of the research. 
The objectives of the research are built in purpose to understand how current social reality is created and obtain insight information of the behaviour pattern of the studied group and what causes this behaviour. The research is focused on the natural environment of the studied group and how this environment is connected to social phenomena. Qualitative data collection is more relevant for the research as it will provide descriptive information concerning the level of engagement with online banking and existing barriers and limitations for interaction.
3.4.2 Research approach: Inductive

The aim of the current research is to gain an understanding of the current level of online banking engagement and identify existing barriers that prevent the usage of online systems among elderly people. The purpose of collecting primary data is to identify the nature of the studied problem and patterns among the selected group. Data collection allows to get a more detailed picture of people’s experiences and observe repeated phenomena. Therefore, the inductive approach is adopted in the research as the results of collected data analyses are used to build a theory (Saunders and Lewis, 2018).

3.4.3 Research strategy: Survey

According to the objectives and purpose of the research, a qualitative descriptive type of survey is more sufficient. The purpose of the qualitative survey is to define the diversity of the studied issue among the chosen group (Jansen, 2010). The main focus of the research is not to focus on the number of people with the same problems and reasons that prevent digital engagement but to identify the variety of difficulties that people over 65 meet during engagement with online systems and the variety of gaps in the banking system that prevent further engagement. 

A descriptive survey gives the possibility to gain insights from the studied group and get a more detailed representation of the current level of digital literacy among elderly people and how people’s perception toward willingness and readiness has been changed under certain circumstances such as lockdown during the pandemic of COVID-19 and further decreasing of the availability of bank branches.
3.4.4 Time Horizon: Cross Sectional
Taking into consideration the time limitation of the dissertation process, the topic of the research is restricted to a specific point in time and explores the issue at a particular time. Effect of the COVID-19 is studied as one of the variables rather than the progression over time element. Therefore, the research has a cross-sectional time horizon (Saunders and Lewis, 2018).
3.4.5 Data collection method: Interview

Primary data was collected by using qualitative individual face-to-face interviews as a method. All respondents have been asked the same introductory and direct questions to understand and assess the general viewpoints and opinions. The semi-structured interview was adopted as the most appropriate as it allows respondents to follow their thoughts about the problem and as a result, additional and wide-ranged information is gathered. Semi-structured interviews allow exploring the topic in more depth without directing respondents toward particular answers with narrow questions and let interviewees develop answers based on their experience (Blumberg et al., 2014). Face-to-face offline interviews were chosen in aim to avoid limitations that could be created in case of using Zoom, skype, or other applications. That would limit the group of participants to those who are more advanced with technology engagement. 
The full questionnaire is in Appendix A.
3.4.6 Sources

The current research group was focused on the Irish population aged 65 and over and studied for assessing the level of interaction with online banking systems. According to the Government of Ireland, the state pension age is 66, however, early retirement from work starts from the age of 65 with the possibility to qualify for a benefit payment. Moreover, CSO separates the population by age and the elderly group starts from age 65. Thus, the only requirement for the participants was to be 65 years and older. The targeted audience was both female and male and included the following age groups: 65-70, 71-75, and 76-84. Level of education and employment status were not considered as characteristics of the research group. In order to meet research objectives interviews were conducted with current users of online banking and those who did not engage with the digital system.
3.4.7 Access

