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C.D. Steggell, K. Hooker, S. Bowman, S. Choun, S-J. Kim. The role of technology
for healthy aging among Korean and Hispanic women in the United States: A pilot
study. Gerontechnology 2010; 9(4):433-449 doi:10.4017/5t.2010.09.04.007.00 As a result of
increasing life expectancies, declining birth rates, and an increasing number of eth-
nic minorities among the general USA population, a growing number of minority
older adults will potentially need assistance as they age. The purpose of this study
was to investigate the interests and concerns of USA Korean and Hispanic minority
older women regarding the application of communication and monitoring technol-
ogy to support aging in place to gain insight into some of the unique issues of these
populations. This study was guided by a conceptual model of the use of gerontech-
nology that integrates the Life-span Theory of Control and a congruence model
of person and environment interaction. Focus groups in the participants’ native
language were used to explore attitudes and values of immigrant Korean (n=19) and
Hispanic (n=13) older women. Focus group discussions were stimulated by four vid-
eotaped vignettes showing different assistive technolog ies being used by an older
adult in her home. Content analysis of qualitative data revealed emergent positive
themes, which included the participants” willingness to try gerontechnologies, an
appreciation of the potential for improving connections to family members still in
the home country, and recognition of the improved safety and independence that
technologies may provide. Negative themes included financial concerns, language
barriers for usability, and concerns about possible physical effects of electronics.
The perceptions of gerontechnologies among the minority women in this study
reflected Korean and Hispanic cultural experiences and values. As gerontechnol-
ogy research moves forward, it will be important to consider cultural dynamics of
minority groups in the design, selection, and use of any new tool.
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In the USA, older adults almost uniformly  ing in place requires substantive social and
prefer to age in place'. This choice has psy-  physical support. Technological advances
chological and financial consequences. For ~ have great potential to extend the time
many, particularly those living alone, ag- elders can remain in their own homes, en-
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hance quality of life, alleviate the pressures
on caregivers, and reduce the demands on
the health care system?.

Research reveals unique perceptions and us-
age patterns of technology by older persons
compared to younger people’. Although a
broad array of technology is now available
that may offer extended independence in
aging, little is known about possible rami-
fications in supporting aging in place. In-
dustry recognition of the importance of
understanding users’ perceptions and pref-
erences is strong since barriers to accept-
ance of technology from the perspective of
the aging population could affect potential
users’ motivation or willingness to use a
technology, their ability to use it effectively,
and to be satisfied with the results**.

Research focused on the use, acceptance,
and satisfaction of innovative technologies
that may enhance living for older adults is
crucial’ and benefits from cross-collabo-
ration of social scientists and technology
developers®. Luborsky” stressed the impor-
tance of understanding social, cultural, and
ethical differences in understanding technol-
ogy usage by seniors and pointed out that
culture and personal biography shape the
course of technology acceptance at the indi-
vidual level. However, not all effects of the
introduction of a new technology are likely
to be planned or even anticipated when the
technology is designed. Unintended con-
sequences may lead to an entirely different
pattern than those discovered for more con-
ventional devices® or even from the same
device in the hands of diverse individuals.

As a result of increasing life expectancies,
declining birth rates, and an increasing
number of ethnic minorities among the gen-
eral USA population’, a growing number of
minority older adults will potentially need
assistance as they age. In particular, a sig-
nificant increase in the number of Mexican
American older persons is expected in the
next few decades. Already there are 37.4
million Hispanics in the USA, represent-
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ing 13.3% of the total population. Of those,
nearly 2/3 (66.9%) are of Mexican origin
and over 40% were foreign born'’.

Korean elderly in the USA are also rapidly
increasing in numbers. As a result of recent
immigration by elders joining their children
and the aging of an earlier cohort of immi-
grants'!, Korean Americans now comprise
approximately 10.5% of the USA Asian pop-
ulation and 0.4% of the total USA popula-
tion'> 2.

Minority women have a shorter lifespan, on
average, than European American women.
This is due in part to a greater incidence
of chronic diseases'®. Barriers to access-
ing formal support services together with
a strong tradition of extended interdepend-
ent families combine to place an intensive
caregiving role on family members. These
traditions may have important implications
in the adoption of technologies that may
relieve some of the stresses associated with
caregiving burden.

The application of technologies to aging in
place must be determined with knowledge
of cultural issues and individual preferences.
Individuals may be required to adapt to new
technologies while simultaneously coping
with changes in physical, social, and cogni-
tive resources. In order to best use technolo-
gies to support aging in place, it is essential
to understand elders’ skills, attitudes, and
preferences.

