
E d i to ri a l

63 

J
u

l
y

 
2

0
0

6
,

 
V

o
l
 

5
,

 
N

o
 

2
w

w
w

.
g

e
r

o
n

t
e

c
h

j
o

u
r

n
a

l
.

n
e

t

N o t ca re  b u t le i s u re
D on G. Bouw h uis  Ph D

J.F. Sch oute n Sch ool of Us e r-Syste m  Inte raction Re s e arch
D e partm e nt of Te ch nology Manage m e nt

Te ch nisch e  Unive rs ite it Eindh ove n
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D .G. Bouw h uis , Not care  but le isure . Ge rontech nology 2006; 5(2):63-65. Te ch no-
logy for olde r adults  usually focus e s  on as s istance  and care , e m ph as iz ing th e  
frailty of olde r adults. Most olde r adults , h ow e ve r, are  inde pe nde nt, w ith  strong 
convictions  and no tim e  to be  patie nt. Th is  is  re late d to re m aining tim e  of life  and 
th e  cons e q ue nt unde s irability of postpone m e nt of be ne fits. It is  propos e d th at as -
s isting olde r pe ople  to navigate  available  inform ation space s  as  w e ll as  ph ys ical 
e nvironm e nts , including le isure  s e rvice s , to obtain de s ire d be ne fits  is  an im port-
ant re s e arch  age nda. Th is  re q uire s  strong disciplinary re s e arch  and e xte ns ive  e val-
uation, w h ich  m igh t form  a good topic for ge ronte ch nology.

K e yw ords : le is ure , e nh ance m e nt, ge ronte ch nology

In th e  e ve r inte ns ifying q ue st for te ch no-
logy for olde r adults  m ost atte ntion is  de -
vote d to provide  as s istance  for th ings  
th at th e y can no longe r do, or w h ich  th e y 
s h ould do, but do not re m e m be r. In th e  
last call of th e  6th  fram e work  program  of 
th e  Europe an Com m is s ion, 231 propos -
als  w e re  s ubm itte d for funding in th e  
are a of Am bie nt As s iste d Living in April 
20061, and th e y all h ad as  th e ir m ain ob-
je ctive  to e nable  olde r pe rsons  to stay 
longe r in th e ir own h om e  and to incre as e  
th e ir inde pe nde nce . O n re ading th e  s um -
m arie s  th e re  can be  no doubt th at m any 
m anage rs  h ave  cons ide re d th e s e  noble  ob-
je ctive s  as  a m e ans  to incre as e  th e ir re -
s e arch  portfolio w ith  Europe an funding, 
no m atte r w h at th e  topic. But q uite  lik e ly 
th e re  m ust be  som e  s e ns ible  proposals  
am ong th e m  th at de s e rve  funding. Th e re  
are  two ge ne ral com m e nts  th at one  
could m ak e  at th is  point. 

EXPLO ITING FRAILTY 
O f cours e , it is  particularly laudatory th at 
so m any re s e arch  institutions  tak e  th is  
is s ue  s e riously, re aliz ing th at e ach  propos -
al com bine s  som e  8-10 partne rs , bring-
ing th e  total of participating institutions  
to som e  2,000. It s h ould be  cle ar th at it 
is  inconce ivable  th at all of th e s e  would 
h ave  th e  e xpe rtis e  ne ce s sary to attain 

th e  obje ctive s. And re garding th e  alarm -
ing lack  of concre te ne s s  th at one  can 
spot in th e  de scriptions , it is  also un-
th ink able  th at us e ful products  or s e r-
vice s  would m ate rializ e  from  m any of 
th e m . Maybe  th is  can cre ate  th e  re aliz a-
tion th at atte m pts  to w rite  a s im ilar pro-
posal in th e  future  would be  futile . Th at 
would be  good. 

H ow e ve r, th e  appare ntly m as s ive  inte re st 
of so m any partie s  in trying to e xploit 
th e  frailty of olde r pe ople  also rais e s  e x-
pe ctations  for tools  and s e rvice s  th at can-
not pos s ibly satisfy th e  claim e d ne e ds. In 
oth e r words , is  th e  call for Am bie nt As -
s iste d Living not too am bitious  to war-
rant w ide  dis s e m ination, industrial e x-
ploitation, e spe cially by Sm all and 
Me dium  Ente rpris e s? W ill it actually, w ith -
in th e  life tim e  of proje cts , e m ancipate  
olde r pe ople  w ith  full participation in so-
cial life , fre e  from  worrie s  about m e dica-
tion, s e curity, m obility and ge tting 
around in th e  h om e  and outdoors? 