Initially was planned to reach 60 people over 65 years in urban and rural areas. However, access to the studies group had limitations due to rejection from the Active Retirement Ireland associations. Active Retirement organization was chosen as the primary source of the data as it has a wide coverage of Ireland with multiple groups in every county. The organization engages with more than 24,000 people of retirement age (ARI, 2022). Access to ARI would have given the opportunity to engage with a bigger studied group in more diverse locations in a short period of time. Alternatively, the studied group was reached through variable associations of Ireland that are focused on the activities for the population of a certain age. All organisations that were reached have meetings and activities for the population on a regular basis and as a result certain groups of regular participants. Due to the nature of the research interviews were conducted at places of usual meetings of chosen association. Associations’ meetings and participation in activities are completely voluntary for members. Moreover, any registration of members prior to meetings is absent and as a consequence, at the stage of negotiation with managers and visit arrangements it was impossible to predict in advance the number of participants available, their age range and gender in advance. As a result, 30 people participated in the research. More information on limitations is provided in Chapter 5. 
In aim to diverse studied group population from different regions of the country were included in the research, therefore associations were reached in the following counties: Co. Dublin, Co. Westmeath, Co. Limerick, and Co. Kilkenny.
The following associations were reached for interviews: 
· Men’s Shed Association – a male-only community-based project, where men can learn and share skills. There are currently approximately 450 independent and self-autonomous sheds in Ireland, with at least 10,000 men visiting the shed weekly (Irish Men’s Sheds Association, 2019). 
· Age Action – an Irish advocacy organisation for older people and ageing that provides practical programmes, promotes and campaigns for older people's equality and human rights (Age Action Ireland, 2023).
· An Cosán – provides a variety of courses to help people aged 0 to 90 improve their talents and experience a sense of empowerment in their lives and communities (An Cosán, 2023). Offer computer classes for older adults.
3.4.8 Ethical Issues

The research is following Griffith College Research Ethics policy and is approved by Griffith College’s Ethics Committee before the primary data collection process.

In order to collect primary data associations were reached by phone numbers that are in open access and a detailed explanation of the purpose of the research was provided. Phone communication was followed up with an introductory email letter with the list of interview questions to outline the purpose of the research and confirm requirements. 

To avoid the collection of personal data of association members all meetings were organized through managers and at the time and at the places of the regular meetings of club members, information about which is available in the public domain. 
During the meeting, all potential research participants were informed about the research purpose and reasons, research author, and research requirements, and that participation is voluntary. The connection of the study with the banking system was outlined and the participants were informed that personal data related to banking details and services will not be collected.
Moreover, participants were informed about the right to withdraw from the research and the right to refuse to answer any specific questions during the interview. Information concerning the absence of risk from involvement in the research was provided. All members of associations were assured of anonymity and confidentiality of provided information during interviews.

Volunteers that agreed to participate in the research were additionally provided with an Ethics Plain Language statement. Conducted interviews were not recorded, however, during interviews handwritten notes were made. 

The research does not raise any ethical concerns. The current study is the own work of the researcher and the work of other authors was acknowledged and referenced.
3.5 Approach to Data Analysis
In order to analyse collected data complete transcription of the interviews was done based on the handwritten notes. All data were systematically categorized and organized according to the conceptual framework to create assurance that collected data was used accordingly to answer the objectives of the research (Saunders et al., 2007). The categorization process was done by using a code book that allows to identify patterns and commonalities in collected data (Cooper and Schindler, 2014). Apart from the elements of the conceptual framework additional categories that were identified during the transcription of the interview were included in the code. The code book was created in Excel and was represented as a table where every column outlined discussed topics. Excel was chosen due to the convenience to filter information and analyse connections between answers to different questions. An example is shown in the table below:  

	Element of Code Book
	Type of information that was gained during the interview

	Perception of ICT 
	To identify the level of daily engagement with ICT and what role they play in life. 

	Satisfaction with the banking system 
	How they can describe their experience of banking interaction: if they feel confident and safe/afraid of being fooled and receiving unnecessary services/ all terminology is clear or not. 

	Accessibility to technologies and information
	If participants received any information about online banking and instructions on how to use it. If all terminology is clear and understandable.

	COVID-19 influence
	Get information if participants have been forced by the pandemic to use technologies and if the level of usage of technologies before/during/after COVID-19 remained the same or fluctuated

	Access to the help
	To get information on whether participants have access to external help such as family members, friends, and bank specialists, and how this access affects their motivation to use technologies and level of confidence to keep increasing their engagement.