The purpose of this study was to investigate
the interests and concerns of USA minor-
ity elder women regarding the application
of technology to support aging in place
through a sample of Hispanic and Korean
older women living in Oregon. Cultural
norms, language barriers, and physical iso-
lation may relate to technology use®. Thus,
it is important to investigate the perceptions
of different cultural groups as we build a
foundation of understanding the issues and
move toward helping people choose the
technologies that will best fit their lives.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
This study was guided by a conceptual
model of the use of gerontechnology that

integrates the Life-span Theory of Con-
[1617

tro

and environment interaction'®. According to
the Life-span Theory of Control, optimal de-

high motivation for control will select ap-
propriate goals and, in the case of failure
with interactions with environments, will
find ways to compensate in order to contin-
ue pursuing those goals. The use of geron-
technology can be seen as both selection
and compensation mechanisms.

and a congruence model of person

velopment is dependent on an individual’s

degree of control throughout the life-span.
Motivation for control influences selection,
compensation, and person-environment in-
teractions. For example, an individual with

The congruence model of person and en-
vironment (P-E) interaction'® argues that
human behaviors are an outcome of the in-
terplay between an individual’s needs and
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of use of gerontechnology integrating Life-span Theory of Control and Con-
gruence Model of Person and Environment Interaction’®; Reprinted by permission
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environmental demands. Congruence be-
tween the individual and the environment
is necessary to foster independence and fa-
cilitate aging in place. At the same time, the
environment must press slightly above the
adaptation level to provide stimulation. This
framework suggests that individuals may be
willing to change their environments in or-
der to improve their level of competence. In
this model, gerontechnologies can contrib-
ute to an appropriate level of environmental
press, resulting in optimal P-E congruence.

An integration of the Life-span Theory of
Control and the congruence model of per-
son and environment interaction was pro-
posed by Mahmood et al." to incorporate
the role of gerontechnology for aging in
place. The integrated conceptual model
(Figure 1) provides a holistic perspective of
the P-E interaction as mediated by geron-
technology and clarifies the decision mak-
ing process involved in its selection and use.
Although not yet validated in other studies,
the model provides a useful visual represen-
tation of the relationships among several key
concepts: P-E interactions, compensation,
and selection. For individuals experiencing
deficiencies caused by declining health, the
model provides a possible path for success-
ful aging.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Gerontechnology and minorities

In the USA, the percentage of adults over
the age of 65 who use the internet is lower
than in younger cohorts (22% as compared
to 77% of 18-29 year olds), but the numbers
are growing rapidly. ‘Wired seniors” are pre-
dominantly white and well-educated with
higher than average incomes, and about
60% are male. Younger English-speaking
Hispanics are less likely to be wired than
non-Hispanic whites, but among those over
65, internet use is about the same (21%) as
for white seniors®.

In 2003, a workshop on Technology for
Adaptive Aging was held under the sponsor-
ship of the USA National Institute on Aging
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Office of Behavioral and Social Research.
Researchers who participated in the con-
ference stressed the imperative to consider
different cultural contexts in the design and
marketing of technologies®. Others (e.g. Git-
lin?") have reported that sociocultural con-
text impacts the willingness of individuals to
use assistive technology. Nevertheless, there
is a dearth of studies focused specifically on
the acceptance and usability of gerontech-
nologies among minority elders.

Racial and ethnic disparities in health sta-
tus and health care are well established®”.
However, very little research has focused on
implications of these disparities on geron-
technology. In a study of racial and ethnic
disparities in mobility device use in later
life, Cornman and Freedman® suggested
that, while differences in the rate of use of
mobility devices among ethnic minorities
may be related to difference in the propen-
sity to substitute devices for personal care,
minorities actually use mobility devices in
proportion to the underlying need. Simi-
larly, a study of minority elders’ receptivity
to telecare technology®* suggests that health
technologies, with the exception of camera-
related monitoring, is acceptable in a wide
variety of situations. Acceptance increased
with education level, IADL need level, and
age. This suggests that other technologies
may be accepted when there is a good
match between need and the technology in
question.

User acceptance of gerontechnology is de-
pendent upon the needs of the users. Those
with greater needs may have more desire
to implement the technology* **. However,
perception of need is subjective, and elders
sometimes resist utilizing assistance of any
kind?. In recommending the adoption of
any technology, the technology must be ‘de-
signed specifically to meet the needs, capa-
bilities, limitations, and preferences of older
adults™®®P9. As preferences are highly influ-
enced by culture and experience, it is essen-
tial to be mindful of the diversity of prefer-
ences among people of various cultures.
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Korean elders

The aging of Korean immigrants has contrib-
uted to a large increase in the numbers of
Korean older adults in the USA™The vast
majority (95%) of older Korean Americans
are Korean-born and tend to adhere strong-
ly to Korean traditional cultural beliefs and
values. Further, although Korean Americans
as a whole have one of the highest levels of
education, Korean immigrant elders have
significantly lower educational attainment.
Particularly for those who arrived in the USA
late in life, often at the invitation of their adult
children already in the USA, older Korean
immigrants may experience acculturative
stress*”?Y. Low education, low English pro-
ficiency, and poor understanding of Ameri-
can customs may contribute to difficulties in
adjusting to American society. Thus, Korean
older persons may feel acutely dependent
on their families for various support needs®".

In order to examine experiences and family
relationships of older Korean Americans, it is
important to understand the Korean cultural
value of filial piety, and the traditional hierar-
chical and patriarchal family structure®?. Old-
er Korean immigrants may have significant
conflicts in their personal relationships, as
multi-generational families seek to reconcile
divergent Korean and American cultures®**.

