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Abstract: What characterizes the practice of playing digital games in post-retirement 
life as it appears in the given accounts, particularly with regards to expectations 
about suitable activities and management of time? These questions are investigated 
via the qualitative interviews with 14 Danish players of digital games aged 65 and 
above, analyzed on the basis of practice theory. The playing of digital games appears 
in the accounts as a routinized and mostly relational activity, which in the majority of 
cases is regulated and fitted into designated breaks in otherwise busy, weekly 
schedules. The pleasures of playing are related mainly to mastery, fellowship and 
relaxation, but the majority of informants directly or implicitly express conflicting 
emotions and expectations in relation to their playing of digital games. The playing 
of digital games appears in many accounts as a somewhat dubious activity that may 
conflict with ideals of active ageing. 
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*** 
Jouer à des jeux numériques dans la vie après la retraite 

Résumé : Qu'est-ce qui caractérise la pratique des jeux numériques dans la vie post-
retraite telle qu'elle apparaît dans les témoignages, notamment en ce qui concerne les 
attentes d'activités adaptées et la gestion du temps ? Ces questions sont étudiées via 
des entretiens qualitatifs avec 14 joueurs danois de jeux numériques âgés de 65 ans et 
plus, analysés sur la base de la théorie de la pratique. Le jeu numérique apparaît dans 
les comptes comme une activité routinière et principalement relationnelle, qui dans la 
majorité des cas est réglementée et encadrée par des pauses désignées dans des 
horaires hebdomadaires par ailleurs chargés. Les plaisirs de jouer sont principalement 
liés à la maîtrise, la camaraderie et la relaxation, mais la majorité des informateurs 
expriment directement ou implicitement des émotions et des attentes conflictuelles 
par rapport à leur pratique de jeux numériques. Jouer à des jeux numériques apparaît 
dans de nombreux témoignages comme une activité quelque peu douteuse qui peut 
entrer en conflit avec les idéaux de vieillissement actif. 

Mots-clés : jeux numériques, retraite, personnes âgées, théorie de la pratique, vie 
quotidienne 

 
*** 

Introduction 

This article investigates the use of digital games as an everyday media practice in 
post-retirement life. Most research concerned with older adults and digital games 
approaches digital games as possible training and health technologies or from a 
design-oriented angle, making of the older player a problem that seeks a solution 
(Iversen, 2016a). While existing research does investigate older adults’ use of digital 
games, this is typically part of an intervention or experiment (Iversen, 2016a). Only a 
few studies have focused on the experiences and practices of older adults who actually 
play digital games on a regular basis (Brown, 2014; De Schutter, 2011; De Schutter 
& Brown, 2016; De Schutter & Vanden Abeele, 2010; Kaufman et al., 2016; Nap, de 
Kort, & IJsselsteijn, 2009; Zhang & Kaufman, 2016), still leaving many aspects 
under-researched. As older adults do increasingly play digital games (Iversen, 2016a), 
it is important to understand what it means to play digital games in retirement. – In 
particular how this practice enters into existing understandings of post-retirement life 
as well as society’s expectations of older adults. While many of the existing studies 
focus on preferences and attitudes toward digital games, the focus here is on the 
situated, habitual incorporation of digital games into everyday life. 

Based on qualitative interviews with 14 Danes aged 65 or above, this article 
considers the following research question: what characterizes the practice of playing 
digital games in post-retirement life as it appears in the given accounts, particularly 
with regards to expectations about suitable activities and management of time?  I 
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have elsewhere carried out an interpretive literature review of the existing research 
concerned with other adults and digital games, which I refer to in order to preserve 
space for other issues here (Iversen, 2016a). Thus, the notions of ‘older adults’ and 
post-retirement life are first discussed. This is followed by an introduction to the 
theoretical framework informing the analysis, that of practice theory. Lastly, 
methodological issued are considered before an analysis of the empirical material. 

 

1. Older Adults and Post-Retirement Life 

The notion of ‘older adults’ here refers to people aged 65 and above. This delineation 
is based on the current age of retirement in Denmark and many other Western 
countries. Importantly, this is not meant to indicate that ‘old age’ sets in at 65 but, 
simply, that in current (Danish) society this is a point where most people go from one 
social status, that of being in the work force, to another. Retirement from paid work 
here marks an official point of transition; a first publicly sanctioned step into ‘later 
life’, and it is approached as an institution stemming from occupational legislation 
(Blaikie, 2004; Featherstone & Hepworth, 1995; Gunnarson, 2011). With respect to 
the Western notion of retirement, Luborsky and LeBlanc (2003, pp. 266-267) argue 
that it is inherently ambiguous. On the one hand, retirement grants the moral right to 
a time of leisure, earned through a long life of labour. On the other hand, demanding 
that people stop working due to age implies that their faculties can no longer be 
trusted. With regards to the experience of retirement, the literature is inconclusive as 
to whether retirees’ quality of life increases or decreases once they stop working 
(Horner, 2014, p. 127).  

