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189 . D igital docum e nts , s uch  as  th os e  on th e  world w ide  w e b, can pre s e nt inform ation 

us ing rich  m ultim e dia form s  including vide o and audio, and can le t pe ople  ch oos e  h ow  

inform ation is  pre s e nte d. O lde r adults  are  dive rs e , so individuals  w ill diffe r in th e ir 

pre fe re nce s  for re ading te xt on scre e n, or liste ning to it, or com bining re ading and 

liste ning. Re ce nt studie s  s ugge st th at giving pe ople  s im ple  onscre e n options  for 

s e le cting w h e th e r th e y want to liste n, can accom m odate  th is  dive rs ity m ore  e ffe ctive ly 

th an cate goris ing us e rs  by age  and pre s e nting only th e  ‘olde r adults ’ ve rs ion. Th e  tak e -

h om e  m e s sage  is  to support dive rs ity am ong olde r adults  by facilitating individuals ’ 

ch oice s  about h ow  m ultim e dia inform ation is  pre s e nte d.

K e yw ords : cus tom is ing inte rface s , m ultim e dia, digital docum e nts , te xt-to-s pe e ch

Th e  inform ation and com m unication 
te ch nologie s  (ICT) are  an indispe nsable  
part of e ve ryone ’s  life . W h e th e r te le vi-
s ions , ph one s , cam e ras  or com pute rs , 
ICT facilitate s  and e nrich e s  m ode rn life . 
As  ICT be com e s  digital it foste rs  ne w  pat-
te rns  of inte raction ranging from  liste n-
e rs  e m ailing or te xting radio and TV 
pre s e nte rs , to s h opping online . Gove rn-
m e nts , both  local and national, us e  th e  
inte rne t to e xplain about local com -
m unity s e rvice s  or to e nable  tax re turns  
to be  s ubm itte d online . Alth ough  th e  ‘di-
gital divide ’ m ay curre ntly be  re late d to 
age , it h as  be e n sugge ste d th at adults  
ove r 65 are  th e  faste st grow ing s e gm e nt 
of com pute r us e rs 1. So now  is  an appro-
priate  tim e  to as k  h ow  to e xploit m ulti-
m e dia’s  pote ntial for inform ing th e  ge n-
e ral public, particularly th e  olde r 
m e m be rs  of th e  public.

O th e r Editorials  in Ge ronte ch nology 
h ave  pointe d to th e  role  of sm art te ch no-
logie s  in as s isting olde r pe ople 2. Th is  ap-
proach  can be  e xte nde d to pre s e nting 
m ultim e dia inform ation in th e  ways  th at 
pe ople  w ill find m ost us e ful. Th e  ne e d 

for th is  approach  was  appare nt w h e n 
pe ople  us e d an inte ractive  ‘W h at if ..?’ 
display to e xplore  h ow  th e  ris k  of coron-
ary h e art dis e as e  and strok e  varie d 
w h e n ce rtain life style  factors  w e re  
ch ange d3. O lde r adults  e xplore d m ore  
w ith  a plain, table -style  inte rface  w h e re -
as  younge r adults , particularly m ale s , e x-
plore d m ore  w ith  a gam e -playing inte r-
face . Software  th at cate goris e d us e rs  
could pre s e nt olde r adults  w ith  th e  ap-
propriate  inte rface .

D IVERSITY

H ow e ve r, a diffe re nt conclus ion about 
th e  de s irability of cate goris ing us e rs  
was  re ach e d in re ce nt UK studie s , w h ich  
w e re  funde d by th e  Econom ic and Social 
Re s e arch  Council w ith in th e ir pro-
gram m e  People  at th e  Centre  of Com m u-