In Korea, about 65% of the older persons
live with their adult children, usually with
the eldest married son**. However, evidence
suggests that Korean Americans are no long-
er willing to practice filial piety in the tra-
ditional sense, nor do most of their parents
expect their children to do so. Consequently,
the majority of Korean American elders live
alone or with a spouse only'. Still, adult
children remain the most important source
of help for Korean American elders®.

At the community level, Korean churches in
the USA are the most significant community
resource for Korean immigrants and are the
central ethnic organization in each commu-
nity. Approximately 70% of Korean Ameri-
cans attend Korean churches, and many
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Korean elders are involved in activities for
senior members>°.

Hispanic elders

Hispanic and Latino are used interchange-
ably in the literature. In this article, we use
Hispanic.

Hispanics account for half (50.5%) of the
population growth in the USA since 2000,
the fastest growth of any racial or ethnic
group. By 2007, Hispanics made up 15.1%
of the population. In contrast to past trends,
recent growth is more a product of natural
increase (births minus deaths) of the exist-
ing population rather than of immigration. In
fact, only about 40% of the recent increase
is the result of immigration. The result is a
disproportionate proportion of Hispanic
elders who are immigrants in comparison to
younger Hispanics®’.

Most recent numbers indicate that nearly
half (48%) of Hispanic adults in the USA are
women, and that over half of these women
(52%) were foreign born. Hispanic women
are less educated than non-Hispanic wom-
en and are twice as likely to live in poverty.
Among Hispanic immigrants, 73% report
speaking English less than well’®.

The largest group of foreign-born Hispanics
are from Mexico (31%). Foreign-born His-
panic women over the age of 60 account
for 7% of the Hispanic women in the USA.
These women are the most likely to have
low education levels, live in poverty, have
limited English proficiency, and be in poor
mental and physical health?®3?,

Although there are marked differences
among the various Hispanic groups in the
USA, most Hispanic Americans maintain
strong linkages with their national and ethnic
identity through Spanish language TV and
radio, frequent travel, sending remittances,
and a unique ‘culture of migration” that re-
news and strengthens cultural symbols, val-
ues, beliefs, and customs*® *', The family is
the most important institution for Hispanics.
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It is distinguished by traditional gender roles
in which women are expected to take re-
sponsibility for housekeeping and parenting.
Familism among Hispanics is characterized
by strong feelings of identification, loyalty,
and solidarity. The family extends to multi-
ple generations, is bilaterally organized, and
often includes close friends. Familial behav-
ior includes frequent contact and reciproc-
ity. Typically, the extended family’s prob-
lem-solving and stress-coping system shares
both tangible resources (material support,
income, child care, household maintenance)
and intangible resources (emotional support,
counseling, social regulation)***.

Elderly immigrant Hispanics’ traditional
roles may potentially be displaced from
their extended family (some of whom may
still reside in their home country), as well
as by younger family members’ accultura-
tion to USA norms**. Added to the potential
for displacement, the practice of keeping
problems within the family** affect Hispanic
family support systems and may have impli-
cations for communications and monitoring
technologies that could be perceived as par-
ticularly intrusive.

Cultural implications

Communication and monitoring technolo-
gies have been suggested as useful tools for
older adults to extend their ability to live
independently. However, these suggestions
are built on the Western cultural assumption
that people wish to live on their own as long
as possible*®. Both Hispanic and Korean val-
ues, family structures, and strong communi-
ty relationships may challenge that assump-
tion. For example, Asian cultures have been
shown to value an interdependent, rather
than an independent self-identity””. On the
other hand, emerging trends in Hispanic
and Korean American family structures and
care expectations may result in acceptance
of Westernized roles for technology across
cultures. Cultural dynamics of different sub-
populations are also important to consider
in acceptance of technologies. As an ex-
ample from another minority, some African
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Americans may, in recalling the Tuskegee
experiments, be unlikely to accept specific
medical devices in the home if they seem
too intrusive*.

Understanding the implications of technol-
ogy will be important for the well being
of minority elders and their families. This
qualitative study was designed to explore
attitudes and values of older USA minority
(Korean and Hispanic) women towards in-
novative assistive technologies.

MetHOD

Target population

In the USA, as in most countries of the world,
older women outnumber older men and the
disparity increases with age. Of people ages
65 to 69, 53.8% are female. Of those age
85 and older, the percentage increases to
71.1%. Moreover, high proportions of wom-
en, particularly the oldest-old, are widows
who live alone. Therefore, older women
were targeted for this study.

The USA population is increasingly diverse
and the trend is projected to continue. Asian
and Hispanic populations are the fastest
growing minorities, with growth rates of
63% and 39% respectively over the period
1990-2000*. For this study, targeted groups
were immigrant women of Korean and His-
panic (predominantly Mexican) origin. Mex-
ican immigrants were selected for this study
because they represent 65% of all Hispanic
Americans and are highly concentrated in
the Western USA, the site of this study. Be-
fore 1970, the growth among the USA Asian
population was concentrated in American-
born Japanese and Chinese Americans. In-
creased immigration has resulted in more
diversity among the Asian population, with
Korea being among the highest sending
countries*®. According to the USA Census
Bureau, nearly two-thirds of all older Asians
live in the West".