While the age of 65 functions as a delineator here, this should not be taken to mean 
that old age is merely a product of chronological ageing. On the contrary, it is at any 
time a question of cultural construction rather than a natural run of a universally given 
life course (Degnen, 2007; Hazan, 1994; Kohli, 1985). Likewise, post-retirement life 
should not be regarded as a uniform, unchangeable stage. The notion is, rather, a 
pragmatic shorthand for the period of existence that takes place after retirement 
which, regardless of its length or brevity, may be filled with a great variety of 
experiences and developments (Sandberg, 2013).  

In terms of society’s understanding of older age, the notion of ‘active ageing’, 
tentatively formulated by the European Commission and the World Health 
Organization in the late 1990ies (Comission for the European Communities, 1999; 
Heikkinen, 1998), has increasingly replaced earlier conceptualizations of old age that 
focused on infirmity, withdrawal and care (Cumming et al.,1960). Compared to what 
has gone before, these formulations of active ageing appear progressive and 
confirmative, stressing the resourcefulness of older adults. Yet, despite the positive 
connotations, the paradigm is criticized for holding the older citizen personally 
responsible for relieving society of the economic burden of old age through 
consumption and self-discipline (e.g. Katz, 2000; Lassen, 2014; van Dyk, Lessenich, 
Denninger, & Richter, 2013). The perspective results in a strong individualisation and, 
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by proxy, problematisation not only of the citizens who manage to live up to the 
expectations of active ageing, but even more of those who cannot or refuse to comply. 
On this basis, it can be argued that old age is increasingly understood in binary terms. 
Thus, the notion of ‘third age’ is often used to the indicate the ‘young old’, who 
through consumption, activity and discipline manage to keep at bay the signs of deep 
old age. The ‘fourth age’, on the other hand, refers to the ‘old old’, who due to bodily 
decline are no longer able to remain independent. (Fagerström & Aartsen, 2013; 
Mendes, 2013; Pike, 2011). Who falls into which category is not so much a matter of 
chronological age, but depends on habitus (Gilleard & Higgs, 2013) and, ultimately, 
the condition of the body.  

 

2. Practice Theory 

Practice theory offers a fruitful lens for studying the not necessarily overtly invested 
routines of daily media use and consumption (Couldry, 2009; Warde, 2005). In his 
introduction to practice theory, Schatzki declares the importance of the approach for 
contemporary theorization of the social: 

Thinkers once spoke of ‘structures,’ ‘systems,’ ‘meaning,’ ‘life world,’ 
‘events,’ and ‘actions’ when naming the primary generic social thing. Today, 
many theorists would accord ‘practices’ a comparable honour. (Schatzki, 
2005, p. 10) 

The notion of practice, then, is increasingly being used to analyse human action and 
social order.  

Practice theory is not a unified grand theory, but rather an amalgamation of core 
conceptualizations from some of the most prominent thinkers of the 20th century, and 
within the last 15 years several scholars have argued for a turn to practice while 
working to formulate a somewhat integrated framework (e.g. Cetina, Schatzki, & 
Savigny, 2005; Warde, 2005). Here I will primarily draw on Reckwitz’s (2000) 
formulation of practice theory: 

[…] a routinized type of behaviour which consists of several elements, 
interconnected to one another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental 
activities, ‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge in the form of 
understanding, know-how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge. 
(Reckwitz, 2002, p. 249) 

As intoned by the notion of routinisation, an important aspect of practice theory is that 
it does not consider all human action to be deeply intentional or reflexive. Rather, 
practices are seen as routines that are embedded in the body (or perhaps the other way 
around) through socialization. They are rarely learned through formalized instruction 
but become repertoires at hand via doing and participation (Wenger & Lave, 2009): 
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A social practice is the product of training the body in a certain way: when 
we learn a practice, we learn to be bodies in a certain way (and this means 
more than to ‘use our bodies’). A practice can be understood as the regular, 
skilful ‘performance’ of (human) bodies. (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 251) 

As is made clear above, a practice is a normalized way of acting, feeling and thinking 
in relation to particular situations and settings, such as texting, going to a museum, or 
the taking of family photo. Thus, practices do not belong to the individual who is 
mainly a ‘carrier’ of practices (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 250). This does not mean that every 
carrier of a certain practice enacts it in similar ways. Rather, there is room for much 
variation over the common theme. On this basis it should be stressed that the findings 
are not necessarily transferable to regions that are markedly different from the Danish 
setting in terms of religion, political system, culture and so on.  