Table 1. Example of Code Book

3.6 Conclusion

The chapter outlines the methodology of the research and justifies the choice of the research strategy. According to the purpose and objectives of the research descriptive survey is the most suitable research strategy and the semi-structured interview as a data collection method allows to collect qualitative data. Qualitative data allows to gain a deeper understanding of the nature of the problem and individual semi-structured interviews let participants share their personal experiences and perception toward the topic. Due to the inductive research approach collected data was used to develop the theory. Access to the primary data was arranged through associations that are focused on activities for the retired population.
Chapter 4. Presentation and Discussion of the Findings
In this chapter, the results of the primary data collection will be presented as findings according to the topics of the interview questions and accompanied by charts. A thorough examination of the results and a cross-sectional analysis of the interview responses are presented in the Discussions.
4.1 Overview

The purpose of the research is to outline the level of willingness and readiness of elderly people in Ireland to use online banking systems and identify the variety of barriers that may cause an increase in the grey digital divide. Due to the digitalisation of the banking system, access to primary financial services may be limited to a certain group of people requiring specific skills and knowledge to adopt technology. In order to understand what prevents the engagement of people over 65 semi-structured interviews were conducted with 30 people. As banking services are essential services interviews were held with participants of different levels of digital literacy and the level of education has not been outlined as one of the variables. Details about the names of the banks where participants are clients and used services were not collected for confidentiality reasons.
4.2 Findings

Face-to-face interviews were conducted with 30 people. The distribution of survey respondents was as follows: 18 out of 30 respondents were women and 12 out of 30 were men (Chart 1).
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Chart 1. Genders of the research group
The age of the participants ranged from 65 to 84. The biggest group was from 71 to 75 and consisted of 12 people, only 8 people were over 76 years (Chart 2).
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Chart 2. Participants’ age
Among 30 participants 19 of them were not users of online banking, 10 people use online banking and only one participant had an attempt to use online banking before but the adoption was not long-lasting and the participant stopped engaging with technology (Chart 3). People who have accounts at online banking platforms but do not carry out online activities on their own were considered as not users.
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Chart 3. Users of online banking among participants of the research
Only 3 out of 10 users had a voluntary transition to digital banking, while others were forced to adopt online services as they lost the opportunity to receive services in a different way. 42% of all participants did not experience pressure from banks and 19% while using branches kept being redirected to online banking on a regular basis, however, still able to receive personal communication and did not adopt the technology (Chart 4).
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Chart 4. Answers to the interview question “Do you feel forced by banks to use online systems?”
To the interview question “Do you consider technologies useful in daily life?” 83% of interviewees answered that they had a positive perception of technology and found it useful and helpful and were aware of its advantages (Chart 5). However, only 8 people mentioned that they adopted different ICT and found them beneficial for their lifestyle. 33% of respondents have a lack of interest and no need to integrate it into their lives, while 23% experienced fear, doubts and deficiency in knowledge and instructions to prevent the digital divide. Five participants did not express a strong attitude toward technology nevertheless see it as something suitable and necessary only for the younger generation.
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Chart 5. Perception of technology

Moreover, only 1 person mentioned the pandemic of COVID-19 and self-isolation as influencing factors for technology adoption as it made him feel forced to use ICT for daily activities. Other participants did not have changes in their level of technology adoption as a result of the pandemic and did not make any modifications to their lives (Chart 6). 
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Chart 6. Answers to the interview question “Did COVID-19 have an influence on your adoption of technology?”
When analysing interviews, it was clear that satisfaction with the banking system is rare and only 7 people can describe a visit to the branch as a positive experience (Chart 7). Two people eliminated any contact with banks by automation of the pension receiving and paying all the bills, moreover, they are not users of online banking systems as all additional requests are assessed by family members. Four people have no contact with banks due to outsourcing all financial activities and engagement with banking systems to family members, and one person does not visit branches as adopted the online system and uses only simple services like bill payments.
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Chart 7. Satisfaction with banking services

Among those who engage with banks, 10 people experienced difficulties with finance terminology that were used by employees and found it as a factor that made their customer experience unpleasant (Chart 8). 
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Chart 8. Difficulties with finance terminology
Answering the question of whether banks provided any communication, detailed information or instructions for using online banking only 7% confirmed that they received from bank employees details which were helpful and clear. 14% of respondents received only brief mentioning of the existence of an alternative to the branch or had an email suggested to download the application while 79% did not have any communication from the bank about online banking (Chart 9).
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Chart 9. Answers to the interview question “Did you receive any communication from the bank about online platforms?”