Data collection
Two methods of data collection were used.
A short written questionnaire was used
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to collect demographics and information
about familiarity with various technologies.
Primary data collection was done through
focus-group interviewing, a qualitative
research technique that uses discussion
among a small group in a comfortable envi-
ronment. Data were collected in 2006. Fo-
cus group interviews provide opportunities
for people to share experiences that affect
their lives and are especially appropriate
for limited literacy populations. It is a par-
ticularly effective methodology with ethnic
minorities, because it is open to inform-
ants’ stories, avoids questions that have no
literal translation*?, and is less likely to lead
to a socially desirable response because of
a perceived power differential with the re-
searcher’®. Non-random selection and small
numbers of focus groups in this study limits
the generalizability of findings; however, in-
sights can be gained from focus group inter-
views that are not accessible in other ways.
The individuals in the focus groups shared
similar demographic characteristics. A po-
tential limitation of this approach includes a
possible ‘polarization effect’.

Participants

Participants in each of the five focus groups
were members of social groups or were
participants in a northwestern university
Extension nutrition education program for
limited resource families. Hispanic partici-
pants were recruited through the nutrition
education programs or were residents of a
multi-family housing complex. Thirteen His-
panic women of Mexican and Cuban origin,
ages 62-83, participated in one of two focus
groups. Korean women were recruited from
among Korean church groups. The groups
were residents of a suburb of a northwest-
ern metropolitan area or residents of a
small northwestern city (population 55,000).
Nineteen Korean women, ages 65-83, par-
ticipated in one of three focus groups.

Procedure

Trained focus group facilitators were females
of the same nationality as the focus group
members. Sessions were conducted in the
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participants’ native language by these bilin-
gual, bicultural facilitators. The advantage
of bicultural facilitators is that participants
should feel comfortable sharing their opin-
ions with someone from the same culture/
national origin. The potential disadvantage
of same-culture facilitators is that a facilita-
tor from another culture may bring an out-
sider’s perspective to the discussion®. Each
focus group began with a brief ‘ice-break-
er’ exercise to build rapport among group
members and with facilitators. After rapport
was established, participants completed a
brief questionnaire to report basic demo-
graphic information and experience with
various technologies such as microwave
ovens, DVD players, and computers. The
focus group discussions were stimulated by
four videotaped vignettes of assistive tech-
nology in the home of an older adult. The
video can be viewed on line at http:/www.
hhs.oregonstate.edu/healthyaging/cores/
assistive-technologies.

To control for possible order effects, the
presentation order of the four vignettes
was rotated. The facilitator initiated discus-
sion designed to elicit what group members
thought of the technology, explored condi-
tions under which the technology would be
accepted into the home, and considered
individuals with whom the elder would be
willing to share the information produced
(e.g., neighbors, family members, health
care providers). The same procedure of
showing the video of the technology as
stimulus, and then facilitating discussion
among the women, was followed for each
of the four scenarios.

The video vignettes were produced by a
professional media production company, fol-
lowing a script developed by the researchers.
The video was projected to a screen visible
to the whole group at once. Vignettes depict-
ed use of: (i) an interactive video communi-
cation device; (i) an emergency monitoring/
response device; (i) a sleep monitor; and
(iv) a medication reminder/dispenser. The
vignettes were focused on the outcomes of
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having such technologies rather than on how
they worked. Scenes were primarily action,
with little speaking. Where a voice was heard,
the language was English. Facilitators careful-
ly explained anything not conveyed clearly
by the visual. After each vignette was shown,
the following questions were addressed:
- How do you feel about [the scenario and
the technology shown] ?
- If you had such a device, how would it be
useful?
- What concerns do you have about this kind
of technology?
- What benefits do you see with this kind of
technology?

The focus groups were audio taped and
transcribed in the original language and
then translated to English. The two facilita-
tors for the Korean groups were members of
the original research team. They each trans-
lated the others’ transcript, and then jointly
reviewed the translations to verify their ac-
curacy. The Hispanic facilitator, a trained
researcher, translated her own focus groups
from the audio recordings to written Eng-
lish transcripts. The English transcripts were
then compared to the original Spanish audio
recording by a Spanish-speaking graduate
student to verify their accuracy.

Data analysis

Qualitative content analysis techniques
were used to guide the coding of the English
translations of the focus group transcripts to
identify manifest and latent themes. Three re-
search team members individually read and
coded the transcripts, and the sets of themes
were then compared and discussed. With
continual reference to the transcripts, the in-
dividually identified themes were reconciled.
Finally, a fourth team member read and stud-
ied the transcripts and themes to ensure that
the themes were consistent with the tran-
scripts and that all relevant text was captured.

