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Europe’s ‘Silver Economy’:
A potential source for economic growth?

The European Commission (EC) intends to stimu-
late Europe’s Silver Economy1. European meas-
ures and calls have been launched to help the 
European industry2,3. A Silver Dollar–Longevity 
Revolution Primer4 came from the USA, and 
the French government set up a Silver Economy 
Branch Agreement with professional stakehold-
ers5. Silver economy is on the agenda of policy 
and politics for new economic growth. 

EC informs us that the Silicon Valley Guru tells us 
about a new ‘golden market’ that is arising from 
demographic transition4,6. Both the Accenture 
Institute and a modelling contribution of Oxford 
economics7p12,p62 quoted the silver economy as 
one of the four waves of potential growth at the 
2020 Horizon. They expect 2.1% GDP (Gross 
Domestic Product) above the current trajectory 
for Germany and 2.5% for the UK. This should 
be added to a 3+% additional growth potential 
by the multi-technology future wave. The oppor-
tunities for a new growth are great. However, the 
Oxford study also underlined “these opportuni-
ties are by no means guaranteed” and “creating 
conditions for success is necessary”.

It is time to clarify the umbrella concept. A ‘Sil-
ver Economy’ encompasses a great diversity of 
individuals as to status, income, health, social 
and cultural context. It contains the 50+ mar-
kets for wealthy baby boomers, active retirees, 
as well as for poor and frail older adults, mostly 
lonely women at risk of dependency and social 
isolation. To which extent is the ‘Silver Economy’ 
matching the gerontechnology goals nowadays?

Nowadays
Gerontechnology is user-centric, inclusive and 
multidisciplinary. Its goal is to improve technolo-
gy innovation for the wellbeing, social inclusion 
and independence of the inhabitants of an age-
ing society. On the other hand, ‘Silver Economy’ 
measures are designed for support of innovations 
and services for profit, but also for outputs that 
match the increasing demand of services and 
goods for massive ageing generations. Currently 

‘Silver Economy’ is mainly targeting people with 
higher income and buying power8,9.

Have the flourishing technology innovation pro-
jects developed by start-up companies or large 
project EC-funded consortiums succeeded in 
designing usable and acceptable innovations for 
older adults? Or is this challenge, following Her-
man Bouma10, still far from well addressed? Re-
sults of practical experience, reports on experi-
mentations at the European or French level11-13 
and a synthetic look at some AAL (Ambient As-
sisted Living) funded projects14 as well as a more 
theoretic analysis, may explain why the booming 
supply of technology innovations is having prob-
lems to reach the mass market. 

The experience
To which extent are scientific theories used, such as 
technology acceptance models15 (TAM 2, UTAUT), 
to pave the way to the mass market in the devel-
opment of new innovative products and services?
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and also as an active expert reviewer, I noted 
both the interest for the method but also the lack 
of applying technology acceptance models in 
the design process. The models are too complex: 
they take into account too many external varia-
bles in predicting rational decisions of users. Also, 
the need is for technology adoption, rather than 
acceptance18. The models do not compare to so-
lution systems already existing in everyday life.

The older user
Moreover it proved difficult for old end users to 
foresee a worsening decline of their functional 
capacity or health condition. Since our brain and 
decision making process is based upon positive 
emotions, negative emotions keep us from ac-
cepting solutions designed for safety, except 
when emergency or evidence of critical situa-
tions offer us no other choice. For example in 
France19 an old person will not accept domotic 
devices providing a light path from the bedroom 
to the toilet at night if it awakes her/his pet; nor 
will s/he accept to pay for video contact with 
nearby living relatives; nor accept to pay for an 
upgraded telewatch service if a cheap basic ser-
vice also works; nor make the effort to pay for 
a diversity of stand-alone devices with the per-
ceived risk of losing control. 

But it may be acceptable to pay for friendly and 
accessible technology for fun, or to keep up so-
cial relationship with distant grandchildren. Iden-
tification of actual end users’ needs and priorities 

-that may differ from the the ones of carers- may 
help to define the set of possible solutions fulfill-
ing priority needs and to list their specifications.

Costs
Most European funded platform pro-
jects2,3,11,12,14,16,17,19  did not succeed in assessing 
the full cost of services because of the diversity 
in national and cultural contexts and provisions. 
More often than not, the projects do not address 
training needs and friendliness of after sale sup-
port. These projects try with difficulty to design a 
realistically integrated and interoperable solution. 
It leads to a lack of sustainable business models.

The lazy answer
Positive long lasting experimentation in real daily 
life is a necessity to assess the relevance of a ser-

vice-solution proposal. It would take into account 
the end users ‘contextual specificity’, as to product 
customization, knowledge and prior experience of 
the user, and his/her capacity to memorize and 
learn, and to use the technology without failure.

According to the Lazy user theory and Lazy 
model20 , the end user will select the solution 
offering the lowest level of effort. This model 
enlightens the common logic of choosing a new 
technology device over an old one for a per-
ceived problem. In selecting products and ser-
vices the Lazy model encompasses not only the 
monetary (personal) cost, but also use of time, 
physical and mental effort, and our social repre-
sentation. This model is based upon a prior user 
needs identification and user state. 

Technology push
Unfortunately that is not what most of the tech-
nology-push solutions are offering to old persons 
still being autonomous or in situation of pre-frailty 
and with the possibility to make their own choice.

Ethical rules, security and protection of personal 
data, dignity, acceptability, and usability are all 
addressed in the research process of innovative 
products. However, one main ethical issue (and 
a likely successful business model), connected 
with the Lazy paradigm, remains not well ad-
dressed. Quoting the applied ethics guideline of 
the Markkulla Center, Santa Clara University21: 

“Is the solution relevant and offering the lowest 
effort compared with the existing solution for the 
identified needs?” 

To conclude
Strategic analysis provides guidelines to coordi-
nate public policy in the support of innovative 
investment, and structural measures to address 
the challenge of large new public and consum-
ers mass markets of ICT products and services 
for ageing well. Although an increasing number 
of products and services are already available, 
the key words remains to harness technology 
to old customer needs, to share initiatives to an-
ticipate better to old customers’ needs, to bridge 
generation gaps and spread technical skills at all 
level of the value chain with reliable information 
and training for all customers, including old end 
users.
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