Th e  ine vitably slow  progre s s  in m ak ing 
us e ful and e ffe ctive  products  available  to 
olde r pe ople  m ay th e n caus e  a s h ift of in-
te re st in th e  dire ction of w h at is  th e n 
s e e n as  a prom is ing are a, and th e n it w ill 
not be  te ch nology for olde r pe ople  any-
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m ore . So far, ge ronte ch nology h as  not 
m ade  s ufficie nt inroads  to im prove  th e  e x-
pe rtis e , th e  inte rdisciplinary approach , 
and th e  m obiliz ation of re source s  to an 
acce ptable  le ve l. 

H AND LING O LD ER  AD ULTS

Th e re  is  a s e cond com m e nt to be  m ade . 
Eve ryone  w h o actually h as  be e n involve d 
in studie s  w ith  olde r pe ople  in h is  or h e r 
own laboratorie s  w ill h ave  notice d th at 
th e y be h ave  q ualitative ly diffe re nt from  
th e ir younge r counte rparts. Trying to 
h ire  th e m  is  a first proble m ; th e y are  
ne ve r at h om e  and e nte rtain a h e ctic 
sch e dule  of appointm e nts , m e e tings , 
trips , vis its  and, fre q ue ntly, care  activit-
ie s . Many of th e s e  outings  are  s ubje ct to 
a rigid sch e dule  th at a h um ble  e xpe ri-
m e nte r is  unable  to m odify, e ve n for a 
s ingle  tim e . Th e y are  usually q uite  coope r-
ative  and h e lpful during th e  e xpe rim e nts , 
but can also be  critical, to th e  e xte nt th at 
th e y re fus e  to carry out e xpe rim e ntal 
tas k s  th at th e y de e m  unworth y of th e ir 
s e lf-e ste e m . Th e y m ay also profe s s  th e y 
cannot pos s ibly carry out th e  tas k , w h ich  
usually turns  out not to be  th e  cas e , or 
th e y m ay painstak ingly point out th e  fun-
dam e ntal flaw s  in th e  e xpe rim e ntal 
de s ign. 

Th is  is  far from  th e  ble ak  picture  th at is  
painte d of th e  h e lple s s  olde r pe rson, s it-
ting alone  at h om e , th re ate ne d to be  insti-
tutionaliz e d at th e  e xpe ns e  of th e  tax-
paye r and w h os e  inde pe nde nce  is  continu-
ally ch alle nge d, if not vanis h e d altoge th -
e r. It cannot be  de nie d th at th e re  are  
m any h om e bound olde r pe ople  th at fully 
de s e rve  care  th at te ch nology m igh t 
provide . But for a large  group of olde r 
pe ople , and probably th e  m ajority, th e re  
is  anoth e r is s ue  th at is  im portant and 
w h ich  is  not e as ily addre s s e d w ith  te ch no-
logy. It is  ph ras e d m ost concis e ly in th e  
claus e  th at is  in e ve ry Am e rican contract: 
“Tim e  is  of th e  e s s e nce .” 

IM PATIENT

In contrast to w ide ly h e ld pre conce ptions  

about th e  ch aracte r of olde r pe ople  w h o 
are  claim e d to be  m ore  patie nt th an 
youngste rs , th e y do not h ave  th e  tim e  to 
be  patie nt. Th is  is  nice ly sum m e d up in 
th e  notion of inte rte m poral discounting. 
D iscounting m e ans  th at som e th ing is  de -
cre as ing in value , and inte rte m poral 
m e ans  th at th is  h appe ns  as  a re sult of 
tim e  laps e . A re ward th at is  obtaine d in 
th e  far future  is  worth  le s s  th an one  th at 
can be  obtaine d im m e diate ly, and th e  
value  is  low e r as  th e  re ward lie s  furth e r 
into th e  future . Anne -Soph ie  Me le nh orst 
and I did a study on inte rte m poral dis -
counting in groups  of olde r pe ople  w ith -
in th re e  diffe re nt age  brack e ts : young 
e lde rly, e lde rly, and th e  ve ry old2. Th e s e  
s ubje cts  h ad to ch oos e  be tw e e n w h at 
th e y cons ide re d to be  th e  m ost attractive  
h oliday th e y could im agine  but to be  
tak e n at a m uch  late r date , and th e ir 
s e cond pre fe rre d h oliday to be  tak e n 
w ith in a w e e k . O ne  m igh t e xpe ct th at 
th e s e  pe ople , w is e  th rough  e xpe rie nce  
and w illing to optim iz e  th e ir e njoym e nt 
would always  go for th e  m ost attractive  
h oliday. H ow e ve r, th is  was  cle arly not 
th e  cas e . All olde r subje cts  discounte d 
strongly; th e  longe r th e y h ad to wait for 
a h oliday, th e  le s s  it was  ch os e n. W h at 
was  re ve aling was  th at th e  discounting 
rate  gre w  stronge r w ith  age . In th e  old-
e st groups , a waiting pe riod of h alf a 
ye ar was  alm ost unacce ptable . 