51,52

ResuLts

Sample description

The Korean women ranged in age between
65 and 83, while the Hispanic women were
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aged between 62 and 83 (Table 1). Educa-
tional status was somewhat higher among
the Korean women. While nearly 85% of
Hispanics had less than a high school edu-
cation, 68% of the Koreans had graduated
from high school, vocational school, and/or
college. Marital status among the Hispanic
women was equally divided among married,
widowed, and single, with just one case of
divorce/separation. In contrast, nearly 85%
of the Korean women were widowed. Be-
cause economic status among older people
is strongly dependent upon assets and family
support, income levels are somewhat inad-
equate descriptions. Nevertheless, it is note-
worthy that over 90% of Hispanic women
but only 68% of the Korean women reported
annual gross incomes of less than $15,000.
In fact, 21% of the Korean women reported
annual gross incomes of over $50,000.

All of the participants were immigrants to
the USA; however, the vast majority had
been in the USA for six or more years. Be-
cause many (84%) of the participants were
widowed, divorced, or single, it might be
expected that most would live alone. How-
ever, the reverse was true. Only three Ko-
rean women lived alone, and none of the
Hispanic women lived alone. It is interesting
to note that 28% were living in households
with both adults and children, but three of
the women were living with children only
(less than age 18; no other adults).

Participants were asked to report their use of
a variety of technologies including TVs, mi-
crowave ovens, DVDs, telephone voice mail,
and cell phones. In both groups, over 75%
used TV daily and 54% (Hispanic) to 85%
(Korean) used a microwave oven daily. Very
few of the women used a DVD player on a
daily or weekly basis, and 46% (Hispanic) to
59% (Korean) never used one. On the other
hand, use of a cell phone was quite different
between the groups. While 56% of Korean
women used a cell phone daily, only 31%
of Hispanic women did so and over 60% of
Hispanics never used a cell phone. Similarly,
while 60% of Korean women used voice
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Table 1. Sample description; Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding

Korean n=19  Hispanic n=13
Characteristics 65-83 yrs old 62-83 yrs old
# % # %
Education < High school 6 32 11 85
High school 8 42 2 15
Vocational school / some college 1 5 0 0
College graduate 4 21 0 0
Marital status Married or living with partner 1 5 4 31
Widowed 16 84 4 31
Divorced or separated 1 1 8
Single 1 5 4 31
Annual gross income, < 15,000 13 69 12 92
Us$ 25,000-49,000 2 11 1
> 50,000 4 21 0
Years in USA <1 1 5 1
1-5 1 5 2 15
6-9 3 16 5 39
>10 14 73 5 39
Overall health status Poor 7 37 2 15
Fair 9 47 5 39
Good 2 11 5 39
Excellent 1 5 1
Living situation Living alone 3 16 0
Living with spouse / other adults 11 58 6 46
Living with adults + children 4 21 5 39
Living with children, no adults 1 5 2 15

mail daily, only 8% of Hispanic women did
so, and 75% of Hispanic women never used
voice mail.

Participants were also asked to report their
use of a computer. Nearly 90% of Korean
women and 77% of Hispanic women never
used a computer. The two Korean women
who did use one did so at least once a month
while the one Hispanic woman who used
one did so less than once a month. Use of e-
mail and internet followed the same pattern.

Emergent themes

Korean focus groups

Among women in the Korean focus groups,
six predominant themes emerged: (i) will-
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ingness to use technologies; (ii) issues of us-
ability and reliability; (iii) issues of safety and
independence; (iv) fit with cultural values;
(v) impact on social interaction and con-
nectedness; and (vi) issues of privacy and
vulnerability. Within each of these themes, a
mix of positive and negative opinions were
expressed.

Willingness to use technologies. Over-
whelmingly, the Korean women who par-
ticipated in our focus groups were willing
to try technologies that might increase their
ability to stay independent. However, an ex-
pressed concern was that life could be made
too easy, leading to reduced physical activ-
ity and accelerated decline. Further, no par-
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ticipants, regardless of health status, felt that
they were in need of assistance ‘yet'.

“....[It] is excellent for people like me who live
alone. At present, | am healthy and can take
care of myself, but the device will be useful
for those who are older....”

“The technology becomes more advanced,
more and more. | need to move less and less.”

Issues of usability and reliability. Although
the participants were encouraged to focus
on concepts, there were many comments
about specific design features of the technol-
ogies featured in the vignettes. Conceptually,
they were most concerned about the cost of
purchasing and maintaining the equipment
and about potential barriers for non-English
speaking people. There was also concern
that electromagnetism created by the de-
vices would negatively impact their health.

Issues of safety and independence. Partici-
pants expressed a strong belief that moni-
toring and emergency response technology
would be important in an emergency situa-
tion. Many related anecdotes of people they
knew who had fallen or become uncon-
scious and were not found for an extended
period. In addition, because of limited Eng-
lish proficiency, many were concerned that
calling 911 would not be helpful. They liked
knowing that they could easily contact a
family member in an emergency.

“It will increase the life time because if you
get into an accident....you will be discov-
ered sooner and can get to emergency room
before it is too late....I think the devices will
help older people to increase their life times
by about five years”.

The medication reminder/dispenser was
seen as particularly helpful, as many related
times when they had forgotten to take their
medications or had mistaken the time or
amount.

