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C.McCreadie . O lder pe de strians, m obile  ph one s and ne w  w ay-finding tech nology: 

first stage  of new  re search . Ge rontech nology 2005; 4(1): 5-14. Prob le m  Ne w  

de ve lopm e nts  are  curre ntly occurring in m obile  ph one  te ch nology th at involve  

h arne s s ing GPS (Global Pos itioning Syste m s) to provide  Location Bas e d Se rvice s  

(LBS). Th is  article  re ports  on th e  first stage  of re s e arch  th at aim s  to de ve lop th is  

te ch nology in ways  th at w ill pote ntially be ne fit olde r pe ople  and pe ople  w ith  visual 

im pairm e nts. M e th ods  Th e  lite rature  on olde r pe ople ’s  us e  of m obile  ph one s  is  

brie fly re vie w e d. Th is  stage  of th e  re s e arch  involve d in-de pth  s e m i-structure d 

inte rvie w s  w ith  32 olde r pe ople , m ainly age d 80 and ove r. Th e  inte rvie w s  include d 

q ue stions  about re sponde nts ’ us e  of m obile  ph one s  and th e ir vie w s  and ide as  

about te ch nology to as s ist in pe de strian way-finding. Re s ults  Just unde r a th ird of 

re sponde nts , th e  m ajority of th e m  m ale , us e d a m obile  ph one . O ve rall 

re sponde nts  divide d m ore  or le s s  e q ually on w h e th e r th e y th ough t way-finding 

te ch nology would be  us e ful to th e m . H ow e ve r, th e  m ajority of re sponde nts  w e re  

able  to com e  up w ith  ide as  about th e  conte nt, transm is s ion and de s ign of any 

such  te ch nology. D is cus s ion Am ong th e s e  re sponde nts , ch ronological age  was  a 

poor indicator of inte re st in and us e  of m obile  ph one  te ch nology for way-finding. 

O ur re sults  support oth e r re s e arch  th at e m ph as is e s  th e  dive rs ity of olde r pe ople  

and th e  varie ty of factors  th at drive  pe ople ’s  us e  of te ch nology.  Conclus ion W h ile  

th e  us e  of m obile  ph one s  for way-finding h as  pote ntial for olde r pe ople , th e ir 

e ngage m e nt in practice  w ith  th e  te ch nology w ill de pe nd on a com ple x of social 

factors , of w h ich  ch ronological age  m ay be  th e  le ast im portant.  

K e yw ords : olde r pe ople , m ob ile  ph one s , w ay-finding, location b as e d s e rvice s

Alth ough  th e  first m obile  te le ph one  s e r-

vice  was  introduce d to th e  public in th e  

USA in 19 46, m obile  ph one  usage  h as  in-

cre as e d s ignificantly in th e  last te n 

ye ars. By May 2003, 75% of adults  in th e  

Unite d K ingdom  owne d or us e d a 

m obile  ph one . O lde r pe ople  are  le s s  

lik e ly to own a m obile  ph one  th an young-

e r age  groups , alth ough  th is  is  a crude  

ge ne ralisation (s e e  be low). In 2003, 

ne arly 9 0% of th os e  age d 15-34 owne d 

or us e d a m obile  ph one  in th e  Unite d 

K ingdom  com pare d w ith  le s s  th an 25% 

of th os e  age d 75 and ove r. H ow e ve r, in-

te re stingly, be tw e e n 2001 and 2003, 

th e  large st incre as e s  in m obile  ph one  

owne rs h ip occurre d in th e  olde r age  

groups , and th e  proportion of th os e  

age d 75 and ove r us ing a m obile  ph one  

incre as e d from  13% to 24%

1

.

Th e  late st m obile  ph one  te ch nology h as  

de ve lope d from  a conve rge nce  be tw e e n 

th e  pe rsonal com pute r and th e  m obile  
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ph one . Ne w  m obile  ne twork s  h ave  

m uch  large r capacity and th e  ne w  te ch no-

logy h as  th e  capacity to ‘individualis e ’ 

th e  s e rvice  it offe rs  and re spond to us e r 

ne e ds.  In particular, th e re  is  a growth  

of ‘location bas e d s e rvice s ’ on m obile  

ph one s. Th e  Global Pos itioning Syste m  

(GPS) is  us e d to de te rm ine  an individu-

al’s  ge ograph ic location and th e  Ge o-

graph ic Inform ation Syste m  (GIS) is  able  

to provide  m apping inform ation. Th is  

can be  augm e nte d by inform ation 

about, for e xam ple , th e  ne are st cafe , or 

bank , or point of cultural inte re st. Th e  

syste m  w ill th e n guide  th e  ph one  us e r 

to th e  place  of th e ir ch oice . Th e  Loca-

tion Bas e d Se rvice s  for All (LBS4all) pro-

je ct aim s  to de ve lop applications  of th is  

ne w  te ch nology in ways  th at w ill pote n-

tially be ne fit olde r pe de strians  and 

pe ople  w ith  visual im pairm e nts. Th e  re -

s e arch  h as  be e n de s igne d to m ak e  th e  in-

volve m e nt of olde r pe ople  a ce ntral 

focus. It us e s  an ite rative  m e th odology 

to consult, try out, consult again, and 

re fine  th e  product be fore  arriving at a 

solution. Th is  article  re ports  on th e  first 

ite ration w ith  us e rs . In th is  first stage , a 

sam ple  of olde r pe ople  w e re  as k e d 

about trave l on foot, way-finding, us e  of 

m obile  ph one s , and th e ir vie w s  on th e  in-

novative  te ch nology and aspe cts  of its  

de s ign. Th e  article  focus e s  on th e  olde r 

pe ople ’s  us e  of m obile  ph one s  and th e ir 

vie w s , w h e th e r th e y w e re  m obile  us e rs  

or not, about th e  conte nt and de s ign of 

th e  way-finding te ch nology.  