When assessing help that is available for participants it has been divided into two groups: internal and external. Family members and friends were considered as internal help, and bank staff as external. 33% of participants confirmed that they have no available help in case of the necessity to adopt online banking, and only 3% could ask for help from branch managers and be sure that their questions will be answered (Chart 10). 23% of interviewees mentioned that they have family members that can assist with online banking, but would prefer to have someone in the branch that could help and give instructions in case of difficulties while using online systems.
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Chart 10. Answers to the interview question “Do you have access to help in case of engaging with online banking?”
4.3 Discussion
The findings of the research are discussed in accordance with the elements of the conceptual framework with the aim to outline the connection between variables and engagement with online banking among older adults. For this purpose, a cross-sectional analysis was carried out.
4.3.1 Usefulness – Variable 1
To understand the usefulness aspect of online banking among the studied group it was necessary to explore whether people over 65 years find technology in general suitable for their lifestyle and if they see the technological progress and digitalisation of the world as a positive trend. 

A shared opinion among participants was that technological progress is important and should not be stopped. All participants outlined that technologies are useful and helpful in daily life routine and at the workplace for society, however, a certain group of people did not see personal benefits from adopting new skills and increasing digital literacy, one of the reasons was concerns about being “too old” and finding technologies “more helpful for a younger generation” and have lack of personal interest. 

It is crucial to mention, that participants that did not have any interest or need in ICT have regular and accessible help from family members and some of the interviewees do not engage with technology in general and particularly with online banks as all communication and engagement is done by family members which can explain the absence of the personal need in technology adoption.

One of the participants outlined that used to be scared of technology due to a lack of knowledge and felt left behind. However, after taking computer classes his level of confidence has increased and his level of awareness concerning benefits of the certain ICT has improved and as a result, he adopted several technologies during the past years. In contrast, two participants who also participated in computer classes in order to increase their digital literacy could not adopt computers and the Internet and as a consequence integrate them into their lives and kept experiencing a lack of need to change their technology usage further from limitations of sending texts and making phone calls. 

The different outcome of computer classes has direct connections to the available and unlimited help. Individuals that did not have any changes in their level of digital divide outlined that family members took full responsibility for their finance and communication with banks and were completely satisfied with that. 

Among participants who are users of online banking, only three people outlined that their transition to online was completely voluntary as they found it more convenient and they feel that they can receive services faster without losing in quality. Moreover, one of the voluntary adopters could completely eliminate the necessity to visit a branch of the bank due to the usage of online platforms and have available help from family members in case of security or technical queries. 

Thereby, according to the interview answers it is clear that elderly people are aware of the positive and beneficial side of technology and support progress which meets the findings of Betts et al. (2019). However, unlimited help or full outsourcing of the activities to trustable parties such as family members prevent any interest and need to adopt technology and online banking in particular despite the realisation of advantages. 

When looking at the influence of Covid-19 and compulsory isolation, only one participant mentioned a positive effect on the usefulness awareness and outlined that “…pandemic showed additional possibilities of technology” that he was not aware of before, however, it is important to mention that he had a certain level of digital literacy and started engaging with ICT before the pandemic. The rest of the participants did not experience any influence of COVID-19 on the level of concerns about technological advantages and the level of the adoption has not been changed.

Thus, according to the results of the current research the Usefullness factor which was suggested in the conceptual framework as a variable influencing online banking adoption contradicts the model published by Venkatesh et al. (2012). Despite the fact that the majority of respondents acknowledge benefits only 27% could say that they adopted ICT, moreover, only 3 people transitioned to online banking due to the usefulness. COVID-19 also did not play any role in the level of awareness.
4.3.2 Trust – Variable 4
A smooth transition to online is possible when the initial system of communication with a financial institution is clear and pleasant for the client. Customers’ loyalty and trust are built with satisfying experiences in the branch which is why it is vital to analyse how people of a certain age can describe their experience and level of satisfaction with provided services.

