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O r i g i n a l

Gerontechnology and age diversity

According to expectations prevailing in the soci-
ety, technology is expected to support the every-
day life and coping of elderly people to an ever-
increasing extent. Old people do and are expect-
ed to live at home as independently as possible 
for so long as possible with the support of home 
care services, and technology1. Technologies 
and services are being developed, eagerly and 
in abundance2. Compiled information on use of 
technology by the elderly is scarce, although the 
designers and developers would have used for 
information. In particular, little is known about 
the attitudes and factors preventing the elderly 
from using information technology.

International comparison
Statistics on technology use and uptake is scarce 
in the world concerning the older age groups. 
The statistics found most commonly look at old 
people as one group or in bigger cohorts than 
the rest of the population. The statistical unit of 

the European Commission EUROSTAT provides 
statistical information on European countries up 
to the age of 743. Some European countries also 
file statistics about technology use of 74+ year 
old people. Finland started in 2013 to include 75 
to 89 year old Finns in the survey4. This group is 
though treated as one group thus losing the dif-
ferences between usage of the 75 and the e.g. 85 
year old Finns. Sweden made a separate survey of 
the Internet use of 50-90 year old Swedes in 2009 
where the sample is looked at in 10 year cohorts5. 
In the national statistics the older age group is 
treated as one (76+ years old in one group)6. The 
findings of the Swedish surveys are in line with 
the findings of the research reported here.

The findings of the survey made in the USA by 
the PewResearch centre were also in line with 
tendencies and conclusions this paper presents. 
The PewResearch Internet project reported on 
both Internet use and attitudes in five year co-
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horts between the ages 65-79, but the 80+ year 
old were treated as one group7.

Age diversity and technology
Several studies from the User Centered Technol-
ogy for Elderly People and Care Givers (KÄKÄTE) 
Project in Finland support the viewpoint that the 
age diversity of older people should be taken 
into consideration. Differences can be seen be-
tween older and younger elderly people in their 
use of common technologies, such as payment 
terminals or ATMs, or their use of the Internet 
and smartphones8. Differences can also be seen 
in the attitudes toward what type of supportive 
services are preferred or considered attractive9. 
These differences are relevant for several reasons. 
For example, without thorough age-specific tar-
geting, research can focus on innovations for the 
wrong target group: either an age group that does 
not yet feel the need for supportive technology 
or no longer has the (e.g., cognitive) capacity to 
use new technology to their advantage8,9. This 
easily becomes an additional factor that makes 
independent living and full participation a chal-
lenge. A study from the KÄKÄTE Project shows 
significant differences between people of ages 
55 to 74 years and 75 to 80 years with regard to 
their willingness to purchase services that sup-
port their daily life. The age groups differ in sev-
eral respects, the biggest difference being in their 
attitudes toward using meal services (technolo-
gy-supported), entertainment services (recrea-
tion of mind), and communication technologies 
(e.g., video telephones)9.

Internet use
The research data reported below was gathered 
through a survey executed by TNS Gallup that 
included telephone interviews with 600 elderly 
Finnish people in December 201310. The sam-
ple is representative of the entire 75–89 years 
old population of Finland, which includes about 
412,000 people. The respondents live in their 
own homes, were fit enough to participate in a 
telephone interview that lasted for on average 15 
minutes. They came from both rural and urban 
settings and represented both blue and white 
collar backgrounds from different levels. Family 
backgrounds as well as number of children were 
varied. The KÄKÄTE Project and LähiVerkko Pro-
ject took the initiative for the joint survey. 

The survey10 indicates, that 90% of 75-89 years 
old Finns have a cell phone, one-third have access 
to the Internet. 24% of the elderly have an e-mail 
address. Only 4% of the respondents admitted to 
having a smartphone and 3% a tablet computer.

Based on the survey, it can be concluded that 
computers are used most often by men, age 

group 75-79, living with a spouse, former man-
agers or upper management, inhabitants of the 
southern most densly populated urban part of 
Finland. Accordingly, women belonging to the 
oldest age group (85-89 years of age), living 
alone, blue-collar or agricultural background, in-
habitants of regions other than Southern Finland, 
use computers least often.

A large proportion of elderly people believe that 
they can learn to use information technology if 
only provided with the right kind of guidance. It 
is important to notice that lack of skills in using 
the Internet are not due to a negative attitude 
towards one’s own abilities or learning skills.

One-third of the elderly already actively use IT 
but some senior citizens do not feel the need 
for or simply do not want to learn the new tech-
nology. As they strongly report that use is often 
difficult and that the elderly’s needs are not con-
sidered in design, they could be more eager if 
the hardware and software were easier to use11.

Respondents with access to internet 
81% of the elderly respondents with access to 
an Internet connection claimed to have searched 
information on various topics from the Internet. 
73% of the Internet users admitted to using online 
banking services. In addition to those using the 
services independently, this figure could include 
the persons whose bank accounts are handled by 
a relative, for example. Almost 70% of the elderly 
people using the Internet also use e-mail.

If the entire sample of 601 respondents is con-
sidered, we can see that only 24% of the 75-89 
years old respondents use the Internet for infor-
mation retrieval, 22% for online banking, and 
21% for e-mail services. Thus, contrary to a com-
mon belief, use of the Internet for managing one’s 
affairs is not very widespread among the elderly. 
At the same time, many public and private ser-
vices have moved or are moving to the web. The 
survey results suggest that equality of the citizens 
could be in danger if online services were to sup-
press services offered through other channels.