LBS4all builds  on pre vious  re s e arch  by 

te am  m e m be rs  at City Unive rs ity, not-

ably th e  W e bPark  proje ct w h ich  

provide d pe rsonalis e d re le vant inform a-

tion to m obile  us e rs  w ith in re cre ational 

are as

2

 and th e  Mobility of Blind and Eld-

e rly Pe ople  Inte racting w ith  Com pute rs  

(MO BIC) proje ct

3

. MO BIC involve d th e  de -

ve lopm e nt of a navigation aid for blind 

pe de strians , w h ich  provide d th e m  w ith  

de taile d route  inform ation both  for plan-

ning and in th e  cours e  of carrying out 

th e ir journe y. At th e  Institute  of Ge ronto-

logy, K ing's  Colle ge  London, e arlie r 

work  on a h and-h e ld way-finding de vice

4

 

and on m obility ne e ds  of olde r pe ople

5,6

 

contribute d substantial e xpe rie nce  of 

us e r-ce ntre d and ite rative  m e th odolo-

gie s . Re s e arch  clos e ly re late d to th e  

pre s e nt proje ct is  be ing unde rtak e n at 

th e  Unive rs itie s  of Glasgow  and D unde e  

as  part of th e  UTO PIA proje ct

7

. 

O LD ER  PEO PLE AND  M O BILE PH O NE TECH -

NO LO GY

Th e  e ngage m e nt of olde r pe ople  w ith  in-

novative  te ch nology is  incre as ingly a sa-

lie nt topic of re s e arch . As  is  w e ll k nown, 

both  th e  num be rs  and proportions  of 

olde r pe ople  h ave  incre as e d s h arply in 

all countrie s

8

. In Gre at Britain in April 

2001, th e  tim e  of th e  m ost re ce nt na-

tional ce nsus , th e re  w e re  an e stim ate d 

14 m illion pe ople  age d 65–84 and a fur-

th e r 1.9  m illion age d 85 and ove r

9

. Six-

te e n m illion pe ople  spanning two ge ne r-

ations  cle arly e m brace  a h uge  range  of 

ability, incom e , capacity, inte re sts , and 

life -e xpe rie nce . Th is  dive rs ity in th e  

olde r population is  particularly im port-

ant in re lation to th e  adoption of a ne w  

te ch nology lik e  th e  m obile  ph one . O lde r 

pe ople  h ave  traditionally be e n ge ne ral-

is e d about and vie w e d as  a de pe nde nt 

group

10,11

 w h o m ay be  slow  to adopt 

ne w  te ch nologie s . D iffe re nce s  in e duca-

tional back ground, and m ost im port-

antly diffe re nce s  in incom e , m ay be  at 

le ast as  im portant as  diffe re nce s  in 

h e alth  and s e nsory and m e ntal capacity 

re late d to aging w h e n cons ide ring th e  

adoption of ne w  te ch nologie s . Mann e t 

al.

11 

in th e  Unite d State s  found th at 

m obile  ph one  owne rs h ip was  strongly 

re late d to incom e . Puro

12

 in Finland 

found th at “th e  diffe rence  betw e en 

young and old is  m uch  sm aller th an 

m igh t be  e xpected…people  over 60 w h o 

live  alone  are  th e  only group th at so far 

m anage  w ith out m obile  ph one s”. Katz  

and Aak h us

13

 h ave  pointe d to th e  con-

ne ction be tw e e n m obile  ph one  pe ne tra-
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tion rate  and cost pe r m inute  of us ing a 

m obile  ph one . As  part of th is  re s e arch , 

w e  analys e d owne rs h ip of both  fixe d 

and m obile  ph one s  in Gre at Britain by 

both  age  and incom e  w ith  th e  re s ults  as  

s h own in Table  1.

Th e re  is  a pronounce d incom e  tre nd in 

re lation to te le ph one  owne rs h ip, w ith  

th os e  in th e  h igh e st incom e  groups  

m ost lik e ly to own both  a fixe d and a 

m obile  te le ph one  at all age s. Pe ople  in 

th e  low e r incom e  groups , w h e n th e y are  

olde r, are  m uch  m ore  lik e ly to own a 

fixe d te le ph one  only, com pare d w ith  

th e ir conte m porarie s  in h igh e r incom e  

groups. Th e  diffe re nce  be tw e e n age  

groups  in th e  h igh e st incom e  groups  

be tw e e n th os e  owning both  fixe d and 

m obile  ph one s  is  not ve ry gre at e xce pt 

for th os e  age d 80 and ove r. Younge r 

pe ople  in th e  low e r incom e  groups  are  

m ore  lik e ly to own only a m obile  te le -

ph one : th is  is  ve ry unusual am ong olde r 

pe ople . Som e  re s e arch  s ugge sts  th at 

th e  us e  m ade  by olde r pe ople  of th e ir 

m obile  ph one s  is  diffe re nt to th at of 

younge r pe ople . D ata from  a surve y in 

th e  Unite d State s  of subscribe rs  and 

non-subscribe rs  age d 18+  s h ow e d th at 

olde r pe ople  us e d th e ir m obile  ph one  

m uch  le s s  th an younge r age  groups  and 

w e re  m ore  lik e ly to k e e p th e ir m obile  

ph one s  for e m e rge ncy us e

14

.

Various  fe ature s  of m obile  ph one  

de s ign h ave  be e n criticis e d by olde r 

pe ople . Th e s e  include  th e  s iz e  of th e  

k e yboard and th e  buttons , difficulty in 

re ading te xt from  th e  scre e n, th e ir de -

pe nde nce  on good h e aring, and th e  fact 

th at th e y cannot be  us e d w ith  a h e aring 

aid

15

. O lde r us e rs  h ave  e m ph as is e d th e  

im portance  of s im plicity in de s ign and 

of prope r te ch nical back -up and support 

if th e  te ch nology goe s  w rong

16

. Japan-

e s e  re s e arch , re porte d at a confe re nce  

in 19 9 8

17

 indicate d th at olde r con-

sum e rs  rate d th e  follow ing four prin-

ciple s  as  th e  m ost im portant in de s ign 

te rm s : s im ple  and straigh tforward w ith  

m inim um  functions; safe ; e asy to cle an; 