The majority of respondents found engagement with banks, both in person and online, stressful and unpleasant. Those who had a positive experience mostly connected it to the availability of personal managers for direct communication in case of need. Moreover, some people found online transactions, bank accounts and lack of ability for cash payments as more difficult in terms of control of their personal funds.  
Several participants found terminology that is used by bank employees is too professional and complicated to understand without specific knowledge. Moreover, many interviewees outlined that they do not like constantly asking for help and detailed explanations as they find the attitude of the branch employees rude and unpleasant. Many elderly people mentioned impersonal perception and that it “feels like people do not want to talk to you”, and “employees are always in a rush and want to get rid of you as soon as possible”. In addition, participants mentioned that bank staff does not consider needs of old people as they speak too fast and in some cases not loud enough and they are not willing to adapt to the older client. Participants confirmed that lack of customer focus and poor communication makes them avoid when possible engagement with banks and meet all provided offers and novelties with negative perception as they feel used by the system.  
Constant redirection to the ATM was one of the negative aspects of the branch experience. People mentioned that it is impossible to solve some issues by using machines and employees are not willing to listen to the request and simply send customers to the ATM or website. Moreover, branch staff assumes that all clients already have a basic knowledge and set of skills to use the technology. That leads to situations when clients of certain age request help while using an ATM, when assistance is provided (several interviewees mentioned that ability to get any help is absent during most visits to the bank branch) it is expressed in the performance of certain actions by the personnel, completely excluding any accompanying explanations to the client. Thus, the level of knowledge of the client keeps the same as no guidance is provided and as a result future independent engagement with an ATM will not be successful. This type of help creates a vicious circle of unsatisfied customer experiences and makes it impossible for the clients to act independently in the future.

In addition, respondents mentioned multiple times issues with problem-solving. Several situations were discussed when cancelled subscriptions and automated payments kept charging even after approval from the bank side of cancellations of mentioned payments. In these cases, participants clarified that fault was on the bank’s side, however, employees could not explain what actions should be taken or even take responsibility. Several people outlined that there was a lack of cooperation and concerns among employees and in some cases it was extremely hard to get personal communication with managers.

People feel used and abandoned and forgotten especially when any issues or mistakes are done. People were unsatisfied that they pay fees for the accounts and bank services when services is impossible to get. During interviews was outlined that in crisis moments people preferred to communicate in person with managers to make sure that their issues were definitely heard even though not always successfully solved. They also had concerns that if problems were barely solved in person, online platforms would make it even worse as they would not even be able to know if anyone received their request.
To summarise, according to the interviews, respondents were outraged by banking services and did not find it as a properly working system. Due to this people found the transition to online banking as a threat to their security and potential decrease in access to information. Moreover, it is important to mention that the retail banking market in Ireland is small and does not have a lot of competitors, and as a result, the population has limited choices in case of dissatisfaction with the bank.
The obtained results confirmed the direct correlation between trust and customer acceptance of Internet banking which supported the findings of Suh and Han (2002) who mentioned that customers rely on trust in online platforms that handle sensitive data. In addition, collected data showed that trust and satisfaction with the banking system in general have an effect on the willingness of elderly people to adopt online banking.
4.3.3 Motivation and Forcing Factors – Variable 3
In the conceptual framework, available help and closing of the bank branch were studied as motivation and forcing factors. Earlier in the chapter connection between unlimited help with complete redirection of the actions and the usefulness of online banking was outlined: despite the acknowledged benefits outsourcing of the actions led to a lower level of interest and as a result to a lower level of adoption.

7 out of 10 adopters of online banking admitted that while having a positive perception of technology in general, felt like they have been abandoned as clients and forced to use the digital platform as they were not given any alternative options to get usual bank services. Moreover, none of them experienced the closing of the local branch, the following reasons for engaging with online banking were mentioned:

1. No available employees in the branch to provide services;

2. Service is unavailable except through the website or application;

3. Bank restricted actions with the card until certain actions were done through the website or app. 

In the studied group several respondents experienced constant pressure from the bank staff to use online platforms during branch visits, however, they did not provide any instructions or explanations on how those platforms work and how successfully and safely to engage with them. The most common opinion was that people did not like to be forced and left unsupervised. An impersonal attitude of employees made clients feel unwanted by the business and as a result they “…try to push back when possible”. Obtained results support the research of Nimrod (2022) and confirm the relation of pressure and forcing factors with technostress and low levels of technology engagement. Moreover, transferring services to online platforms without providing any alternatives created an unattractive image of the financial institution and its technology among older adults and as a result increased the digital divide, which goes in contrast to the research of van Dijk and Hacker (2003) and requires a deeper study of connections between ICT image, usage opportunity and grey digital divide.
On the one hand, unlimited help could be a demotivator for ICT adoption, on the other hand, it could be a crucial factor. 7 people had a positive attitude but had no reachable help and avoided adoption as they experienced a low level of confidence and fear for independent actions. At the same time, elderly people could see themselves as online banking users but under certain conditions:

