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D.G. Bouwhuis, Not care but leisure. Gerontechnology 2006; 5(2):63-65. Techno-
logy for older adults usually focuses on assistance and care, emphasizing the
frailty of older adults. Most older adults, however, are independent, with strong
convictions and no time to be patient. This is related to remaining time of life and
the consequent undesirability of postponement of benefits. It is proposed that as-
sisting older people to navigate available information spaces as well as physical
environments, including leisure services, to obtain desired benefits is an import-
ant research agenda. This requires strong disciplinary research and extensive eval-
uation, which might form a good topic for gerontechnology.
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In the ever intensifying quest for techno-
logy for older adults most attention is de-
voted to provide assistance for things
that they can no longer do, or which they
should do, but do not remember. In the
last call of the 6™ framework program of
the European Commission, 231 propos-
als were submitted for funding in the
area of Ambient Assisted Living in April
2006', and they all had as their main ob-
jective to enable older persons to stay
longer in their own home and to increase
their independence. On reading the sum-
maries there can be no doubt that many
managers have considered these noble ob-
jectives as a means to increase their re-
search portfolio with European funding,
no matter what the topic. But quite likely
there must be some sensible proposals
among them that deserve funding. There
are two general comments that one
could make at this point.

EXPLOITING FRAILTY

Of course, it is particularly laudatory that
so many research institutions take this
issue seriously, realizing that each propos-
al combines some 8-10 partners, bring-
ing the total of participating institutions
to some 2,000. It should be clear that it
is inconceivable that all of these would
have the expertise necessary to attain

the objectives. And regarding the alarm-
ing lack of concreteness that one can
spot in the descriptions, it is also un-
thinkable that useful products or ser-
vices would materialize from many of
them. Maybe this can create the realiza-
tion that attempts to write a similar pro-
posal in the future would be futile. That
would be good.

However, the apparently massive interest
of so many parties in trying to exploit
the frailty of older people also raises ex-
pectations for tools and services that can-
not possibly satisfy the claimed needs. In
other words, is the call for Ambient As-
sisted Living not too ambitious to war-
rant wide dissemination, industrial ex-
ploitation, especially by Small and
Medium Enterprises? Will it actually, with-
in the lifetime of projects, emancipate
older people with full participation in so-
cial life, free from worries about medica-
tion, security, mobility and getting
around in the home and outdoors?

The inevitably slow progress in making
useful and effective products available to
older people may then cause a shift of in-
terest in the direction of what is then
seen as a promising area, and then it will
not be technology for older people any-
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more. So far, gerontechnology has not
made sufficient inroads to improve the ex-
pertise, the interdisciplinary approach,
and the mobilization of resources to an
acceptable level.

HANDLING OLDER ADULTS

There is a second comment to be made.
Everyone who actually has been involved
in studies with older people in his or her
own laboratories will have noticed that
they behave qualitatively different from
their younger counterparts. Trying to
hire them is a first problem; they are
never at home and entertain a hectic
schedule of appointments, meetings,
trips, visits and, frequently, care activit-
ies. Many of these outings are subject to
a rigid schedule that a humble experi-
menter is unable to modify, even for a
single time. They are usually quite cooper-
ative and helpful during the experiments,
but can also be critical, to the extent that
they refuse to carry out experimental
tasks that they deem unworthy of their
self-esteem. They may also profess they
cannot possibly carry out the task, which
usually turns out not to be the case, or
they may painstakingly point out the fun-
damental flaws in the experimental
design.

This is far from the bleak picture that is
painted of the helpless older person, sit-
ting alone at home, threatened to be insti-
tutionalized at the expense of the tax-
payer and whose independence is continu-
ally challenged, if not vanished altogeth-
er. It cannot be denied that there are
many homebound older people that fully
deserve care that technology might
provide. But for a large group of older
people, and probably the majority, there
is another issue that is important and
which is not easily addressed with techno-
logy. It is phrased most concisely in the
clause that is in every American contract:
“Time is of the essence.”

IMPATIENT
In contrast to widely held preconceptions

about the character of older people who
are claimed to be more patient than
youngsters, they do not have the time to
be patient. This is nicely summed up in
the notion of intertemporal discounting.
Discounting means that something is de-
creasing in value, and intertemporal
means that this happens as a result of
time lapse. A reward that is obtained in
the far future is worth less than one that
can be obtained immediately, and the
value is lower as the reward lies further
into the future. Anne-Sophie Melenhorst
and | did a study on intertemporal dis-
counting in groups of older people with-
in three different age brackets: young
elderly, elderly, and the very old?. These
subjects had to choose between what
they considered to be the most attractive
holiday they could imagine but to be
taken at a much later date, and their
second preferred holiday to be taken
within a week. One might expect that
these people, wise through experience
and willing to optimize their enjoyment
would always go for the most attractive
holiday. However, this was clearly not
the case. All older subjects discounted
strongly; the longer they had to wait for
a holiday, the less it was chosen. What
was revealing was that the discounting
rate grew stronger with age. In the old-
est groups, a waiting period of half a
year was almost unacceptable.

Experiments on intertemporal discount-
ing have hardly been done with older
people, but they have the most valid ar-
guments for discounting. From their
own statements it appeared that they
were fully aware of the imminence of
death. The earlier they take an oppor-
tunity, the higher is the likelihood to
enjoy it; after they pass away it will be
gone forever. There is no second
chance. This must imply a greater em-
phasis on benefits of actions and ser-
vices. If the benefit can be taken only
after much time or after much effort, it
may be too late. And this explains the
critical attitude of older subjects in our
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experimental sessions. If they see the be-
nefits, they participate with utmost will-
ingness but they have no time for what
they see as useless and effortful ac-
tions. There is no time for that.