Expe rim e nts  on inte rte m poral discount-
ing h ave  h ardly be e n done  w ith  olde r 
pe ople , but th e y h ave  th e  m ost valid ar-
gum e nts  for discounting. From  th e ir 
own state m e nts  it appe are d th at th e y 
w e re  fully aware  of th e  im m ine nce  of 
de ath . Th e  e arlie r th e y tak e  an oppor-
tunity, th e  h igh e r is  th e  lik e lih ood to 
e njoy it; afte r th e y pas s  away it w ill be  
gone  fore ve r. Th e re  is  no s e cond 
ch ance . Th is  m ust im ply a gre ate r e m -
ph as is  on be ne fits  of actions  and s e r-
vice s. If th e  be ne fit can be  tak e n only 
afte r m uch  tim e  or afte r m uch  e ffort, it 
m ay be  too late . And th is  e xplains  th e  
critical attitude  of olde r subje cts  in our 

Le i s u re
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e xpe rim e ntal s e s s ions. If th e y s e e  th e  be -
ne fits , th e y participate  w ith  utm ost w ill-
ingne s s  but th e y h ave  no tim e  for w h at 
th e y s e e  as  us e le s s  and e ffortful ac-
tions. Th e re  is  no tim e  for th at.

PRO D UCING LEISURE TIM E

But h ow  can te ch nology produce  tim e ? 
O bviously, th e  answ e r is  not to produce  
tim e  but ways  to spe nd tim e  be tte r. It is  
from  th is  abstract state m e nt th at ways  
h ave  to be  im ple m e nte d to ach ie ve  th is  
goal. And th e n th e re  is  th e  gnaw ing sus -
picion th at te ch nology us e  m ay re q uire  
so m uch  of your tim e  th at you be tte r 
spe nd it on som e th ing e ls e . It m igh t be  
th at pe rsonaliz e d s e arch  s e rvice s , and 
navigational support are  k e y is s ue s  to 
providing th os e  provis ions  th at olde r 

pe ople  are  re ally inte re ste d in. Such  
products  re q uire  strong disciplinary re -
s e arch  and e xte ns ive  e valuation, and 
s e e m  a good topic for ge ronte ch nology. 
Th is  is  cle arly a long-te rm  is s ue , s uch  
e ve n th at it m igh t be  fe are d th at its  at-
tractive ne s s  w ill be  discounte d strongly 
in th e  inte rte m poral pe rspe ctive  of re -
s e arch e rs. 

Re fe re nce s
1.   IST-2005-2.6.2 Am bie nt As s iste d Living 

(AAL) in th e  Age ing Socie ty, Inform ation Soci-

e ty Te ch nologie s , FP6-2005-IST-6. Brus s e ls : 

Europe an Union

2.   Me le nh orst A-S. Adopting com m unication 

te ch nology in late r life , Th e  de cis ive  role  of 

be ne fits. Ph D  th e s is , Te ch nisch e  Unive rs ite it 

Eindh ove n; 2002; ISBN 9 0-386-1867-0
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Te ch nisch e  Unive rs ite it Eindh ove n
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J.E.M.H . van Bronsw ijk , Ge rontech nology m otivation. Ge rontech nology 2006; 
5(2):65-67. Ge ronte ch nology’s  fram e work  h as  be e n form ulate d in a functional way, 
w ith  little  atte ntion paid to m otivation. Abrah am  H . Maslow ’s  th e ory of h um an m o-
tivation (19 43) can fill th is  gap w ith  h is  h ie rarch y of ne e ds  to be  fulfille d in th e  fol-
low ing orde r: ph ys iological, safe ty re late d, social, e ste e m  and ‘be ing’ re late d. 