Age  of 

h ous e h old 

re fe re nce  

pe rs on Te le ph one  type

16-49

n=3777

50-59

n=1375

60-69

n=1054

70-79

n=89 7

80+

n=488

Fixe d only

Fixe d and m obile

Fixe d only

Fixe d and m obile

Fixe d only

Fixe d and m obile

Fixe d only

Fixe d and m obile

Fixe d only

Fixe d and m obile

15.4

58.2

31.4

55.5

44.5

51.0

62.3

34.8

82.0

15.0

11.4

76.4

21.8

76.7

28.4

70.7

39 .3

59 .0

60.4

39 .6

6.0

9 0.0

8.9

89 .5

12.7

86.3

18.3

80.7

41.0

59 .0

9 .3

79 .6

16.8

78.5

32.4

64.9

53.8

43.7

76.6

20.9

% of incom e  group w ith in age

Gros s  w e e k ly h ous e h old incom e

≤ £300      £300 - £450       ≥ £450

Total

%

Table  1. O w ne rsh ip of type  of teleph one  by age  and h ouse h old incom e . Great Britain 

2002. Source : Gene ral H ouse h old Survey, 2002-3 .  O w n tabulation, unw e igh te d. Th e  

total in each  age  group is  th e  base  of th e  pe rcentage s in colum ns 3-6.  Th e  m issing 

pe rcentage s (so th at th e  colum n pe rcentage s for each  age  group total 100%) are  

th ose  refe rring to re spondents h aving only a m obile  ph one , and re spondents h aving 

no ph one .  Th e  total sam ple  siz e  is  759 1, repre se nting 88.1% of h ouse h olds in th e  

Gene ral H ouse h old Survey.  11.9 % of h ouse h olds did not provide  incom e  data
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ligh t and com pact. O lde r pe ople  place  a 

h igh  value  on pe rsonal safe ty

18

 and m ay 

s e e  th is  as  a pote ntially im portant be ne -

fit of owning a m obile  ph one

11

, but it 

can e q ually be  s e e n as  a ris k

19

.  

A IM S O F RESEARCH

Th is  pape r addre s s e s  th e  first stage  of 

th e  LBS4all proje ct. Prior to any te ch nic-

al de ve lopm e nt, th e  re s e arch  aim e d to 

as s e s s  th e  e xpe rie nce s , ne e ds  and pre f-

e re nce s  of a sam ple  of olde r pe ople  

about finding th e ir way to place s  and 

th e ir us e  of m obile  ph one s. Th e  s e cond 

aim  was  to as s e s s  th e ir vie w s  about 

us ing a m obile  ph one  to find th e ir way 

and about th e  inform ation conte nt and 

de s ign fe ature s  th at th e y cons ide re d 

would be  m ost us e ful to th e m  in pe de s -

trian journe ys  outs ide  th e  h om e . A fur-

th e r obje ctive  was  to obtain a w ide  

spre ad of vie w s , rath e r th an aim  at a re p-

re s e ntative  sam ple  of e xpe rie nce . Fur-

th e r com pone nts  of th e  us e r study in-

volve d a lite rature  re vie w  and s e condary 

data analys is  to place  th e  inte rvie w s  in 

conte xt.

M ETH O D O LO GY 

Study s e tting and s am ple  s e le ction

Th e  sam ple  was  re cruite d from  th re e  or-

ganisations  in th e  south  of England. 

Th e y include d a voluntary organisation 

providing activitie s  for pe ople  age d 50 

and ove r, a provide r of s h e lte re d h ous -

ing (both  owne d le as e h old and re nte d) 

and a local club in inne r London provid-

ing a w e e k ly program m e  of outings  for 

th e ir 250 m e m be rs. Th e  aim  was  to re -

cruit nine  re sponde nts  from  e ach  organ-

isation. Th e  crite ria for inclus ion w e re : 

(i) age d 80 or ove r, or (ii) age d 70 or 

ove r, and us ing e ith e r a) a walk ing stick  

or oth e r walk ing aid or b) w ith  som e  

visual im pairm e nt. D e tails  of th e  sam ple  

and re spons e  are  s h own in Table  2. 

Re sponde nts  w e re  re cruite d as  follow s. 

Th e  voluntary organisation invite d th e  

re s e arch e r to a lunch  club for pe ople  

age d 60 and ove r, h e lpe d draft a le afle t 

and h e lpe d distribute  it to m e m be rs  of 

th e  lunch  club. Six pe ople  volunte e re d, 

one  of w h om  did not m e e t th e  inclus ion 

crite ria. Th e  organis e r th e n introduce d 

th e  re s e arch e r to four m ore  re spond-

O rganis ation Num b e r approach e d Re s pons e Num b e r 

inte rvie w e d

Voluntary 

organisation 

H ous ing 

As sociation 

Local m e m be rs  

Club

Le afle t give n out to 

approxim ate ly 25 m e m be rs  

atte nding local Lunch  Club on 

28.11.03. and 4.2.04. +  pe rsonal 

invitation to 4 m e m be rs  not 

atte nding th e  lunch  club

Site  m anage rs  in th re e  are as  

approach e d re s ide nts  w h o m e t 

th e  inclus ion crite ria and w h o 

h ad m ove d into th e ir 

accom m odation w ith in th e  last 

two ye ars

Le tte r to all 250 m e m be rs  

include d w ith  m onth ly ne w sle tte r

6 (24%) +  4 (100%)

11

11 (4.4%) +  1 

ne igh bour re cruite d 

by re sponde nt

9  (include d 

one  couple )

11 (include d 

one  couple )

12 (include d 

one  couple )

Table  2.  Sam ple  and re sponse  of inte rvie w  re spondents by organisation
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e nts  w h o m e t th e  inclus ion crite ria. Th e  

ce ntral office  of th e  h ous ing as sociation 

contacte d th re e  of th e ir s ite  m anage rs  

and as k e d th e m  to s e le ct re s ide nts  w h o 

m e t th e  inclus ion crite ria plus  th e  adde d 

re q uire m e nt of h aving m ove d w ith in th e  

last two ye ars. Th e  local Club include d a 

le tte r of invitation, e xplaining th e  re -

s e arch  and th e  inclus ion crite ria, to all 

th e ir 250 m e m be rs  w ith  th e ir m onth ly 

ne w sle tte r. Th e  re s e arch e r also atte n-

de d th e  Club’s  Annual Ge ne ral Me e ting 

and outline d th e  re s e arch  brie fly th e re . 

