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Abstract

Digital technologies have become the infrastructure of social operation, yet older adults generally
face difficulties in digital access, skills, and usage. Existing studies mostly explain the digital divide
among older adults from an individual literacy perspective, overlooking that digital use is a social
process embedded in family intergenerational interactions. Transcending the singular lens of indi-
vidual literacy, this study draws on paired interviews and field observations with 17 older adults
and their adult children in urban communities, and employs grounded theory and typological anal-
ysis to systematically examine the formation mechanisms, practice patterns, and impact on family
power relations of intergenerational digital support. The findings indicate that older adults’ pref-
erence for seeking help from their children is jointly driven by persistent deskilling caused by tech-
nological iteration, the transfer of familial trust under digital risks, and the ethics of filial piety. In-
tergenerational digital support can be categorized into four modes, namely, operation substitution,
technical instruction, remote assistance, and full proxy, which constitute a power spectrum where
operational execution rights are progressively ceded to digital identity control. While such support
helps bridge the functional digital divide, it also reconfigures family authority, internalizes digital
dependency among older adults, and genders digital care labor, thereby reshaping intergenera-
tional relations. Building on these findings, the study proposes two core concepts, domestication of
digital governance and participation by proxy, to uncover the structural logic of shifting digital ad-
aptation costs onto families and to critique the limitations of current digital inclusion policies that
prioritize form over autonomy. This approach introduces a power analysis perspective into digital
reverse mentoring theory and offers a critical reflection from a family perspective for active aging
policies.
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