Practices are ‘arrays of activity’ (Schatzki, 2005, p. 11) that involve a coming-
together of heterogeneous elements; elements that will be central for my analysis of 
the playing of digital games in post-retirement. Moreover, some practices are 
considered more constitutive and complex than others, comprised of many different 
practices that all contribute to shaping and reproducing the social order instigated by 
the anchoring practice (Swindler, 2005). Thus, from the perspective of practice 
theory, practices (including discursive practices) produce social order, reproducing it 
through all the individual repetitions. It follows from this that social order, just like 
discourse, is both rather stable but also highly malleable.  

Following Reckwitz, I consider practices to incorporate the following elements:  

2.1. Bodily Activity  

Although Reckwitz in the quote above distinguishes between bodily and mental 
activity, the two are collapsed into one here. As, for instance, argued by Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty (1978), I approach mind as body and humans as embodied beings in 
the world. The body is central for practice theory because it is considered the nexus 
that connects the disparate elements in action (Postill, 2010). 

2.2. Objects 

The focus on the role of artefacts, or materiality, in human action is something 
else that recommends practice theory as a viable approach for Media as well as Games 
Research. One central discussion within practice theory is whether to take a human-
cantered or posthuman approach to materiality (Gheradi, 2017, pp. 38-40). The 
question is whether artefacts merely mediate action or, rather, are an integral part of 
practices, co-constituting these as actors with their own agency. Here I am informed 
by the latter approach, which tends to speak of sociomateriality, that is, the 
entanglement or networking effort of different actors (Barad, 2007; Latour, 2005), 
rather than of humans who act with objects. While granting human and non-human 
actors equal importance, it is nevertheless still necessary to distinguish between 
various types of actors in order to be able to make a viable analysis of the empirical 
material. Not the least because the material at hand, as further discussed in the 
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methodology section, is based on talk about practices rather than observations of these 
and, hence, ends up being quite human-centred. 

2.3. Know-how 

Being a carrier of a practice involves acting out and drawing on know-how. This 
knowledge, as already discussed, is often embedded in actions and movements. It may 
be unconscious and not necessarily easily expressible. Yet, discourse, likewise, plays 
a vital role in constituting both the knowable and the body that knows. 

2.4.  Emotions and Expectations 

Another element of practices is the emotions and expectations that are entangled 
in doings. As with knowhow, these understandings of how to feel, be and do often 
operate at an unconscious level, learned through participation in practice rather than 
via talk (Wenger & Lave, 2009). Yet, again, discourse also plays a vital role here. 

 

3. Methodology: Working with Accounts of Practice and Locating 65+ Players  

This study is based on semi-structured research interviews with 14 Danes aged 65 or 
above, conducted from the summer of 2015 until the early spring of 2016. From the 
outset it was the plan to recruit 30 participants. However, the single largest challenge 
of the study was to locate and recruit participants. As older adults play digital games 
mainly in the home rather that at a club like, for instance, bridge, there is no central, 
public space where the players can be located. Thus, I began the recruitment of 
participants within my own extended network, while at the same time pursuing other 
strategies, such as a notice on the Dan-age Association’s Facebook page as well as 
putting up posters in local libraries and activity centres. I also reached out to potential 
participants via interview articles in local newspapers. Lastly, I asked participants 
whether they knew people of their own age or older, who played digital games, and 
this snowballing strategy led me to several new informants. While the number of 
participants in the study ended up being lower than what is, perhaps, ideal, shared 
patterns emerge among the accounts, which indicates a saturation of the material. 