As  a re sult, e le ve n pe ople  volunte e re d 

to be  inte rvie w e d and one  re sponde nt re -

cruite d h e r ne igh bour to th e  re s e arch . 

All re sponde nts  m e t th e  inclus ion crite r-

ia. 

Th e  inte rvie w s

In total, th e  auth or conducte d 29  e li-

gible  in-de pth  inte rvie w s  w h ich  w e re  

tape -re corde d, and m ostly h e ld, at th e  re -

sponde nt’s  re q ue st, in th e ir own h om e s. 

Th e  s e m i-structure d inte rvie w  sch e dule  

cove re d th e  follow ing are as :

i Le ve ls/patte rns  of inde pe nde nt trave l 

on foot; 

ii Satisfaction/proble m s  w ith  inde pe nd-

e nt trave l in both  fam iliar and unfam iliar 

e nvironm e nts;

iii W ays  in w h ich  pe ople  inform  th e m -

s e lve s  about way-finding; 

iv Us e fulne s s  of m aps;

v Us e  of m obile  ph one , pe rsonal com -

pute r, h e ad-ph one s;

vi Expe rie nce  of GPS in cars;

vii Vie w s  on s ituations  in w h ich  way-find-

ing inform ation m igh t be  us e ful and th e  

k inds  of inform ation it m igh t be  us e ful 

to h ave ;

viii Vie w s  on h ow  th is  would be st be  com -

m unicate d and any oth e r re le vant 

de s ign fe ature s;  

ix Re sponde nts ’ h e alth  and socio-e co-

nom ic ch aracte ristics. 

D ata analys is

Th e  data on re sponde nt ch aracte ristics  

was  code d and analys e d and th e  inte r-

vie w  scripts  w e re  transcribe d in full and 

analys e d. 

FIND INGS

Note , all nam e s are  fictional and re -

spondents’ ow n w ords are  in italics. 

Re s ponde nts ’ ch aracte ris tics

Th e  32 re sponde nts  include d th re e  

couple s  w h o w e re  inte rvie w e d toge th e r. 

Tw e nty s ix (82%) w e re  age d ove r 80, 

and nine te e n (59 %) w e re  wom e n. 

Tw e nty (62%) live d on th e ir own and th e  

re m ainde r, including th e  th re e  couple s , 

w ith  th e ir spous e . Tw e lve  re sponde nts  

w e re  car owne rs. Re sponde nts  w e re  ve ry 

lik e ly to re port a long te rm  h e alth  prob-

le m  – 27 (84%) re porte d a condition 

such  as  arth ritis , h e art conditions , dia-

be te s , asth m a, long te rm  disability, 

blood pre s sure , m e ntal h e alth  prob-

le m s , oste oporos is , and so on. Usually 

th e y w e re  s ucce s sfully tak ing m e dica-

tion to alle viate  th e  e ffe cts  of th e  condi-

tion. Fourte e n (44%) saw  th e m s e lve s  as  

h aving be e n ‘in good h e alth ’ in th e  past 

ye ar and a furth e r 11 (34%) as  in ‘fairly 

good h e alth ’. All re sponde nts  w e re  able  

to go out on th e ir own. In te rm s  of walk -

ing aids , one  re sponde nt was  pe rm an-

e ntly in a w h e e lch air, four us e d s h op-

ping trolle ys  as  a walk ing aid, one  us e d 

crutch e s  and s e ve n us e d a walk ing 

stick . Ele ve n re sponde nts  h ad som e  

visual im pairm e nt. Se ve n said th e y h ad 

a m ild proble m , s uch  as  not be ing able  

to re ad th e  num be r of a bus  approach -

ing. Four re sponde nts  w e re  re giste re d 

blind, th re e  of w h om  us e d w h ite  cane s. 

O w ne rs h ip and us e  of m ob ile  ph one s

Te n re sponde nts , of w h om  s e ve n w e re  

m e n, out of 32 owne d a m obile  ph one . 

Fifty pe r ce nt of th e  s ix re sponde nts  

age d 70-79  h ad a m obile  com pare d w ith  

27 pe r ce nt of th os e  age d 80 and ove r. 

Th e re  was  an im plie d pos itive  re lation 

w ith  incom e  in th at m obile  owne rs  w e re  
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m ore  lik e ly to own th e ir own h ous e  (39 % 

com pare d w ith  11%) and to be  car 

owne rs  (75% com pare d w ith  5%). Th e re  

was  no cle ar re lations h ip be tw e e n 

owning a m obile  ph one  and s e lf-re por-

te d h e alth , h e aring or s igh t proble m s. 

Mobile  ph one  owne rs  w e re  le s s  lik e ly to 

us e  a m obility aid th an th os e  w h o did 

not own a m obile  ph one . 

O ve rall s e ve n out of te n did not us e  a m o-

b ility aid and only one  us e d a walk ing 

stick . Am ong th e  non-m obile  owne rs , 

s ix (27 pe r ce nt) us e d a walk ing stick  

and a furth e r four som e  oth e r k ind of m o-

bility aid.  Eigh t out of te n owne rs  of 

m obile  ph one s  actually us e d it. O ne  

m an us e d h is  as  an alarm  clock  and one  

wom an h ad put h e rs  in th e  garage . Six 

us e rs  (five  m e n, one  wom an) us e d th e ir 

m obile  le s s  th an once  a w e e k . O ne  re -

sponde nt, age d 82, h ad owne d a m obile  

for about th re e  ye ars , but only us e d it 

about th re e  tim e s . Th e  m ajority did not 

k e e p th e ir ph one  sw itch e d on and th e  

two re sponde nts  w h o h ad th e ir m obile  

sw itch e d on all th e  tim e  w e re  wom e n. In 

ge ne ral, re sponde nts  h e ld an instrum e nt-

al attitude  to m obile  ph one s , nam e ly it 

is  be st us e d for a particular purpos e . 

For e xam ple , a h usband (age d 80) us e d 

th e  m obile  to le t h is  w ife  k now  th at h e  

was  on h is  way h om e  from  som e w h e re . 

In m ark e d contrast to th is , one  of th e  

fe m ale  re sponde nts  (age d 85) k e pt h e r 

m obile  on all th e  tim e  and us e d it on a 

re gular bas is  for s e nding te xt m e s sage s.