1. Face-to-face communication with the bank managers about online platforms and their features;

2. Detailed information about scams, types of scams, and how to recognise and avoid them;

3. A physical step-by-step guide or installation and user training;

4. Possibility to visit an assistant who could answer questions and confirm the correctness of actions.

While dividing help into external and internal some participants, even if there are family members who can help in interacting with technology, would prefer to have a source of information and assistance from financial institutions. Moreover, when mentioning external help respondents emphasised that it is crucial to not assume that all people have a certain basic set of knowledge and skills while interacting with ICT and take into consideration the physical aspects (such as poor vision, hearing, speed of adoption of new information) of people of certain ages.
In addition to the analysis of internal and external help, the interviews revealed that community-based social interactions as important characteristics of elderly people in Ireland. Respondents outlined that it is customary to have social interactions with neighbours. However, more often it was not considered available help, which may be due to the financial security aspect. On the other hand, a hypothesis about the sense of community as a beneficial aspect of increasing the digital literacy level can be made and needs additional research.
Interpersonal communication that was described in Rogers's (2003) innovation diffusion model as a crucial factor was essential for participants of the current research in order to adopt online banking. However, social influence (Rogers, 2003; van Dijk and Hacker, 2003; Venkatesh et al., 2012; Friemel, 2016) is a complex factor that can be determined differently and has a variable effect on technology adoption and engagement as older adults are not ready to ask for help constantly but need an available source of that help.

4.3.4 Ease of use – Variable 2
In the conceptual framework Ease of use, factor was studied as two elements: the necessity of a certain level of digital literacy and technical availability. 

During the interviews, none of the participants mentioned that they see the necessity to upgrade their devices as a barrier to online banking adoption. This is connected to the fact that the majority of respondents already had smartphones or access to the internet through computers. However, when discussing positive aspects of technology studied group felt that digitalization does not take into consideration such physical features of older people as poor vision and hearing, memory impairment, and problems with fine motor skills, and as a result, makes a stronger concern that technology adoption is suitable and useful only for the younger generation. One of the interviewees outlined that due to physical aspects could not use smartphones and experienced difficulties using keyboards and mouse of computer/laptop. He did not find online systems adaptive to his needs and did not see opportunities for him to engage with online platforms, therefore in case of a complete change of the form of providing bank services to online, he would not consider himself as a bank client anymore. 

As mentioned earlier, older adults acknowledged the necessity of a certain level of digital literacy in order to engage with online banking. At the same time, they did not show any strongly negative attitude to learn new skills, the only barrier they saw is the lack of guidance and detailed information. The necessity of very clear and extremely detailed step-by-step explanations and the ability to ask questions were mentioned several times as one of the crucial elements of the digital journey. Moreover, not only digital literacy but financial literacy was outlined as factors that have an influence on the grey digital divide. According to the interviews, older adults experienced misunderstandings and complexity in branches due to specific professional terms that were used by bank employees. In this regard, the participants were concerned that in the case of online platforms usage, the terminology problem would be deeper, since there would be no opportunity to get clarifications. 
Thus, the material access mentioned by Van Dijk and Hacker (2003) does not play a major role when talking about the digital divide and the grey digital divide particularly. Based on the results of the primary data collection it is possible to say that the grey digital divide can be considered as a second-level divide that is based on skills and usage access (Scheerder et al., 2017).
4.4 Conclusion
This research provided an analysis of the willingness of people over 65 to adopt and engage with online banking. Obtained data showed that older adults look positively on technology in general and find them beneficial, however, they are not showing a high level of willingness to engage with online banking systems. Moreover, the pandemic of COVID-19 did not play any role in decreasing of the level of the grey digital divide as respondents could not confirm any changes in their awareness of technology and its beneficial features. 
However, dissatisfaction with the banking system, in general, was outlined as one of the main points among the reasons and barriers that prevent engagement. Insecurity in obtaining services and solving financial problems while visiting branches created a limitation of trust in the financial institution and as a result lack of willingness to change the usual procedure for interacting with the banks and a negative attitude towards innovations. Lack of communication and an unpleasant approach with disregard for the physical peculiarities of the elderly provided by bank employees led to the elimination of bank staff as possible help during the technology adoption. Meanwhile, affordable help and the provision of detailed information are the main elements that could increase the number of online bank users among people over 65 in Ireland. When creating online platforms banks need to take into consideration the physical aspects of people of certain age in order to keep them as clients. Applications and web platforms need to be adapted and inclusive for users with vision, hearing and limb motility disabilities. 