The informants are all retired Danes, born between 1921-1948. Ten of the 
participants are women, and four are men. Most have either received vocational 
training or have taken some form of education after secondary school. About half of 
the participants have at some point owned businesses or farms, while the rest have 
been employed within the public or private sector. Although the level of education, 
income and cultural capital vary, none of the informants belong at the very bottom or 
top of Danish society in terms of social strata. All participants appear here under 
pseudonym, and they have given informed consent. Other identifying details, such as 
geographical location, have been changed or left out so as to protect their identities. 
All conversations took place in our Danish native tongue, and citations appear in my 
translation. 
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As actions are central for practices it may seem problematic that the empirical 
material that forms the basis of this study takes the form of interviews. Yet according 
to Maller & Strengers (2018, p. 67) the majority of practice-oriented research is based 
on interviews. How is it possible to examine a practice – which to a great degree may 
consist of non-reflexive doings, tacit knowledge, and unrealized expectations – via 
conversation?  A full ethnographic fieldwork would, admittedly, be the most ideal 
approach. Yet, as researchers we often work in less than ideal situations where the 
available resources limit what is possible (Alvesson, 2003). The choice to use 
accounts of and dialogues about practices is, thus, both pragmatic and intentional as 
this type of empirical material provides insight into the practitioners’ own 
understanding of their doings. Additionally, while these accounts may be more or less 
accurate in their description of actual practices, they paint a picture of what my 
informants imagine an outsider to be interested in and expect from them in line with 
the research interests outline above. 

All interviews were conducted as semi-structured conversations, typically lasting 
from one to two hours. It was as important for me to hear about the participants’ daily 
lives and life experience, their encounters and experience with digital technologies as 
about their use of digital games. Three of the interviews were with married couples 
where both used digital games to some degree or other and both participated. Most of 
the interviews were conducted face to face in the homes of the participants. These 
interviews were all recorded and transcribed. Moreover, notes about the visit and my 
impressions were made after each visit. Additionally, three interviews were carried 
out by e-mail as this was the method preferred by the informants in question. 
Although, the e-mail interviews vary in depth, they mostly provide valuable material 
comparable in richness to the face-to-face interviews. 

 

4. The Elements of Practice in the Accounts of Digital Game-Playing 

They ways in which the informants give account of their daily use of digital games 
are not identical, as different participants have different emotions, expectations and 
ways of doing. Yet, as will be made clear here, there are enough shared patterns to 
identify game-playing in post-retirement life as a relatively stable practice. For this 
article, notes and interview material have been coded with NVivo in a deductive 
process informed by the elements of practice outlined earlier and these categories 
structure the analysis. 

4.1. Bodily Activity 

As already touched upon, the body of old people within gerontology has tended to 
be regarded as infirm and in need of fixing (e.g. Katz, 1996; Powell, 2001). However, 
the bodies that appear in my material are, with a few exceptions, presented as vigorous 
both through speech and actions, thus embodying the very ideal of the active ageing 
paradigm (Katz, 2000; Lassen, 2014; van Dyk, et al., 2013). This is the picture 
maintained throughout nearly all the interviews where great emphasis is put on the 



IVERSEN           

 

210 
 

daily and weekly activities that informants are involved in. Githa’s (date of birth 
(DOB) not disclosed) account is quite typical: 

Githa: [...] I’m a member of the Odd Fellow Order, a sister there, yes.  
Int.: Yes … 
Githa: And I go to the fitness centre three times a week with my neighbour – 
or two – and we also go for walks. And then I do ... yes, what do I do more? 
I don’t know, I think I’m always busy … 
[we talk about the grandchildren who used to come a lot when they were 
younger, but now don’t need looking after anymore] 
Githa: Yes, what else do I do. O yes, I play bridge every Thursday, and I sew 
patchwork. Some time ago I also did glass work. I’ve also taken adult learner 
courses for many years, but I don’t do that anymore after it stopped being ... 
it’s become very expensive, taking these courses. Suddenly it costs a fortune. 
We were five girls who used to go together, taking all kinds of courses. Now 
we do fitness instead.  

This description of the weekly routine is, of course, recounted to a stranger with all 
the implications this may have. (I will return later to expectations and what role those 
may play for the accounts). Suffice to say is that nearly all mention their involvement 
in some kind of bodily maintenance regime, such as going for regular walks, cycling 
daily or attending organized exercise activities. Many are also heavily invested in 
hobbies and hobbyist associations (of which several are related to the playing of 
various games such as chess and bridge), and a great deal travel. Additionally, the 
majority are volunteers in the community, for instance visiting ‘the elderly’, raising 
money for charity, managing associations and the like. Here in the word of Jane (born 
1945): 

Int.: and then, and then, you stopped working at some point  
Jane: well, you know, I had, I got injured 
Int.: No! 
Jane: at work. It was when I worked with physically and mentally 
handicapped people. So, I had to stop at the age of 63, I’d really hoped that I 
could carry on, but actually, I’m going to accompany someone who’s blind 
this Friday. The council just called and asked if I still want to help out. So, 
yes, I’ve been doing that on the side since. And then, I’m also a volunteer 
now that I’ve retired and ... I’ve got a couple of elderly ladies and gentlemen 
that I visit every second week. Having a chat, we just talk about what’s going 
on in the world, you know. And sometimes they’ve got a lightbulb that needs 
replacing, you know. That kind of thing. Then I do that, too.  