In te rm s  of th e  de s ign of th e ir m obile  

ph one s , th e  th re e  re gular us e rs  did not 

re port difficultie s  w ith  th e  k e y pad, al-

th ough  one  found it e as ie r to tak e  th e  

m obile  out of its  h olde r as  th e  tingling 

in h e r h ands  m ade  it m ore  difficult to 

pre s s  th e  k e ys  and s h e  h ad to us e  h e r 

th um bs. O ne  m ale  re sponde nt, age d 83, 

w h o k e pt h is  m obile  for e m e rge ncie s , 

particularly w h e n going out in th e  car, 

th ough t th at th e  k e ys  s h ould be  large r 

for olde r pe ople , h e  found it e asy to 

pre s s  two k e ys  s im ultane ously. H e , and 

th e  oth e r occas ional us e rs , also found it 

rath e r difficult to s e e  th e  k e ys.  

Am ong th os e  w h o did not h ave  a m obile  

ph one , a num be r w e re  q uite  pos itive  

about th e  ide a of a m obile  ph one , and 

two re sponde nts , both  wom e n and ove r 

80, spe cifically said th e y would lik e  one . 

Th e re  w e re  a num be r of re asons  w h y 

oth e rs  did not want a m obile  ph one . 

Two re sponde nts  did not want th e ir 

‘space  invade d’. A blind re sponde nt said 

h e  would not be  able  to s e e  a m obile  

prope rly, and one  re sponde nt us e d to 

work  for Britis h  Te le com  and th ough t it 

would be  disloyal if s h e  got a m obile . Fi-

nally, pe ople  did not want a m obile  be -

caus e  th e y saw  no ne e d for it.     

Vie w s  ab out th e  us e  of m ob ile  ph one s  

for w ay-finding

All re sponde nts  w e re  as k e d for th e ir 

vie w s  on us ing a m obile  te le ph one  to 

h e lp th e m  find th e ir way. Not surpris -

ingly, s e ve n out of te n m obile  us e rs  

w e re  e nth us iastic about th e  innovation. 

Th e  m ost e nth us iastic re sponde nt was  

in h is  e arly s e ve ntie s , re giste re d blind 

and trave lling a good de al to unfam iliar 

locations. H e  e nvisage d th at th e  innova-

tion would be ne fit h im  ve ry cons ide r-

ably. H ow e ve r, am ong th os e  w h o did 

not own a m obile  ph one , nine  (40%) 

w e re  also e nth us iastic. Som e  th ough t 

th at th e  te ch nology m igh t be  us e ful for 

som e one  e ls e , e ve n if not for th e m -

s e lve s , or spe cifically in an unfam iliar e n-

vironm e nt. Sixte e n re sponde nts  w e re  

not inte re ste d. Th e s e  re sponde nts  e x-

pre s s e d a range  of vie w s. Th re e  re spond-

e nts  th ough t th at th e re  w e re  be tte r 

ways  of spe nding m one y, and one  

couple  could not s e e  th at it would be  

us e ful to th e m  s ince  th e y re lie d on th e ir 

daugh te r for e ve ryth ing. Th e  m ost 

com m on re ason e xpre s s e d was  th e  

sam e  one  ide ntifie d above  – th e s e  olde r 

pe ople  did not fe e l th e y h ad a ne e d for 

th is  particular te ch nology. Th is  was  w e ll 
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e xpre s s e d by Mrs  Buxton (83) w h o said: 

“W ell I th ink  its pe rfectly splendid w h e n 

you h ave  no oth e r m eans, but I can’t 

really se e  th e  point in it (laugh ing)  I’m  

not lik ely to stray into th e  Sah ara 

D e se rt”.  

Ide as  for w ay-finding inform ation

H ow e ve r, e ve n th os e  w h o w e re  not inte r-

e ste d in th e  innovation w e re  m ostly able  

to com e  up w ith  ide as  about th e  k inds  

of inform ation th at m igh t be  h e lpful. 

Th is  was  of th re e  k inds : dire ctional in-

form ation, ‘obstacle  avoidance ’ inform a-

tion, and location bas e d s e rvice s. In 

te rm s  of dire ctional inform ation - h ow  

to ge t from  w h e re  you are  now  to w h e re  

you want to go to, th e  m ain k inds  of in-

form ation re fe rre d to w e re  distance , 

slope  (are  you going up h ill or down h ill 

or on th e  flat?), and num be ring of s h ops  

and h ous e s . In te rm s  of obstacle s , stairs  

and ste ps  w e re  m ost fre q ue ntly m e n-

tione d (including for th e  blind re spond-

e nts  th e  le ngth  of th e  fligh t and w h e th e r 

th e y go up or down), w h e th e r th e re  was  

a ram p or a h andrail and for blind re -

sponde nts , pave m e nt furniture  lik e  

lam p-posts  and litte r b ins , as  w e ll as  te m -

porary obstacle s  lik e  park e d cars  or ove r-

h anging awnings. Th e  ge ne ral aim  

ne e ds  to be  a re duction in th e  unpre dict-

able  aspe cts  of m oving around. Th e  five  

location bas e d s e rvice s  th at re spond-

e nts  would find it m ost us e ful to k now  

about w e re :

i. Toile ts , including th e ir state , w h ich  

w e re  m ale  and w h ich  fe m ale  (a blind re -

sponde nt) and distance  to th e  ne are st 

toile t. 

ii. Transport inform ation: location of 

bus  stations , railway stations , bus  

stops , particularly location of bus  stops  

w h e n trave lling on a bus , bus  inform a-

tion (w h ich  bus  goe s  w h e re ).  Bus  inform -

ation was  of particular inte re st to th e  re -

sponde nts  living in inne r London. 

iii Place s  of cultural and h istorical in-

te re st.

iv H ous e  and s h op num be rs.

v Ste ps  and stairs , and w h e th e r th e y are  

up or down, and if th e re  are  h andrails.