Answering the question “How do you see the adoption of online baking possible for you?” all respondents mentioned the importance of information and guidance in the digital journey. In this case, banks need to look at the possibility to collaborate with associations that provide activities for older adults around Ireland in order to conduct training and classes about scams, financial security and usage of platforms. Clear and concise information along with improved customer service provides an opportunity for banks to improve their image among elderly people and as a result increase number of online users. 
According to the discussion of the study, the conceptual framework presented in Chapter 2 can be interpreted as follows (Figure 7): 
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Figure 7. Conceptual framework in accordance with findings.
· Usefulness factor was partly proven: acknowledgement of benefits does not directly lead to ICT engagement; 
· Ease of use factor was partly proven: the necessity of a certain level of digital literacy directly linked to the ICT adoption; technical availability is not considered a variable for engagement with online banking;
· Motivation and forcing factors were partly proven: a certain level of available help is needed for engagement with online banking; closing of bank branches was not identified as an influencing factor;
· Trust factor is proven: trust in the banking system, in general, is directly linked to engagement with online banking.
Chapter 5. Concluding Thoughts on the Contribution of this Research, its Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research 
Current research explores the engagement of people over 65 with online banking in Ireland: readiness, willingness, and existing barriers. The following research objectives were identified:
1. Assessment of the level of readiness and willingness of people over 65 to engage with online banking;

2. Identify barriers and challenges among the analysed group that impact their online banking engagement;
3. Analyse the role the pandemic of COVID-19 on the perception of elderly people toward online banking.
The study group was represented by 30 people aged 65 to 84 from four counties of Ireland. The research is qualitative and the collection of the primary data was conducted using semi-structured face-to-face interviews as a tool as it allowed to gain a deep understanding of the studied phenomenon and insights about people’s experiences. Data was analysed by using a code book that allowed to group information according to the conceptual framework and reveal additional findings. 
5.1 Implications of Findings for the Research Questions

The following conclusions were drawn while meeting the first objective and measuring the degree of interest to engage in Internet banking among the Irish population aged 65 and older:

· The participants are dissatisfied with the banking system in Ireland and have a lack of trust when unsupervised and independent actions need to be taken;

· Lack of trust in the financial institution leads to a negative reaction when innovations are presented and unwillingness to adopt it;
· With the current level of personal communication availability from the banks participants are not ready to engage with online banking; 

· Benefits of online banking are clear for participants, however, due to the poor provision of services during branch visits digitization creates a certain level of concern about being able to receive usual services and solve problems that arise;

· Forced transition to online banking acts as a stress factor and, as a result, prevents the adoption of technology;
· Unlimited and uncontrolled help and the possibility to outsource communication with banks prevent willingness to engage with online banking.
To meet the second objective of the research and to understand the challenges faced by elderly people, the following conclusion can be drawn:
· Digital platforms such as websites and smartphone applications are not suitable for people with visual difficulties;

· Banks do not provide clients with detailed information on how online platform works;

· Instructions and guidance that are available require a basic level of digital literacy in order to implement them;
· No available information about security while using the digital platform is provided, which creates fear and lack of confidence among potential users of a certain age;

· Employees of the branch are not considered available for help during technology adoption due to poor service provision and unsatisfied client orientation;
· Specific financial terminology is challenging for older adults and needed to be explained for them to use online banking independently and confidently.
When meeting the third objective the conclusion is made that the pandemic of COVID-19 did not have an effect on the perception of elderly people toward online banking and did not change their level of engagement with ICT in general and particularly with online banking. 
5.2 Contributions and Limitations of the Research