In the given accounts, illness and frailty are rarely mentioned, and when it happens it 
is mostly in passing as in the quote above. Jane, moreover, stresses her own status as 
young old by contrasting it to the ‘elderly ladies and gentlemen’ whom she helps. This 
demonstrates the conscious or unconscious desire to present hale and capable bodies 
to the outside world. 
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For bodies as busy as these, the use of digital games is mainly described as a minor 
pastime among many other activities that tend to be ascribed much greater 
importance. In fact, several of the informants found it rather curious that I could be 
interested in this topic at all. In most cases the playing of digital games is characterized 
as a daily routine as, for instance, related by Claes (DOB not disclosed): 

Int.: Now you’ve said several times that [playing games] it’s not something 
you spend much time doing?  
Claes: Yes. 
Int.: So ... during the week … would you say that you play a little every day 
or is it only now and then?  
Claes: No, but it’s often, it’s … It’s nearly every day … playing Soduko and 
Ruzzle. The games I play currently. 
Int.: When do you typically play? 
Claes: When I’m waiting for my wife, when she’s at a store. 
Int.: So, it’s on the phone?  
Claes: Yes, the iPad at home, but otherwise it’s the phone.  

In the exchange above, the routine aspect of playing is visible in several ways. Firstly, 
Claes’ playing is something that reoccurs nearly daily in particular situations, such as 
waiting for his wife, where it functions as a convenient and (as expressed in other 
parts of the interview) enjoyable activity. Secondly, from the way he speaks of the 
games that he currently plays it is clear that this has been a well-established routine 
for some time, to the point where he moves on to new games once in a while. That 
Claes plays at other times and situations than while waiting for his wife is also clear, 
even though he chooses not to dwell on that, because he mentions playing on a tablet 
computer at home. Like in this example, the daily routine of playing digital games is 
in most of the interviews described as taking place at particular times of the day, often 
during a break from the other activities that fill out the waking hours. Some play after 
lunch, while relaxing, and others mainly play in the evening. ‘I don’t play in the 
morning or afternoon’, Githa, for instance, exclaims at one point. Some even mention 
playing at night if they cannot sleep. Hermes found in her study of the reading of 
women’s magazines (1995), that the most important aspect of this media engagement 
was how easy the magazines were to put down. Rather than the invested readings she 
had expected, Hermes learned that the magazines were considered perfect for filling 
in breaks where one did not have time or energy for doing something more substantial. 
It seems that for most of the informants in this study, digital games play a similar role. 

Only two of the participants, Ivar (born 1921) and Britta (born 1938) do not give 
accounts of bodies always on the go, busy with scheduled activities. In Ivar’s case his 
relatively modest level of activity compared to the rest of the participants is due to a 
serious accident he suffered some years ago where one hip was crushed. He walks 
with a strong limp now, and that he walks at all is the result of several years of 
rehabilitory training. Our conversation paints a picture of a man, who has spent much 
of his life working outside, ‘taking care of things’. Even after his accident he still 
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clears away the snow in the driveway and chops wood for the fireplace. Yet, even 
though he does not dwell much on it there are many things that he cannot do anymore:  

Ivar: Before I ‘got into trouble’ I used the chainsaw … 
Int.: Yes, I imagine that. 
Ivar: … I’m not allowed anymore. Now the neighbour comes over and does 
it. 

While Henriette (born 1931), Ivar’s wife, stresses their many daily activities, his own 
account paints a somewhat different picture: 

Int.: So, it sounds like you’ve got a lot of stuff to do ... 
Henriette: We nearly don’t have time enough (laughs) 
Int.: No, you nearly don’t have time?  
Ivar: Then I sit a couple of hours each day [playing digital games]. 
Int.: And you sit a couple of hours, yes? 
Henriette: Yes, and every day when we watch telly, he just has to play a 
liiiittle solitaire ... 