nication and Inform ation Tech nologie s

4. 
Th e s e  studie s , look e d at pe ople ’s  m ulti-
m e dia ch oice s  w h e n doing a varie ty of 
re fe re nce  and proce dural tas k s , w h ich  
are  th e  m ain cate gorie s  of public inform -
ation provide d on th e  inte rne t. Th e  re -
s e arch e rs  note d th at alth ough  th e re  was  
ofte n a dom inant patte rn of m odality 
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ch oice s  for a particular tas k , th e re  w e re  
also large  m inoritie s  (e .g. 25%-33%) in 
m ost tas k s . Th e re fore  m ore  pe ople  w ill 
be  satisfie d if th e y can ch oos e  th e ir own 
m ultim e dia com binations , rath e r th an 
h aving to acce pt th e  m ajority’s  ch oice . 
Sim ilar dive rs ity in m odality ch oice  was  
re porte d w h e n olde r pe ople  us e d pe de s -
trian navigation aids 5.

O f cours e  th e re  is  noth ing ne w  in point-
ing out th at olde r pe ople  are  dive rs e . 
Th e y diffe r in h e alth , w e alth  and e duca-
tional back ground, and th e s e  are  factors  
w h ich  m ay le ad pe ople  to diffe r in th e  
way th e y pre fe r to h ave  inform ation 
pre s e nte d. Failing e ye s igh t m ay m e an 
th at pe ople  ne e d to adjust th e  te xt for 
le gib ility, or pe rh aps  th e y m ay pre fe r to 
liste n. Poor e ducation can m e an th at 
re ading h as  ne ve r be e n som e  pe ople ’s  
pre fe rre d option. O ne  advantage  of digit-
al inform ation is  th at it can accom m od-
ate  individual diffe re nce s  by le tting 
pe ople  e xe rcis e  control ove r h ow  m ate ri-
al is  pre s e nte d to th e m . In particular, ad-
vance s  in th e  te ch nology of te xt-to-
spe e ch  synth e s is e rs  m e an th at m ate rials  
w h ich  m ay h ave  originate d as  printe d 
docum e nts  could now  be  spok e n if th e  
us e r w is h e d. Pe ople  can also h ave  
ch oice s  about th e  display of graph ic m a-
te rials  (e .g. ch oos ing to vie w/h ide  
th e m ). Since  som e  olde r pe ople  are  
prone  to distractibility6, th e  option to 
h ide  unwante d inform ation m ay be  ve ry 
h e lpful.

TALK ING CO M PUTERS

W h e n pe ople  could ch oos e  to liste n to 
th e  te xt it was  notice d th at olde r 
pe ople , unlik e  younge r adults , did not al-
ways  m ak e  ch oice s  in th e ir own be st in-
te re st. (‘Be st inte re st’ was  as s e s s e d by 
m onitoring pe rform ance  w h e n th e re  
was  no ch oice  about h ow  th e  m ate rial 
was  pre s e nte d.) Som e tim e s  th e  olde r 
pe ople  pe rs e ve re d w ith  th e  initial s e t-
tings  of th e  inform ation display, rath e r 
th an adjusting th e  s e ttings  for th e ir pe r-

sonal re q uire m e nts. Som e tim e s  th e y 
s e e m e d to be  still m ak ing th e  ch oice s  
th at w e re  be ne ficial to younge r adults. 
For e xam ple , in a re fe re nce  tas k  w h e re  
inform ation on diffe re nt page s  h ad to 
be  com pare d, olde r pe ople  ofte n turne d 
th e  voice  off, alth ough  w h e n th e re  was  
no ch oice  th e y w e re  m ore  accurate  w ith  
th e  voice  on. Pe rh aps  th e  voice  aide d 
m e m ory for olde r pe ople , alth ough  it 
slow e d th e  re ading of younge r adults. 
Advis ing olde r pe ople  about th e  m odal-
ity com binations  w h ich  th e y m ay find 
m ost us e ful could h e lp individuals  de al 
w ith  th e  inform ation m ore  com fortably. 
Not all tas k s  be ne fite d from  spok e n 
te xt. In a proce dural tas k  w h e n th e re  
was  no ch oice , th e  voice  re duce d th e  ac-
curacy of olde r pe ople . So cons ide rable  
conte xtual inform ation would be  
ne e de d by ‘sm art’ software  to accom -
m odate  th is  dive rs ity. 