Current research reveals and assesses existing issues and barriers that prevent a particular age group from engaging with online banking systems and what measures can be implemented to increase the engagement of elderly people. Findings give insights about overall issues of the banking sector that are faced by the older generation and can be implemented in order to improve the image of the banks and increase the satisfaction with financial services to a certain group of the population and as a consequence increase involvement in the digitalization process.
The research has limitations in the access to the studied group. The primary size of the research group was not achieved due to the denial of access to Active Retirement Ireland (ARI). The response was justified by the centralized decision of the association to consider only PhD research due to the high amount of requests and negative feedback from members of the association. ARI has a broad coverage of Ireland with approximately 550 groups in 26 counties, a number of members that exceed 24,000 and centralized management that could give an opportunity to access people over 65 in rural and urban areas in a short period of time. Due to the rejection from ARI respondents were reached by different independent associations for the retired population in Ireland. Reached associations had less number of members and do not have centralized management, as a result, the number of participants from meeting to meeting is hard to predict. Given the complicity of the access to the primary data and the time limitation of the dissertation process the studied group was downsized to 30 people. 
5.3 Recommendations for Practice and Future Research
The findings of the current research can be used by banking system to improve their image and customer service. Moreover, revealed barriers can be addressed to managements of the banks and the following actions for the grey digital divide decrease can be taken:
· Developed detailed guidance and step-by-step instruction for website and app installation and usage;

· Collaboration with associations for retired people in Ireland to organise workshops for technology adoptions;

· Arrange workshops in branches for people of a certain age;

· Allocate a free hotline exclusively for questions related to the use of online platforms with minimum use of an answering machine;

Due to time constraints and limitations described earlier, the interview was done with 30 people. Given the nature of the study for future research, a bigger sample size and diverse geography may be targeted to provide better precision. Moreover, quantitative research can reveal detailed insights into regions of the country that were affected the most due to branch reduction and what part of the population over 65 lost easy access to financial services. A broader study with a deeper divide by age range can identify the most vulnerable group. Conducted interviews revealed community-based social interactions as a characteristic of the population in Ireland that has not been considered as a variable in the current research. Therefore, the connection between the importance of the community of older adults and technology adoption in Ireland needs a deeper understanding and further research. 

Qualitative research that is targeting banks as a primary data source may reveal the pattern in financial products, services and issues that are the most frequent among the retired population of Ireland and as a result, affect the necessity of updating and improving existing systems to be age-friendly.
5.4 Final Conclusion and Reflections

The study was born from the personal experience of the researcher while engaging with the Irish banking system and the difficulties encountered in finding the necessary information. Nowadays, the Irish retail banking market is limited and highly focused on digitalisation and providing services via online platforms such as websites and smartphone applications as part of their transformation. Despite the claims from banks that their transformation is explained by changes in customers’ behaviour and preferences it is crucial to consider clients of all age groups. The study enabled to conclude that older people have progressive views about ICT in general, however, when technology is related to finance the value of the mistake can be high, therefore trust in the system and the ability to address doubts and receive confirmation via personal communication is highly important. The study helped to prove that the digital divide stepped further from physical access and in order to decrease it is important to broadcast the accessibility of gaining skills and outcomes from usage.
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Appendices
Appendix A – Interview questions
1. Age

2. Gender

3. Do you consider technologies useful in daily life?

4. What technology do you use and do you use online banking?

5. Do you feel confident and safe when you request any bank services? Do you experience any terminology difficulties while communicating with bank employees? 

6. Have you experienced difficulties to receive services due to the closing of the branches or changes in the approach of the bank services by using machines or online platforms? 

7. Have you been informed about remote access to banking services?

8. How would you describe your relationships with technologies before, during, and after the pandemic of COVID-19?

9. Do you have access to help among your family members while engaging with technology, specifically online banking? 

10. Do you consider the accessibility of bank employees as a potential help for your digital transition and what role it plays in your personal level of willingness to engage with online banking systems?
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