In addition, th e  follow ing s e rvice s  w e re  

all m e ntione d by a sm alle r num be r of re -

sponde nts : Local walk s  and park s  and 

garde ns; h e alth  s e rvice s  e .g. doctor’s  

s urge ry, h ospital; post office s  and 

bank s; s h ops  and de partm e nt store s; 

re staurants , cafe s  and w h e re  to find ‘ a 

nice  cup of te a’; police  station; public 

s e rvice s : e .g. tax office , Council office s , 

Tourist office , or inform ation office ; e n-

te rtainm e nt and sporting locations; spe -

cial facilitie s  for olde r pe ople  e .g. lunch  

clubs , drop in ce ntre s.

Mrs  H ave rfie ld, age d 85, th e  re sponde nt 

w h o us e d a m obile  m ost fre q ue ntly, was  

ve ry inte re ste d and e nvisage d th e  de ve l-

opm e nt of th e  te ch nology as  follow s : 

“W ell ye s, I suppose  it w ould be  (h elpful) 

…you w ould h ave  to…lik e  h ave  a sort of 

ch art, sort of in a w ay lik e  th e  Post 

O ffice  is  A, th e  h ospital’s B, th e  doctor’s 

surge ry is  C, and if th at could be  a 

m em ory bank , you se e , so th at all of a 

sudden…you m igh t w ant to tell som e -

body w h e re  th e  post office  is  (A) and it 

w ould give  th e  inform ation”. Anoth e r 

wom an re sponde nt, also 85, wante d to 

k now  w h e th e r th e  us e r would be  able  to 

as k  q ue stions  and th ough t th at it would 

be  us e ful if colour w e re  us e d to flag up 

particular landm ark s . 

Trans m is s ion of inform ation 

Am ong th os e  w h o e xpre s s e d a vie w , 

th e re  was  a pre fe re nce  for s e e ing rath e r 

th an h e aring, alth ough  som e  re spond-

e nts  pre fe rre d th e  ide a of h e aring. Re -

sponde nts  re pe ate dly stre s s e d th e  im -

portance  of cle ar inform ation w ith  a 

num be r m e ntioning th e  im portance  of a 

ve ry cle ar k e ypad, of font s iz e  and style  

and of colour contrast to aid le gib ility. 

In ge ne ral, re sponde nts  th ough t th at 

th e  large r th e  s iz e  of th e  k e ypad th e  

be tte r. Th e re  w e re  two m ain re asons  for 

th e  pre fe re nce  for visual rath e r th an 

aural inform ation. First, a num be r of re -
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sponde nts  h ad h e aring proble m s  and 

som e  us e d h e aring aids. Som e  conce rn 

was  e xpre s s e d about be ing able  to s e e  

and h e ar w h ile  in th e  stre e t w ith  traffic 

going by and about th e  com patibility of 

th e  de vice  w ith  a h e aring aid. Se cond, 

th e re  was  som e  fe ar th at audio-bas e d in-

form ation m igh t not be  re pe atable , so 

th at if you m is s e d it, you lost it, w h e re -

as  you could carry on look ing at a 

scre e n. Th is  conce rn also e m e rge d in 

th e  Glasgow  re s e arch

7

. 

D e s ign is s ue s

Eas e  of us e  was  a particularly im portant 

conce rn of re sponde nts. Th re e  furth e r 

is s ue s  w e re  rais e d: cost, safe ty, and port-

ability. Th e  only w h e e lch air us e r in th e  

sam ple  flagge d up th e  ne e d for it to be  

appropriate  for pe ople  lik e  h im s e lf in 

w h e e lch airs. Safe ty is s ue s  w e re  of cons id-

e rable  conce rn to h im . Mrs  H arpe r, w h o 

was  not k e e n on th e  ide a anyway, 

th ough t th at in h e r are a, anyone  us ing 

such  a de vice  would be  at ve ry h igh  ris k  

from  m ugge rs. Mrs  H ave rfie ld, alth ough  

ve ry pos itive  about th e  innovation, 

rais e d th e  sam e  point: “If its in your bag 

and you get it snatch e d, your ph one ’s  

gone . Mind you, if it’s  in your pock et, 

th e y k nock  you dow n and it’s  gone  as 

w ell. W h e reve r it is  on you, it’s  gone . 

W ell I suppose  it’s  be st to carry it w h e re  

you’re  m ost fam iliar w ith  it, because  

you can’t absolutely avoid eve ryth ing 

h appening to you. W h e n I tak e  m y trol-

ley, it (th e  m obile) is  in m y trolley”. 

Pe ople  wante d th e  de vice  to be  large  

e nough  for th e m  to be  able  to s e e  th e  in-

form ation cle arly, but th e y also wante d 

to be  able  to carry it e as ily in a pock e t 

or h andbag.  

D ISCUSSIO N

Gitlin

20

 h as  s ugge ste d th at th e  contribu-

tion of social scie nce  to te ch nology is  to 

cons ide r h ow  be st a te ch nological 

strate gy can e nh ance  th e  w e ll-be ing of a 

population th at is  ch aracte ris e d by its  di-

ve rs ity in ne e ds , cultural pre fe re nce s , 

and acce s s  to te ch nology. Th e  first 

stage  of our re s e arch  de m onstrate s  th e  

re le vance  of th e s e  pe rspe ctive s. Eve n 

am ong th is  com parative ly sm all sam ple , 

re sponde nts ’ h e alth , s igh t, h e aring, af-

flue nce , inte re sts , fam ily, and social cir-

cum stance s  w e re  ve ry variable . Pe ople  

w e re  diffe re ntiate d furth e r by th e  e xte nt 

to w h ich  th e y w e re  m ore  or le s s  de te rm -

ine d, active , sociable , out-going and 

‘gadge t-m inde d’. Th e y w itne s s e d to th e  

truism  th at ch ronological age  is  a poor 

indicator of lik e ly attitude s  to and us e  

of te ch nology. O ne  of th e  olde r, and 

le s s  ph ys ically able  re sponde nts , was  

th e  m ost e nth us iastic us e r of m obile  

ph one  te ch nology. H e r com m e nts , and 

th os e  of oth e r re sponde nts , s ugge ste d 

th e  im portance  of fam ily in h e lping 

som e  pe ople  to be com e  fam iliar and 

confide nt about us ing th e ir m obile  

ph one . As  w e  h ave  sugge ste d e ls e -

w h e re

21

, ‘fe lt ne e d’ is  an im portant 

drive r of e ngage m e nt w ith  te ch nology. 