PRODUCING LEISURE TIME

But how can technology produce time?
Obviously, the answer is not to produce
time but ways to spend time better. It is
from this abstract statement that ways
have to be implemented to achieve this
goal. And then there is the gnawing sus-
picion that technology use may require
so much of your time that you better
spend it on something else. It might be
that personalized search services, and
navigational support are key issues to
providing those provisions that older

people are really interested in. Such
products require strong disciplinary re-
search and extensive evaluation, and
seem a good topic for gerontechnology.
This is clearly a long-term issue, such
even that it might be feared that its at-
tractiveness will be discounted strongly
in the intertemporal perspective of re-
searchers.
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Gerontechnology 2006,

5(2):65-67. Gerontechnology’s framework has been formulated in a functional way,
with little attention paid to motivation. Abraham H. Maslow’s theory of human mo-
tivation (1943) can fill this gap with his hierarchy of needs to be fulfilled in the fol-
lowing order: physiological, safety related, social, esteem and ‘being’ related.
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Functionality is the basis of the frame-
work of gerontechnology that consists
of a two-dimensional matrix of human
activity domains and technological im-
pacts'. Technology intended to coach
activities and lifestyle aim at compress-
ing morbidity and increasing the life-peri-
od of vitality. Physical attractiveness of
gadgets will play a role, as will persist-
ence, anonymity, tailoring, scaling, gam-
ing and ubiquity of computer technolo-
gies®. But most of all it is technology
push that should be changed in market
pull®. For engineers we need a simple
but effective approach to motivation in

order to bring this market pull into ac-
tion.

ABRAHAM H. MAasLow 1943

As far as | am aware of, the psycholo-
gist Abraham H. Maslow (Figure 1)
neither mentioned gerontechnology,
nor worked in this area. However, his
theory on human motivation of more
than 60 years ago® could become a
source of inspiration for engineers. As a
recent author’ stated, speaking of
Maslow: “His significance lies in the fu-
ture and will become apparent in the
21% century”.
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Maslow formulated his theory in 1943
and based it on the hierarchy of four defi-
ciency needs to be fulfilled in the follow-
ing order: physiological, safety related,
social, and esteem related. To complete
the healthy human adult he added a high-
er and more spiritual ‘being-need’: self-
fulfilment or self-actualisation. In
Maslow’s theory gratification of needs is
the main driving force for motivation.

Figure 1. Abraham Harold Maslow
(1908-1970). Photograph by courtesy
of the Archives of the History of Americ-
an Psychology - The University of Akron

Physiological needs are the most basal
and should be fulfilled first. The higher
safety needs will only be perceived
when the lower physiological needs are
well gratified. As soon as safety, stabil-
ity and protection are perceived at an ac-
ceptable level, a new set of even higher
needs comes up: belongingness and
love. Subsequently, when these needs
are reasonably fulfilled, the individual
starts to appreciate self-respect, self-es-
teem, and esteem or recognition from
others. Some (but not all) individuals go
further and start self-actualisation or
self-fulfillment (the being-need?).

THE HIP PROTECTOR CASE

If we take into account the deficiency
needs of older adults, the lack of motiva-
tion for use of an external hip protect-
or® is understandable. Preventing hip
fractures is a deficiency need at the
safety level. Daily experience with this

device resulted in 15 out of 19 users
feeling too hot (a physiological defi-
ciency), while 14 out of 19 could not
easily visit the toilet anymore (also a
physiological deficiency). So the more
basic physiological needs were not
taken care of and within three months
around 2/3 of the users threw away this
care application.

THE WAY-FINDER CASE

In the case of the way-finder, older
adults took part in an iterative process
of design’. Professional designers star-
ted the project from a safety perspect-
ive (or a ‘compensation & assistance’
device in gerontechnology terminology):
to prevent older adults from getting lost
in town. After the comments of the
older adult co-designers the design aim
shifted towards an electronic tourist
guide (an ‘enhancement & satisfaction’
device in gerontechnology terminology).
Apparently the users felt safe enough.
Their needs were at the social level.

DIVERSITY

One additional aspect of the need hier-
archy is the increased inter-person di-
versity of higher needs (Figure 2). At
the physiological level, needs among in-
dividuals in the same age and gender
group are comparable. They all need to
breathe, to drink, to eat, to sleep, to go
to the toilet, and to seek shelter from
environmental risks. Physiological
needs are related to potentially fatal
risks. Supportive technology is more or
less generally applied. We have legis-
lature to protect us against fire, murder
and unsafe working conditions.

The perceived safety needs show a high-
er diversity as to fears and anxieties to-
wards non-fatal risks, such as falling
and not being found for several hours,
have your home robbed, or becoming a
street violence victim. But the range of
needs is still small enough to have it
covered partially by legislation on civil
rights and human conduct.
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Figure 2. Technology impacts' superimposed on the hierarchy of
needs? and their relative diversity; Only 'Enhancement & Satisfac-
tion' reaches the being-need

ority, perceived lack of self-dependence
or self-determination, or non-fulfilment
of other ego-needs are individual assets
attached to the highest, esteem-related
deficiency level. General esteem is the
aim at this level. No legislature nor civil
codes of conduct apply to it.

A NEW DIMENSION

Making gratifying needs a driving force
in design of products and services could
boost the implementation of market
pull. Maslow’s needs belong around the
planning table in design and develop-
ment of technologies for a longer vital
life.
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