 
Despite Henriette’s insistence on the busyness of their life, Ivar tells a somewhat other 
story. He ‘sits’ playing solitaire for several hours during daytime, ‘at least’ as he later 
stresses. Although he does not say this directly, the image I piece together on the basis 
of his account is that the playing of digital games has become a way for Ivar to fill out 
time in a somewhat meaningful way at a point in his life where he is unable to be as 
physically active as he used to or would like to be. He both speaks of the automaticity 
involved in starting yet another game as well as the pleasure of winning. While he is 
not able to say much about his game-playing experience – playing games for him is 
doing rather than something based in talk, it is a notion of purpose that unites the little 
that he can express. Britta, likewise, indicates that she sees the playing of games as a 
way to meaningfully fill out time that she might, ultimately, have liked to spend 
otherwise. In her case it is a matter of lacking monetary means for travelling rather 
than failing physical powers, although she does refer to her body as ‘old and tired’.  

Bodies also enter into the interviews in another way, in that some of the 
participants see the playing of digital games as a form of mental training. A sentiment, 
which in one case is even sanctioned by the informant’s GP. This outlook on digital 
games in relation to older adults is the most pronounced both in research (Iversen, 
2016a) and Danish news coverage (Iversen, 2016b), and it is understandable that some 
of the informants ascribe to it. There is, likewise, a tendency to value games that 
require logic reasoning or knowledge rather than those requiring nimble fingers and 
quick response.  

4.2.  Artefacts and Materiality 

Technological artefacts and software are central in the sociomaterial constellation 
of digital game use in post-retirement, not the least mobile devices. In fact, many only 
begin to play digital games once they get a mobile device with an internet connection 
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that is sophisticated enough to support the use of apps. These devices invite and enable 
digital play due to their connectedness, their ready availability as well as their slight 
size and weight. Both Frida (born 1947) and Jane stress the importance of being able 
to sit cosily in the sofa while playing. Likewise, Kristine (born 1944) tells that she 
only started playing digital games when her heavy laptop was replaced with an iPad 
that was much easier to carry. Only a few informants play games on a PC. In 
Henriette’s case because that is the device available to her, while Britta and Egon 
(DOB not disclosed) need to use computers in order to execute the games they prefer; 
The Sims series and a particular chess program.  

Whether mobile or not, playing devices are in many cases imbued with 
relationships, something that has also been found in earlier research (De Schutter & 
Vanden Abeele, 2010, p. 87). Often children or grandchildren are the ones who 
introduce devices into the lives of the participants, whether they gift new devices, 
donate used ones or offer help and assistance during purchase. Moreover, many of the 
informants rely on their children to help them with general maintenance and problem 
solving when the need arises.  

As for the games that are being played, all but two of the participants play so-
called casual games such as Wordfeud, solitaire, Hay day, Diamond dash, Pearl’s 
peril, Angry birds, yatzy, Zoo story and sudoku. This is in line with the findings of 
the few other studies who have examined the habits of older adults who play digital 
games (De Schutter, 2011, pp. 160-161; Nap, et al., 2009, p. 259). Some of these 
games are digitized versions of games that the informants may have been familiar 
with for a long time such as solitaire, yatzy and scrabble, but other games do not have 
any analogue counterparts. Most play the same one to three games over and over, and 
only a few do anything actively to find new games that they might like. For the few 
who are interested in trying out new games, Facebook plays a prominent role by 
revealing what friends and family are playing. – An instance in which the 
entanglement of algorithms, relations and activities is particularly evident.  

4.3. Knowhow 

Being a competent human carrier of a practice involves knowhow that may be 
more or less reflexive and conscious. In the case of digital game playing, the 
informants either learn how to play from family and friends, grandchildren for 
instance, or from the games themselves. The latter is possible because digital games 
in most cases are designed to be easy, nearly self-explanatory, to use. Throughout the 
interviews, most of the participants show themselves as knowledgeable players, aware 
of the strategies and tactics necessary to master their games of choice. This 
competence has been picked up along the way, as the majority neither seek additional 
information about the games nor community with likeminded players online as is an 
established norm among many (younger) players (Ang, Zaphiris, & Wilson, 2010). 
Most do not seem to find this necessary. For many there may even be language issues 
as there is a lack of Danish language online resources related to digital games as 
younger Danes use the available English language resources. Only two of the 
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informants have gone out of their way to learn more about the games they play. Thus, 
Egon started playing chess in a club after he began playing it on the computer. 
Likewise, Britta, who plays The Sims series, used to follow a Danish language fan site 
dedicated to the games until it closed down. As she lacks the English skills to 
participate in international communities, Britta is now alone with her playing because 
her friends are not interested and her grandchildren, who introduced her to the games 
and used to help her out, are now grownup and have moved on. It is evident 
throughout the interview that this lack of access to community interferes with her 
playing and lowers her enjoyment of the activity.  