Those interested know already
When asked whether they would like to use a 
device currently not used by them, 5% of the 
respondents told that they would like to have a 
computer, 7% a tablet, and 4% a smartphone. 
Two-thirds of the elderly respondents with no 
access to the Internet had no interest in gaining 
such access. Numerically, this means 188,000 peo-
ple – almost one-half of the 75-89 years old population. 
However, every fifth (19%) respondent would 
like to search the web on matters of interest and 
almost as many (18%) would like to take care of 
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banking transactions online, if they had access to 
the Internet and received support to use it.

86% of the elderly respondents who did not have 
access to a computer, tablet, or smartphone did 
not feel the need for such devices. In this respect, 
there are no age group based differences be-
tween the respondents.

The majority (70%) of senior citizens who al-
ready use a computer feel that the use is suffi-
cient and see no need for increased use in the 
future. To some extent, use that is more active is 
prevented by that approximately one-half of the 
elderly respondents who already used a com-
puter considered the hardware and software too 
difficult to master. 

Almost 50% of the respondents claimed that 
they simply do not want to learn any more.  This 
unwillingness increased with increasing age. 
One of the key observations when reviewing 
survey results was that most of the elderly re-
spondents interested in information technology 
had already acquired the devices and learned 
to use them. Senior citizens not yet interested in 
information technology should be encouraged in 
different ways and possibilities for using comput-
ers should be created.

IT-related guidance is needed
Personal computer skills guidance is likely to 
lower the threshold as regards trying out new 
technology. However, only 10% of the respond-
ents who did not have access to a computer ex-
pressed the desire for such guidance. Of those 
already using a computer, significantly more 
admitted that guidance would be welcome – al-
most one-half (44%). Of the computer users who 
had already received such guidance, more than 
one-third (36%) would like additional instruction. 
This suggests that as computers become familiar, 
the interest in further education increases. The 
number of elderly people wishing for more guidance 
is actually quite large.

Those interested in computer skills training or 
consulting would prefer receiving it from some-
one close (83% of the respondents), from a peer 
instructor (54%) or from a community college 
instructor (53%). Especially those who do not 
yet have a computer but would like to learn how 
to use it would prefer being taught by someone 
close (88%) or peer instructor (67%).

In general, the respondents believe that the el-
derly are capable of learning computer skills. 
79% of all respondents subscribed to the state-
ment ‘The elderly can learn to use computers in 
the same way young people do, as long as they 

get the right kind of guidance’. In particular, those 
who already use a computer (82%) and those 
who had received computer skills training (85%) 
support this statement. In this connection, the be-
lief of the elderly respondents in IT education is 
encouraging, even though the survey show they 
consider computers and software difficult to use.

Of the respondents having access to a comput-
er, 58% felt that it is difficult to keep up with 
the development of computers. Of those who 
had received computer training, as many were of 
the same opinion. 46% of all respondents in the 
age group 75-89 considered learning computer 
skills difficult. This opinion is supported by 40% 
of those who already use a computer and one-
half of those who do not have access to a com-
puter. Even in the case of respondents who had 
received guidance, 40% agreed to this. There-
fore, more user-friendly computers and software 
could spark more interest.

IT skills not inevitable
43% of all respondents were of opinion that com-
puter skills are not necessary in order to cope in 
the modern society. As could be expected, this 
opinion is mostly supported by those who do 
not have a computer (52% of such respondents), 
who have not received computer training (48% 
of such respondents), and the oldest respondents 
(48% of 85-89 year olds). On the other hand, 
53% of all the respondents considered comput-
ers useful to themselves; of those who used a 
computer, 92% supported this opinion. Perhaps 
one cannot imagine or see the benefits before 
actually trying them out in practice.

35% of all respondents would like to keep in touch 
with their friends with the help of new technology. Of 
the respondents with access to the Internet, two-
thirds (67%) would like to use it for keeping in 
touch with their friends. The willingness for keep-
ing in touch is the strongest in the youngest age 
group (42% of the 75-79 year olds), among those 
living with a spouse (48%), and among those 
with many close relatives or friends (43% of the 
respondents who had 6 or more close friends).

Joys and benefits
The results indicate that most of the elderly re-
spondents interested in information technology 
have already acquired the devices and learned 
how to use them. The challenge is to encour-
age the senior citizens who do not feel the need 
for information technology to try it out12. On the 
other hand, everyone should have the right of 
choosing whether to use a computer or not. It 
must be possible to take care of things at cus-
tomer service face-to-face or over the phone, 
in addition to online solutions. Alternative ways 
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for this are required in the future as well, since ag-
ing causes various changes in the functional abilities. 
People who have learned to use online services 
in the past are not necessary coping with this in 
older age13.

People’s interest could be sparked by different 
things: some would like to keep in touch with their 
grandchildren living on the other side of the globe, 
others visit their childhood landscapes using in-
teractive maps, some scan old photos from their 
family albums for the future generations to see.

As shown in this paper it is important to look 
at this older age group in smaller cohorts, e.g. 
five year intervals, and not as one group. The 
group is not monolithic as comes to the uptake 
of technology or the attitudes towards it14. Ac-

quiring reliable statistics about these issues from 
this age group is though challenging. Data col-
lection cannot be made on the Internet or as for 
example an Internet survey. To compile statisti-
cally reliable data a much larger sample size is 
required than of the Internet active population 
as Internet use among the oldest worldwide still 
is very rare. 

The society must take into account the individ-
uality of people as service consumers12,13. The 
readiness for development of easy-to-use devices 
and software is required, but other ways for pro-
viding services to the people are also necessary. 
Numerous senior citizens have already been left 
out of technology and information society. The 
citizens’ inequality is reflected in the lack of In-
ternet skills and the unwillingness to use ICT.
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