“I sometimes forget to take medicine, | forget
the time....”
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“I heard that many people have died due to
the wrong medication and over dosage....
Koreans are concerned about medicine too
much. For example, | take medicine because
I have a pain in my leg. One of my friends
also takes the same medicine because she
thinks it is good for her even if she does not
have the same symptoms”.

“They like to take medicine too much”.

Fit with cultural values. Traditional family
structure among Korean Americans tends
to be hierarchical and patriarchical’***. The
importance of the extended family and
strong intergenerational relationships al-
low for reciprocity in caregiving at multiple
points during the lifespan’®. Not surprisingly
then, participants expressed a desire to con-
tact family when needs might arise but they
wanted to avoid burdening their children as
much as possible.

“I try not to be a burden to my children. All

I can do is get my medication and ride bus
to hospitals. If | cannot do these, | ask my
siblings for help....So far, | can take myself
outside. If | need help on other things, then
I ask my sibling for help”.

A uniquely Korean value emerged in the dis-
cussion of the sleep monitor. Dying while
sleeping is considered very lucky in the Ko-
rean tradition. Participants were concerned
that technology might interfere with their
luck.

“Korean  proverb “Are
overnight?””

says, you ok

“I will be happy if I die while | am sleeping.
I do not care [about emergency response
technology] while | am sleeping in bed, no
problem”.

Impact on social interaction and connected-
ness. Participants viewed the technology as
useful in keeping appropriate levels of so-
cial interaction when older people are iso-
lated from their families, both those nearby
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and family members still living in Korea.
Although the potential for technology-en-
hanced communication to become intrusive
was considered, there were no negative
comments about that.

“The elderly people who live alone usually
feel lonely and want to see their families....1
think it may comfort them”.

“The elderly people are full of life when they

receive the phone call from their children.
| believe the older people are happy when
they hear their children’s voices. Besides,
they can see their children’s faces with the
video phone. Then they are happier”.

“I actually hoped that this kind of device
would be created and | want one. As | age
and become lonely, it is necessary to have
this kind of device to go through daily lives”.

Issues of privacy and vulnerability. Monitor-
ing technologies may have the potential to
invade one’s privacy. Although the monitor-
ing technologies portrayed by the video vi-
gnettes made it clear that only motion was
being monitored and that no one was ac-
tually seeing inside the home, some of the
participants discussed that possibility. Sur-
prisingly, they were not overly concerned
about that, feeling that the ability to remain
at home longer was worth a trade-off with
reduced privacy.

“For example, the person who is monitoring
might want to take a peek although the per-
son who is being monitored did not ring for
the help. This could happen, right? So, they
can get bored and try to monitor people’s
lives without permission....If they want to
take a peek, then let them. We are too old
to worry about this [laughter]”.

“The old people like us have no secret. | think

4

SO".

Participants were willing to have informa-
tion collected through monitoring shared
with family (especially their children), close
friends, and their health care professionals.
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However, they did express concern about
vulnerability to unscrupulous individuals.

“Even without [the technologyl...many older
people are being cheated all the time...al-
though the device was created for good use,
if it falls into the wrong hands, many older
people will become victims of cyberspace
aid systems”.

Hispanic focus groups

Among women in the Hispanic focus groups,
predominant themes emerged in all of the
same categories as the Korean focus group
themes. The Hispanic themes were: (i) will-
ingness to use technologies; (ii) issues of us-
ability and reliability; (iii) issues of safety and
independence; (iv) impact on social interac-
tion and connectedness; and (v) issues of
privacy and vulnerability. One Korean focus
group theme, ‘fit with cultural values’, was
not apparent in the Hispanic discussions.
For the common themes, a mix of positive
and negative perspectives were expressed
by Hispanics, as they were among Koreans.

Willingness to use technologies. Like the Ko-
rean participants, Hispanic participants ex-
pressed willingness to use the technologies at
some time in the future; however, they did not
feel the need in their current circumstances.

“Well, it seems like a good thing. Like I've said,
right now we may not need it but one never
knows when the time will come that we do”.

Although the ‘not yet’ attitude was shared
among all groups, Korean participants were
concerned that relying on technology might
accelerate decline as a result of moving
about less. This concern was not brought up
by the Hispanics.

Issues of usability and reliability. The primary
usability issue for Hispanic participants was
the perceived high cost of the technologies.
Closely related to that concern, especially
for the communication technology, was
availability for relatives who live in their
homeland.
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“For me, | see those things...would be good,
but they cost a lot of money”.

“There are people that live far way....and they
don’t have TV. And | have a family member
fin Mexico] that says, ‘why dont you call?’
but she lives out in the boonies where there’s
nothing.....So we don't talk.... Id like to
send them money to buy [a communication
technologyl...but | couldn't afford it”.

A usability concern shared by both Korean
and Hispanic participants was that English
instructions and controls would be problem-
atic. They universally expressed hope that
the technologies could be made ‘friendly’
for non-English speakers.

Issues of safety and independence. Hispanic
participants expected that the monitoring
and emergency response technologies would
be important for safety. However, there were
mixed comments about how such devices
would affect feelings of independence.