K e yw ords : h um an m otivation, te ch nology us e , M as low

Functionality is  th e  bas is  of th e  fram e -
work  of ge ronte ch nology th at cons ists  
of a two-dim e ns ional m atrix of h um an 
activity dom ains  and te ch nological im -
pacts 1. Te ch nology inte nde d to coach  
activitie s  and life style  aim  at com pre s s -
ing m orbidity and incre as ing th e  life -pe ri-
od of vitality. Ph ys ical attractive ne s s  of 
gadge ts  w ill play a role , as  w ill pe rs ist-
e nce , anonym ity, tailoring, scaling, gam -
ing and ubiq uity of com pute r te ch nolo-
gie s 2. But m ost of all it is  te ch nology 
pus h  th at s h ould be  ch ange d in m ark e t 
pull3. For e ngine e rs  w e  ne e d a s im ple  
but e ffe ctive  approach  to m otivation in 

orde r to bring th is  m ark e t pull into ac-
tion. 

ABRAH AM  H . M ASLO W  19 43
As  far as  I am  aware  of, th e  psych olo-
gist Abrah am  H . Maslow  (Figure  1) 
ne ith e r m e ntione d ge ronte ch nology, 
nor work e d in th is  are a. H ow e ve r, h is  
th e ory on h um an m otivation of m ore  
th an 60 ye ars  ago4 could be com e  a 
source  of inspiration for e ngine e rs. As  a 
re ce nt auth or5 state d, spe ak ing of 
Maslow : “H is  s ignificance  lie s  in th e  fu-
ture  and w ill be com e  appare nt in th e  
21st ce ntury”.

E d i to ri a l
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Maslow  form ulate d h is  th e ory in 19 43 
and bas e d it on th e  h ie rarch y of four de fi-
cie ncy ne e ds  to be  fulfille d in th e  follow -
ing orde r: ph ys iological, safe ty re late d, 
social, and e ste e m  re late d. To com ple te  
th e  h e alth y h um an adult h e  adde d a h igh -
e r and m ore  spiritual ‘be ing-ne e d’: s e lf-
fulfilm e nt or s e lf-actualisation. In 
Maslow ’s  th e ory gratification of ne e ds  is  
th e  m ain driving force  for m otivation. 

Ph ys iological ne e ds  are  th e  m ost basal 
and s h ould be  fulfille d first. Th e  h igh e r 
safe ty ne e ds  w ill only be  pe rce ive d 
w h e n th e  low e r ph ys iological ne e ds  are  
w e ll gratifie d. As  soon as  safe ty, stabil-
ity and prote ction are  pe rce ive d at an ac-
ce ptable  le ve l, a ne w  s e t of e ve n h igh e r 
ne e ds  com e s  up: be longingne s s  and 
love . Subs e q ue ntly, w h e n th e s e  ne e ds  
are  re asonably fulfille d, th e  individual 
starts  to appre ciate  s e lf-re spe ct, s e lf-e s -
te e m , and e ste e m  or re cognition from  
oth e rs. Som e  (but not all) individuals  go 
furth e r and start s e lf-actualisation or 
s e lf-fulfillm e nt (th e  be ing-ne e d4).

TH E H IP PRO TECTO R  CASE

If w e  tak e  into account th e  de ficie ncy 
ne e ds  of olde r adults , th e  lack  of m otiva-
tion for us e  of an e xte rnal h ip prote ct-
or6 is  unde rstandable . Pre ve nting h ip 
fracture s  is  a de ficie ncy ne e d at th e  
safety level. D aily e xpe rie nce  w ith  th is  

de vice  re sulte d in 15 out of 19  us e rs  
fe e ling too h ot (a ph ysiological defi-
cie ncy), w h ile  14 out of 19  could not 
e as ily vis it th e  toile t anym ore  (also a 
ph ysiological deficie ncy). So th e  m ore  
bas ic ph ys iological ne e ds  w e re  not 
tak e n care  of and w ith in th re e  m onth s  
around 2/3 of th e  us e rs  th re w  away th is  
care  application.