Re sponde nts  w h o w e re  ne gative  about 

th e  ide a te nde d to s e e  it as  irre le vant to 

th e ir particular ne e ds. W h e re , h ow e ve r, 

th e re  are  cost cons ide rations , incom e  

m ay be  a k e y influe nce  on attitude .  

It is  im portant also to distinguis h  age  

and coh ort e ffe cts. Table  1 s h ow e d h ow  

m obile  ph one  owne rs h ip varie s  as  m uch  

by incom e  as  it doe s  by age  group. But 

it also s h ow s  th e  alm ost unive rsal owne r-

s h ip of m obile  ph one s  in th e  younge r 

age  group and th e  sw itch  to m obile  

ph one s  from  fixe d ph one s , w h ich  h as  

be e n a m ark e d tre nd in Finland

12,22

. Th is  

m ay le ad to incre as e d us e  of m obile  

ph one s  by olde r pe ople  in th e  future , as  

pre s e nt younge r coh orts  age . H ow e ve r, 

as  Lach oh e e  and Ande rson

23

 e m ph as is e  

in an im portant contribution to th e  re -

s e arch , life -stage  “fundam e ntally affe cts  

(pe ople ’s ) ne e d to com m unicate , w h om  

th e y ne e d to com m unicate  w ith , w h e n 

and to w h at e nd. Th us  an unde rstand-

ing of h ow  th e s e  ne e ds  vary, and h ow  

te ch nologie s  can be  de s igne d to m e e t 
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th e m  is  critical”. Th e y argue  th at it is  

not pos s ible  to pre dict accurate ly th e  

us e  th at pe ople  w ill m ak e  of a te ch no-

logy be caus e  of th e  dive rs ity of factors  

re lating to th e  social conte xt of te le -

ph one  us e  – cle arly e vince d in our sm all 

study – and th e  way th e s e  ch ange . Laco-

h e e  and Ande rson

23

 found th at all us e rs  

w e re  ve ry cost conscious  about us ing 

th e  te le ph one  and th is , and th e  e arlie r re -

s e arch  q uote d

13

 s ugge st th at cost w ill 

be  an im portant influe nce  on m obile  

ph one  us e .  

CO NCLUSIO NS

W ay-finding by m e ans  of GPS syste m s  is  

a ne w  de ve lopm e nt in m obile  ph one  te ch -

nology. It offe rs  e xciting opportunitie s  

for olde r pe ople , provide d th e ir ne e ds  

are  tak e n into account. D e spite  th e ir di-

ve rs ity, our re sponde nts  concurre d on 

th e  ne e d for de s ign to addre s s  som e  of 

th e  m ore  com m on ph ys ical, s e nsory, 

and cognitive  proble m s  th at pe ople  in-

cre as ingly e xpe rie nce  as  th e y age  – 

nam e ly scre e n le gib ility, cle ar audib ility, 

th e  availability of re pe at functions  and, 

m ost of all, a ge ne ral ne e d for s im plicity 

of ope ration. H ow e ve r, as  Lacoh e e  and 

Ande rson

23

 point out, social factors  

s uch  as  ‘ge nde r, role , m ark e t pos ition-

ing, pricing, life  rh yth m s , life style s , loca-

tion of us e …ae sth e tics  and social ne t-

work s ’ w ill be  at le ast as , if not m ore , im -

portant in de te rm ining th e  acce ptability 

of th e  te ch nology to olde r pe ople . W e  

h ope  th at our re s e arch  can th row  som e  

ligh t on th is  broade r social conte xt of 

one  com pone nt of m obile  ph one  us e . In 

th e  ne xt stage  of our re s e arch , s ix olde r 

volunte e rs  w ill be  trying out a first ve r-

s ion of th e  te ch nology w ith  de taile d m ap-

ping inform ation and guidance  on 

points  of inte re st in an are a of W e st 

London.  

Ack now le dge m e nt 

I am  grate ful to:

- re sponde nts  from  Age  Conce rn Surre y, 

South wark  Explore rs  Club and Jam e s  

Butch e r H ous ing As sociation for th e ir 

h e lp and participation in th is  stage  of 

th e  re s e arch ;

- all m y colle ague s  in th e  LBS4all te am , 

e spe cially H e le n Pe trie , Profe s sor of 

H um an Com pute r Inte raction, City Uni-

ve rs ity for h e r h e lpful com m e nts  on th is  

pape r, and Jonath an Rape r, Profe s sor of 

Ge ograph ic Inform ation Scie nce , City 

Unive rs ity; 

- Rach e l Stuch bury of th e  Institute  of Ge -

rontology, K ing's  Colle ge  London for th e  

spe cial tabulations  in Table  1.  D ata 

from  th e  Ge ne ral H ous e h old Surve y h as  

be e n m ade  available  by th e  O ffice  for 

National Statistics  via th e  UK D ata 

Arch ive  and is  crown copyrigh t.  All re -

spons ib ility for th e  analys is  re sts  w ith  

th e  auth or;

- two anonym ous  re fe re e s  and th e  

e ditor of th is  Journal for th e ir construct-

ive  s ugge stions. 

Th e  re s e arch  re porte d in th is  article  h as  

be e n unde rtak e n as  part of th e  LBS4all 

proje ct. LBS4all is  funde d unde r th e  

U.K. PACCIT LINK program m e , award 

num be r RES-328-25-

Re fe re nce s

1.   National Statistics  O nline . Adult m obile  

ph one  owne rs h ip or us e : by age , 2001 

and 2003: Social Tre nds  34 

www.statistics.gov.uk  Acce s s e d 12/11/04

2.   Krug K, Mountain D , Ph an D . Location-

bas e d s e rvice s  for m obile  us e rs  in 

prote cte d are as. Ge oInform atics  

2003;6(2):26-29

3.   Pe trie  H , Joh nson V, Stroth otte  T, Raab A, 

Raine r M, Re ich e rt L, Sch alt A. MO BIC: an 

aid to incre as e  th e  inde pe nde nt m obility 

of blind trave lle rs. Th e  Britis h  Journal of 

Visual Im pairm e nt 19 9 7;15(2):63-66

4.   McCre adie  C, Tink e r A, Turne r-Sm ith , A. 

W ay-finding: re port to Engine e ring and 

Ph ys ical Scie nce s  Re s e arch  Council 19 9 9  

unpublis h e d. London: Age  Conce rn, 

Institute  of Ge rontology, K ing's  Colle ge

5.   McCre adie  C, Se ale  J, Tink e r A, Turne r-

Sm ith  A. O lde r pe ople  and m obility in th e  

h om e : in s e arch  of us e ful as s istive  



W a y - fi n d i n g  te ch n o lo g y

14 

w
w

w
.