“Sometimes one is alone...and you wake up
and then you can’t sleep. And you're lying
there thinking. But if you had...this device, |
think you would feel less anxious”.

“If you could live alone, and you know,...
your family doesn’t bother you. Sometimes
the family doesn't like for example if you
don’t wash the hands....With this new thing,
I can talk to my family and live alone”.

“I think it would make you feel protected....
Yes, protected and pampered!”

“IWith the device] nobody has to say, ‘well,
who’s taking care of you?” Because when
something happens it’s ‘you have to live
with someone.” Now they can be watching
you....It feels like I'm a child, but it feels ok”.

Impact on social interaction and connected-
ness. There was a great deal of discussion
among the Hispanic participants about the
impact of technologies on social interaction
and connectedness. Participants spoke of the
importance of family and difficulty in staying
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connected with busy family members and
especially with those living far away.

“Il would like the videophone] because you
wouldn't just have the telephone but you'd
be able to see them..I get on the telephone
and..say “I'm here alone. Nobody is here, no-
body coming to visit.” When they come, it's
great. But when they don't it makes me sad”.

“For me, [l would like to use technology] to
see family members in Mexico”.

“I would love to talk with my sister or my
brother and be able to see them. Wow, how
great that would be! Because just talking on
the telephone, you greet each other and ask
how you are. Well, fine, and I'm fine too.
Everything’s fine. But there are times when
it’s not, and sometimes people don't tell the
truth. And you can’t always tell just with
the voice, so if you could see them...yes, |
would really like that”.

“With that,...they won't forget you. Some-
times days go by....Years, and you don't
know what’s going on”.

“What the eyes do not see, the heart does
not feel, isn’t that right?”

Issues of privacy and vulnerability. There was
very little variability in participants’ feelings
regarding technology’s impact on privacy.
Hispanic participants seemed to feel per-
fectly comfortable having information about
daily activities (such as sleep patterns, medi-
cation compliance) that was collected by a
high-tech monitoring system made available
to a wide range of people. When asked spe-
cifically about who should have access to the
information, responses uniformly included
health care professionals, children, and even
close friends. Unlike responses from the Ko-
rean groups, Hispanics made no mention of
compromised modesty or vulnerability.

“Today, yesterday...they open the door to
see how I’'m doing. That’s just what we do....
It’s not like I'm doing anything bad”.
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“My dad says, ‘oh, let everybody know’
....whatever—it doesn’t matter to him”.

“There are people who like to help others
but they don’t help you because they don't
know that you need it".

“There are times when a family member isn't
there and if another person can help me, [it
would be fine]”.

DiscussioN

This study was guided by a model that in-
tegrates Life-Span Theory of Control and
the Congruence Model of Person and Envi-
ronment Interaction (Figure T). Readers are
invited to see Mahmood et al."” for a dis-
cussion of the development and further ap-
plications of the model. While the integrated
model is conceptual, it is useful to organ-
ize emergent themes in terms of informants’
decision making processes. The integrated
model guiding this study suggests that using
gerontechnology as a compensating factor
for person-environment incongruence may
have social and emotional effects. In further
studies, it will be important to explore these
potential outcomes.

There are a number of limitations of this study
which must be recognized. Participants in
the focus groups were recruited from resi-
dential complexes and from among existing
social networks. Since they were not a rand-
omized sample, generalizations to the greater
population cannot be made. Further, expres-
sion of divergent individual opinions may
have been tempered by social constraints.
While the facilitators were native speakers of
the languages, they were representatives of
‘university’” and could have been perceived
as authority figures. Even though the focus
group questions were presented in neutral
terms, participants may have responded in
ways they thought would please the facili-
tator. Finally, Korean and Hispanics are only
two of many minority populations in the
USA, and it would be a mistake to consider
the results of this study as characteristic of all
minorities. In fact, an important considera-
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tion for this study is that we must be mindful
of the broad diversity of cultural norms in the
design or promotion of gerontechnologies.

Results of this study suggest that older USA
minority women are open to the potential
of gerontechnologies to support well be-
ing in old age. This open-minded attitude
is consistent with findings in other studies.
Similar to the present study, Wild, Boise,
Lundell, and Foucek® conducted focus
groups to study the perceptions of USA
non-immigrant older adults regarding un-
obtrusive in-home monitoring. Dominant
themes were maintaining independence,
detecting cognitive decline, sharing of infor-
mation, and the trade-off between privacy
and usefulness on the technology. Some of
the emergent themes in the present study
were similar and were consistent between
both minority groups as well. However, this
study suggests that diverse cultural norms
and experiences may introduce different
perceptions which could conflict or inter-
fere with the use of gerontechnology. In our
study for example, we found that immigrant
participants worried that devices created for
USA users would be difficult for them (with
limited English proficiency). Other examples
include misconceptions about the physical
effects of using electronics, and concern
with preventing a ‘natural’ death (Table 2).

