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The Impact of Digital Divide on Mental Health of the Elderly

——Evidence from CHARLS Data

Zhu Zhenyu

(Renmin University of China ~ Beijing 100872 )

Abstract: The rapid innovation of information technology not only brings about the digital
dividend, but also brings about the digital divide problem of the elderly. Using data from the 2018
China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study (CHARLS), this paper explores the impact of
the digital divide on the mental health of of the elderly. The results showed that the digital divide
impaired the mental health of the elderly. The score of depression scale in the elderly with digital
divide significantly decreased, and the probability of depression tendency increased by 9.5
percentage points. After the endogeneity problem was treated by instrumental variable method and
various robustness tests, the conclusion was still robust. The heterogeneity analysis showed the
digital divide had a greater impact on the mental health of the elderly with low education level and
the elderly in rural areas. Through further exploration of the influencing mechanism, it was found
that the elderly with digital divide were blocked from online social networking and information
acquisition and offline social participation, which impair their mental health. Moreover, the lack
of online networking and information acquisition also impedes offline social participation. The
conclusion shows that the digital divide has led to unequal access to information for the elderly. It
is necessary to bridge the knowledge gap of the elderly, promote the social participation of the
elderly, and build a digitally inclusive aging society by narrowing the difference of technology
access and utilization among the elderly.

Key words: digital divide; the elderly; mental health; social participation
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