TH E W AY-FIND ER  CASE

In th e  cas e  of th e  way-finde r, olde r 
adults  took  part in an ite rative  proce s s  
of de s ign7. Profe s s ional de s igne rs  star-
te d th e  proje ct from  a safety pe rspect-
ive  (or a ‘com pe nsation &  as s istance ’ 
de vice  in ge ronte ch nology te rm inology): 
to pre ve nt olde r adults  from  ge tting lost 
in town. Afte r th e  com m e nts  of th e  
olde r adult co-de s igne rs  th e  de s ign aim  
s h ifte d towards  an e le ctronic tourist 
guide  (an ‘e nh ance m e nt &  satisfaction’ 
de vice  in ge ronte ch nology te rm inology). 
Appare ntly th e  us e rs  fe lt safe  e nough . 
Th e ir ne e ds  w e re  at th e  social level.

D IVERSITY

O ne  additional aspe ct of th e  ne e d h ie r-
arch y is  th e  incre as e d inte r-pe rson di-
ve rs ity of h igh e r ne e ds  (Figure  2). At 
th e  ph ysiological level, ne e ds  am ong in-
dividuals  in th e  sam e  age  and ge nde r 
group are  com parable . Th e y all ne e d to 
bre ath e , to drink , to e at, to sle e p, to go 
to th e  toile t, and to s e e k  s h e lte r from  
e nvironm e ntal ris k s . Ph ys iological 
ne e ds  are  re late d to pote ntially fatal 
ris k s . Supportive  te ch nology is  m ore  or 
le s s  ge ne rally applie d. W e  h ave  le gis -
lature  to prote ct us  against fire , m urde r 
and unsafe  work ing conditions.
Th e  pe rce ive d safety ne e ds  s h ow  a h igh -
e r dive rs ity as  to fe ars  and anxie tie s  to-
wards  non-fatal ris k s , s uch  as  falling 
and not be ing found for s e ve ral h ours , 
h ave  your h om e  robbe d, or be com ing a 
stre e t viole nce  victim . But th e  range  of 
ne e ds  is  still sm all e nough  to h ave  it 
cove re d partially by le gislation on civil 
righ ts  and h um an conduct.

Figure  1. Abrah am  H arold Maslow  
(19 08-19 70). Ph otograph  by courte sy 
of th e  Arch ive s of th e  H istory of Am e ric-
an Psych ology – Th e  University of Ak ron

M o ti va ti o n
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Ne e ds  in th e  one -
ste p h igh e r so-
cial sph e re  are  
strongly influ-
e nce d by indi-
vidual life -h istor-
ie s . It is  th e  le ve l 
of (dis )satisfac-
tion w ith  func-
tioning. Re le vant 
le gislature  is  al-
m ost non-e xist-
e nt, but unwrit-
te n social and 
cultural code s  
are  part of th e  
s e t-up of e ach  
socie ty.
Fe e lings  of infe ri-
ority, pe rce ive d lack  of s e lf-de pe nde nce  
or s e lf-de te rm ination, or non-fulfilm e nt 
of oth e r e go-ne e ds  are  individual as s e ts  
attach e d to th e  h igh e st, e ste em -related 
de ficie ncy le ve l. Ge ne ral e ste e m  is  th e  
aim  at th is  le ve l. No le gislature  nor civil 
code s  of conduct apply to it. 

A NEW  D IM ENSIO N

Mak ing gratifying ne e ds  a driving force  
in de s ign of products  and s e rvice s  could 
boost th e  im ple m e ntation of m ark e t 
pull. Maslow ’s  ne e ds  be long around th e  
planning table  in de s ign and de ve lop-
m e nt of te ch nologie s  for a longe r vital 
life .

Ack now le dgm e nts
I th ank  m y Ph D  and MSc stude nts , Jacco 
van de  Brak e , Tam ara D e rk s e n, France s -
co Franch im on, Joost van H oof, Martijn 
H . Jans s e n, and Je roe n Knie s , for th e ir e n-
th us iastic discus s ion and critical note s.
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M o ti va ti o n

Figure  2. Tech nology im pacts1 supe rim pose d on th e  h ie rarch y of 
ne e ds4 and th e ir relative  dive rsity; O nly 'Enh ancem ent &  Satisfac-
tion' reach e s  th e  be ing-ne e d