Th e  conce pt of custom isation by th e  
us e r is  not ne w  and s e ve ral applications , 
including w e b brow s e rs , offe r e asy ac-
ce s s  to m agnification of te xt on scre e n. 
Som e  applications  also offe r th e  option 
of te xt-to-spe e ch  output, but th is  can be  
com plicate d to s e t up. W h e n m odality 
options  w e re  on scre e n all th e  tim e , 
olde r pe ople  ch ange d th e ir m inds  
acros s  tas k s  about wanting to liste n. So 
ve ry e asy acce s s  to sw itch ing th e  voice  
on/off is  ne e de d. 

Many te xt-to-spe e ch  syste m s  now  e xist. 
Som e  allow  ch oice  of m ale /fe m ale  voice  
and spe ak ing rate , and som e  are  m ulti-
lingual7. Am ong th e  critical factors  de -
te rm ining com pre h e ns ib ility is  h ow  w e ll 
prosody is  m ode lle d, s ince  prosodic 
cue s  facilitate  pars ing th e  utte rance 8. 
Th e  inte lligibility of th e  spe e ch  synth e s -
is  us e d in th e  pre s e nt studie s  was  e n-
h ance d for som e  words  (e .g. W e ls h  
place  nam e s) by providing th e  software  
w ith  a paralle l te xt in w h ich  th e  spe lling 
was  adjuste d to give  th e  corre ct pronun-
ciation. In ge ne ral, h aving th e  software  
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re fe r to a pronunciation glos sary would 
s e rve  th e  sam e  purpos e .

NEXT STEPS

Pe ople  can also ch oos e  h ow  to input m a-
te rial. Th e  re s e arch  inve stigating 
pe ople ’s  m odality ch oice s  us e d a touch  
scre e n so th at no-one  was  disadvant-
age d by th e ir lack  of fam iliarity w ith  com -
pute rs  and m ice . Som e  pe ople  m ay 
pre fe r voice  input for navigation 
th rough  digital docum e nts , and voice  re -
cognition te ch nology could m ak e  th is  
fe as ible . It is  not ye t k nown w h e th e r th is  
option would be  attractive  to olde r 
pe ople , pe rh aps  be caus e  it is  le s s  e ffort-
ful, or unacce ptable  be caus e  it is  an unfa-
m iliar m ode  of inte raction9 . 

To re duce  th e  confusability of de scrib -
ing inte rface s  as  adaptive  (ch ange d by 
th e  inte llige nce  of th e  software  to fit th e  
us e r cate gory) or adaptable  by th e  us e rs  
th e m s e lve s , th e  te rm  ‘congenial’ h as  
be e n sugge ste d for th e  m ultim e dia con-
figuration th at pe ople  pe rsonally s e -
le ct10. Th e  labe l s e e k s  to capture  both  
‘cognitive  conge niality’, w h e re  th e  olde r 
pe rson custom is e s  th e  inform ation to 
suit w h ate ve r cognitive  stre ngth s  and lim -
itations  th e y m ay h ave , and also ‘affe ct-
ive  conge niality’, i.e . fitting w ith  th e  pe r-
son’s  ae sth e tic pre fe re nce s  and 
prom oting fe e lings  of satisfaction w ith  
us ing th e  inte rface . H um an-Com pute r In-
te raction re s e arch e rs  are  curre ntly pus h -
ing th e  boundary of inte rface  e valuation 
be yond th e  traditional form s  of usability 
to include  a m ulti-face te d approach  to 
th e  ‘us e r e xpe rie nce ’11. In s im ilar spirit, 
ge ronte ch nology h igh ligh ts  th e  ne e d to 
e xpand be yond th e  constraints  of group 
norm s 12 and re cognis e  th e  im portance  
of accom m odating individual diffe r-
e nce s  am ong th e  olde r us e rs  of m ultim e -
dia docum e nts.
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