Material means, level of education, and prior work experience all play a vital role 
for the IT skills of older adults (Olsson, Samuelsson, & Viscovi, 2019). It is also clear 
in this study, that those who have used IT professionally express a larger confidence 
with regards to digital devices and what they can be used for. On the other hand, lack 
of work-related IT experience does not keep informants from playing. Britta, who 
plays the most complex and demanding game (in terms of hardware requirements and 
maintenance), has not acquired advanced IT skills during her work life as a 
hairdresser. She does experience technical problems with her games now and then, 
but then she asks her son for help. This underlines that lack of IT experience does not 
exclude those who have a high enough interest and help readily at hand. It also 
underlines how play and games can be powerful motivators for the acquisition of ICT 
skills, as has also been documented elsewhere (e.g. Gee & Hayes, 2010). 

From the accounts it appears that the most vital form of knowledge needed by the 
informants to begin participation in the practice of playing digital games is, in fact, to 
be made aware of the existence of the games through first-hand experiences in ways 
that renders them relevant and available, also to people of ‘a certain age’. 

4.4. Emotions and Expectations 

The informants express a variety of emotions about their playing of digital games, 
and these are often related to the expectations they hold or think others have. Jane, for 
instance, calls me up and tells me: ‘I play digital games and I’m not the least ashamed 
about it’, only to ask me worriedly after our interview session, whether I find her use 
of games problematic. In fact, most of the participants take great pains to assure me 
that they do not play very much, while often mentioning neighbours or friends whom 
they think do. In the accounts, a line appears to be drawn between the playing of 
analogue games in groups, which is always spoken of as a perfectly acceptable 
activity, and the playing of digital games, which is often implicitly or directly 
associated with excessive play or childishness. This is, for instance visible in the 
exchange between the married couple Niels (born 1939) and Marianne (born 1944): 

Niels: Marianne plays perhaps ten games [of digital yatzy] in her lunch break, 
while I sleep – Marianne’s playing during that time ...  
Marianne: You’ve not seen that! First, first, I knit. Then I’m allowed to play.  

Here, Marianne seems to imply several things. Firstly, that the playing of digital 
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games is a kind of activity one should not engage in at any excess. This becomes clear 
when she corrects her husband and stresses that she does not play ten games as he lets 
on. Secondly, the playing of digital games must or can be controlled by placing it 
within certain frames. In this case a routinized break, and after another, less frivolous, 
activity has been carried out first. Marianne’s approach to playing is the one in the 
empirical material that most clearly invokes notions of Protestant work ethics (Weber, 
2010), but many of the retirees more or less consciously seem to ascribe to a similar 
philosophy of life. They fill their day with useful activities, such as training, volunteer 
work and doing chores around the home, while allocating play to smaller, controlled 
slots that have to be earned. Granted, a few have a less duty-oriented approach to 
retired life, for instance Lisette (born 1947): 

Lisette: Retirement has totally changed my life. I only do things for my own 
pleasure now. That is, attend bridge class, participate in art classes at 
museums and galleries through adult education. This year I’ve started 
learning Italian. Before I didn’t really feel like it and didn’t have time 
because everything had to happen during the weekend. Now I’ve got all the 
days of the week. The very best thing about retirement is that I can go on 
holiday trips whenever I want to. I don’t have to coordinate with any 
colleagues to make sure it fits into the overall scheme. 

While many of the participants make clear that they immensely enjoy that time is their 
own, none of the others declare themselves only to pleasurable pursuits in the same 
way as Lisette.  

As already mentioned, the informants in various ways express the pleasure they 
gain from playing digital games, although for some it is not easy to say anything 
meaningful about. This echoes the insights produced by Hermes (1995), that much 
engagement with media is not particularly invested, to the point where it is difficult 
to even put into words for informants. A previous study has found that the type of 
motive most often gratified by older adults’ playing of digital games is that of 
challenge (De Schutter, 2011, pp. 163-164). The participants in my study express 
similar views. The challenge aspect of playing is mentioned in most of the 
conversations, although for a few the only explicit statement they are able to make is 
that they enjoy winning. Additionally, there is the relational aspect of playing with 
friends and family as expressed here by Annelise (born 1947): 

Annelise: I live alone and play with my beau – he was the one who first got 
an iPhone, and when I got one, too, we started playing […] We like to 
compete about trivia. Before we played online [Quizbattle] we often did the 
news quiz from the paper. – We’re both very eager to win! 