g
e

r
o

n
t

e
c

h
j

o
u

r
n

a
l
.

n
e

t
A

u
g

u
s

t
 

2
0

0
5

,
 

V
o

l
 

4
,

 
N

o
 

1

te ch nologie s . Britis h  Journal of 

O ccupational Th e rapy 2002;65(2):54-60

6.   Se ale  J, McCre adie  C, Turne r-Sm ith  A, 

Tink e r A. O lde r pe ople  as  partne rs  in 

as s istive  te ch nology re s e arch : th e  us e  of 

focus  groups  in th e  de s ign proce s s . 

 Te ch nology and D isability 2002;14:21-29

7.   Goodm an J, Gray P, K h am m am pad K, 

Bre w ste r S. Us ing Landm ark s  to support 

olde r pe ople  in Navigation. 

www.dcs.gla.ac.uk /~ joy/re s e arch  

Acce s s e d 23/06/04

8.   Butle r RN, Mulle r C. Th e  e lde rly in 

socie ty: an inte rnational pe rspe ctive . In: 

Tallis  RC and Fillit H M, e ditors. 

Brock le h urst’s  Te xtbook  of Ge riatric 

Me dicine  and Ge rontology. 6th  e dition. 

Edinburgh : Ch urch ill 

Livingstone ;2003;pp1413-1422

9 .   National Statistics  O nline . Focus  on olde r 

pe ople : population 2004. Available  at 

www.statistics.gov.uk  Acce s s e d 14/5/04

10. Tink e r A, O lde r pe ople  in m ode rn socie ty. 

4th  e dition. London: Longm an 19 9 7

11. Mann W C, H e lal S, D ave nport RD , Justis s  

MD , Tom ita MR, Ke m p, BJ. Us e  of ce ll 

ph one s  by e lde rs  w ith  im pairm e nts : 

ove rall appraisal, satisfaction and 

sugge stions. Te ch nology and D isability 

2004;16:49 -57

12. Puro, J-P. Finland: a m obile  culture . In: 

Katz  JE, Aak h us  MA, e ditors. Pe rpe tual 

contact: m obile  com m unication, private  

talk , public pe rform ance . Cam bridge : 

Cam bridge  Unive rs ity Pre s s;2001;pp19 -29

13. Katz  JE, Aak h us  MA, e ditors. Pe rpe tual 

contact: m obile  com m unication, private  

talk , public pe rform ance . Cam bridge : 

Cam bridge  Unive rs ity Pre s s;2001

14. Bak e r CA, Jack son AMcL, Unde rstanding 

consum e r us e  of w ire le s s  te le ph one  

s e rvice : e xe cutive  s um m ary. Am e rican 

As sociation of Re tire d Pe rsons. 

W as h ington: Public Policy Institute , 

AARP;2000 

h ttp://re s e arch .aarp.org/consum e /d1732

8_w ire le s s_1.h tm l  Acce s s e d 8/9 /03

15. D e w sbury G, Clark e  K , H ugh e s  J, 

Rounce fie ld M, Som m e rville  I.  Grow ing 

olde r digitally: de s igning te ch nology for 

olde r pe ople . INCLUD E 2003 

proce e dings , 25-28 March  2003. CD  

Rom : ISBN 1 874175 9 4 2. London: H e le n 

H am lyn Re s e arch  Ce ntre , Royal Colle ge  

of Art;pp246-251  Available  at: 

www.gde w sbury.uk ide as.com /INCLUD E_2

003_GRO W ING_O LD ER.PD F  Acce s s e d 

1/04/05

16. Z e ilig H , e ditor. Te le ph one s , alarm s  and 

oth e r te le com m unications  for olde r 

pe ople . Re port on Cost 219  confe re nce , 

17 June  19 9 8, London: Unive rs ity of 

London, Age  Conce rn Institute  of 

Ge rontology, K ing's  Colle ge ;19 9 8;pp1-12 

17. Jone s  G. Mobility and Se nsory Proble m s. 

In: Z e ilig H , e ditor. Te le ph one s , alarm s  

and oth e r te le com m unications  for olde r 

pe ople . Re port on Cost 219  confe re nce , 

17 June  19 9 8, Unive rs ity of London, Age  

Conce rn Institute  of 

Ge rontology;19 9 8;pp1-12

18. Ph ilipson C, Be rnard M, Ph illips  J, O gg J. 

Th e  fam ily and com m unity life  of olde r 

pe ople . London: Routle dge ;2001

19 . Ch e ve rst K., Clark e  K., D e w sbury GJ., 

Fitton D , H e m m ings  T, Rounce fie ld M. 

W h e n ge ograph y m atte rs  – location 

aware ne s s  and com m unity care ;2002; 

www.gde w sbury.uk ide as.com  Acce s s e d 

01/12/03

20. Gitlin LN, Th e  role  of social scie nce  in 

unde rstanding te ch nology us e  am ong 

olde r adults. In: O ry MG, D e Fre is e  GH , 

e ditors. Se lf-care  in late r life : re s e arch , 

program  and policy is s ue s . Springe r 

Publis h ing Com pany; 19 9 8;pp142-169

21. McCre adie  C., Tink e r A. Th e  acce ptability 

of As s istive  Te ch nology to olde r pe ople . 

Age ing and Socie ty 2005;25:9 1-110

22. Kuus e la V, Vik k i K  . Ch ange  of te le ph one  

cove rage  due  to m obile  ph one s  2001 

www.jpsm .um d.e du/icsn/pape rs/k uus e la

vik k i.h tm  Acce s s e d 30/03/01

23. Lach oh e e  H , Ande rson B. Inte racting w ith  

th e  te le ph one . Inte rnational Journal of 

H um an-Com pute r Studie s  2001;54:665-

69 9