The integrated conceptual model suggests
the gerontechnology will be considered
only when the user perceives a lack of per-
son-environment congruence. In this study,
even though nearly 1/3 of the participants
(10 of 32) reported poor health status, none
felt they were at a level that the featured
technologies would be useful. Therefore,
self-determined ‘need’ may not be the best
indicator of when and how new technolo-
gies should be introduced into the home.
Further, even when a lack of congruence is
recognized, the integrated model suggests
that external and internal factors may influ-
ence the decision. In their review of geron-
technology literature, Cohen-Mansfield and
Biddison> note that the use of technology
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Table 2. Comparison of emergent themes; +: positive comment; -: negative comment; =: neutral com-

ment

Themes

Korean n=19
65-83 yrs old

Hispanic n=13
62-83 yrs old

Willingness to use technologies

decline

Usability and reliability
in using device

of electronics

Safety and independence
situations

Cultural value fit

children

death while asleep

Social interaction and
correctness
home country

isolated

Privacy and vulnerability
modesty

+ very willing to try

- concern that reduced physical
movement would contribute to

= moderate concern about cost

- concern about language barrier

+ important for emergency

+ medication reminder /
dispenser particularly helpful

+ appreciate ways to reduce
caregiving burden on adult

+ appreciate potential for
connecting to family members in

= little concern with personal

- concern about vulnerability if
technology is in the wrong hands

+ very willing to try

- strong ‘not yet’ attitude

- strong concern about cost

- concern about language barrier
in using device

- concern about physical effect

+ increases ability to live alone
+ reduces anxiety

This theme did not emerge
among Hispanic groups

- resist interference with natural

+ appreciate potential for
connecting to family members in
home country

+ useful in avoiding feeling

+ no concern mentioned with
personal modesty

= little concern with information
widely shared

has both the psychological benefits of in-
creasing independence and self-respect and
the economic benefits of substituting expen-
sive personal care with equipment. Elders
who wish to retain personal control and
avoid burdening their children may consider
gerontechnologies as a way to: retain per-
sonal control; reduce the need for personal,
paid assistance; and alleviate worries and
anxiety among elders” adult children. Before
such recommendations are made to minor-
ity elders -or to anyone- it will be important
to validate the perceived and actual value
of such technologies by those who provide
the care. Cohen-Mansfield and Biddison>
found that caregivers were especially inter-
ested in technologies that assisted with ac-
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tivities of daily living and Mahmood et al.,
have also pursued some of these questions'.
The ‘not yet’ attitude expressed by some
of the participants in this study is also con-
sistent with the person-environment (P-E)
literature. While environments must be
supportive enough that residents can main-
tain maximum independence, they must si-
multaneously offer enough challenge to be
stimulating. Learning to use new technology
can be challenging and older adults, like all
people, are best motivated when perceived
benefits outweigh perceived costs.

Results of this study are relevant to the de-
sign of gerontechnologies in general and of
communications and monitoring technolo-
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gies in particular. Designers should be sure
that perceived costs -such as issues of lan-
guage and general usability, privacy, and
reliability revealed in this study- are not mis-
construed by potential users and that ben-
efits are clearly evident®.

The ‘digital divide’ has been an important
area of inquiry in social science since the
mid-1990s>”. Of specific concern are the
potentially significant implications for social
stratification caused by unequal diffusion of
internet access and use®®. Rates of internet
use are about 60% for Asian-Americans,
60% for non-Hispanic whites, and just un-
der 32% for Hispanics. Among Americans
age 15, nearly 80% are ‘on-line’, while for
those groups over age 55, rates decline
rapidly?®.

The development of the world wide web
and the evolution of a host of web-linked
communications technologies has changed
the internet. No longer simply a source of
information, the internet is increasingly a
vehicle for social interaction. With the de-
velopment of on-line communities, young
and old alike are making extensive use of
the internet for social networking™.

For minority elders with strongly traditional
cultural values, the ability of communica-
tions technologies to help maintain extend-
ed family ties may be an important benefit.
Already, communication technology is con-
sidered essential -and fun- among younger
users. Younger family members may pro-
vide the best inroads in helping older users
appreciate the benefits of appropriate com-
munications and monitoring technologies

as well as helping them master the needed
skills®”.

Gerontechnology research about the needs
and concerns of minority elders is urgent-
ly needed. As pointed out by Wykle and
Ford*, intergroup differences and differen-
tiation between minority and majority cul-
tures are not well known. Further, long term
outcomes have not been studied. In addi-
tion to the needs and concerns of elders, the
needs and concerns of their adult children
and other informal caregivers are important.
We have begun explorations into this in a
subsequent study®’.

Today, there is an unprecedented and sus-
tained movement toward a global culture®,
so it is important to view these results in the
context of cultural values and expectations.
The Western definition of independent ‘ag-
ing in place’” may have alternative defini-
tions and profound implications among
people with diverse cultural values. Before
universally promoting any gerontechnology,
further research should focus on the unique
perspectives, needs and expectations of cul-
tural groups.

Each life story is shaped by the environment:
the physical setting, the social and economic
context, and the cultural milieu®?””. Unique
cultural values may be quite different among
the many ethnic groups. For example, a
Western assumption that people wish to be
independent of their extended families does
not hold up in every culture®. As gerontech-
nology research moves forward, it will be
important to keep this in mind in the design,
selection, and use of any new tool.
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