Playing with others includes the enjoyment of competition and mutual challenge as 
well as the social bonding over a shared activity that can be carried out while the 
parties inhabit different geographical locations or time frames. In the same way that 
most only play a few different digital games, most also tend to play with a rather 
limited group of people. This is in line with the findings of other studies (Kaufman, 
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et al., 2016, p. 474). Only two of the men play networked digital games with strangers.  

A third motive for playing is the intense focus and relaxation that the activity may 
offer, as explained here by Frida: 

Int.: How did you start playing? 
Frida: Yes, whom did I see? Probably one of the grandchildren, I think, 
playing [Hay day] and then, actually, it looked really fun. When the cows 
need milking it looks very comical [laughs] – their teats stand out like this. 
Yes, I found it entertaining. And then I think, it’s very relaxing … it quite 
gripped me, yes. So, when I sit down to play, it’s because I really need to 
relax. To do something that doesn’t require a lot of thinking, something that’s 
not complicated. I have a very good time doing that. 

For both Frida and Jane playing a digital game is a way to de-focus from thinking 
about more demanding or stressful matters for some time. A quantitative study by 
Kaufman and co-authors (2016, p. 478) indicates that quite a number of older adult 
players find the use of digital games beneficial for escaping daily life, relieving 
loneliness and dealing with depression. Some of the participants in my study also hint 
at these aspects of playing, although only Britta brings it up directly.  

  

5. Discussion: The Ambiguity of Digital Games in Post-Retirement 

Overall, it is fair to say that the majority of informants express conflicting emotions 
with regards to their use of digital games. On the one hand, the activity is described 
as entertaining, relaxing and sociable. On the other hand, many appear somewhat 
apologetic and defiant in relation to the topic. Moreover, while most of the informants 
stress their preference for games that require deductive skills or knowledge of trivia – 
a kind of educational games if one will – the ways in which they account for the 
management of their playing suggest that it is seen as a somewhat frivolous or 
indulgent activity. Interestingly, the same reserve is not directed at analogue games 
played in senior clubs or with friends. This may indicate that the playing of digital 
games is still understood as a pursuit for children and youth, while games like bridge, 
chess and yatzy have been fair game for older adults for a long time and do not in the 
same way mark one as childish.  

The active ageing paradigm implies that engagement in many (healthy) activities 
is central for successful ageing. Gilleard & Higgs (2013) suggest that older adults who 
align themselves with a third age habitus do that through consumption and discipline 
to keep the body from growing ‘old old’. Keeping the playing of digital games in 
check by placing it within properly regulated breaks, such as waiting time and 
evenings, may be a way to uphold adult (read work-life) discipline in retirement. As 
already mentioned, only two of the participants, Britta and Ivar, speak freely of 
playing for hours on end during daytime. Britta is the only participant who can be 
described as being a fan of the digital games she plays (Hills, 2002), and this may 
account for her willingness to disclose how much time she spends playing. Yet, unlike 
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the other informants, she describes herself as worn out, lonely and longing for a more 
stimulating life. Likewise, Ivar, due to his limited physical capabilities after an 
accident, is not able to carry out the activities that he would like to engage in. While 
the majority of informants do what they can to hold on to a third age habitus 
(consciously or not), Ivar and Britta can be regarded as moving increasingly away 
from it. Perhaps because they experience themselves as ‘falling into oldness’, they do 
not feel the need to show off the same discipline as the other informants do?  This 
suggests that the playing of digital games is, as yet, a contested and somewhat 
controversial activity for Danish older adults to engage in as they seek to embody the 
ideals of the activity paradigm by being highly active with more ‘serious’ pursuits 
while avoiding the trap of the overtly childish. 

 

Conclusion 

Although individual retirees play in different ways and for various reasons, shared 
patterns occur with regards to bodies, objects, knowhow, emotions and expectations. 
Based on the current study, the playing of digital games in Danish post-retirement life 
appears to be a routinised and often highly relational activity. Playing devices are 
predominantly mobile, and approximately half of the informants only began playing 
digital games after getting a tablet or smartphone. For the majority of participants, the 
playing of digital games is a rather regulated activity that is fitted into designated 
breaks or evenings in otherwise busy weekly schedules filled with volunteer work, 
training and social engagements. Moreover, the majority of the informants directly or 
implicitly express conflicting emotions and expectations in relation to their playing of 
digital games. On the one hand, they enjoy playing. On the other hand, they do not 
want to be mistaken for people who ‘play too much’. This can be seen as an expression 
of how the informants live with the expectations intoned by the activity paradigm of 
staying productive by keeping fit and otherwise being productive members of society. 
The study suggests that the playing of digital games in post-retirement still appears 
somewhat antithetical to this.  
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