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promises of Active Assisted Living (AAL) are manifold: it claims that technology will re-
lieve economic burdens and develop new markets, and that European citizens will enjoy 
better, healthier and more active ageing.  Research aim  We ask whether these promises 
are merely extrinsic attributions, or if these hopes can actually be fulfilled by the intro-
duction of AAL. To do so we identify and examine the attributions (i.e. hopes and ex-
pectations) projected onto the development of AAL applications by project teams; these 
attributions are likely to be operationalised throughout the project, and materialise in the 
technological answers the project team elaborates.  Methods  We analyse all AAL project 
descriptions financed by the European AAL joint programme and presented as success 
stories on the official AAL webpage in 2016 and 2017 (The European JPI on AAL: http://
www.aal-europe.eu/). The rationale behind the analysis of this sort of text is that this is 
where project teams present their ideas, thoughts and results in a very brief summary to 
the outside world and interested public. Using a combination of social network analysis 
and qualitative content analysis, we examined the text corpora of these 10 success stories 
and try to identify attributions, which we also call inherent assumptions about ageing.  
Results  The attributions to ageing we found were in many respects contradictory. Most 
of them involve a rather paternalistic view of older adults. The majority of the descriptions 
analysed make no reference whatsoever to the role of the user.  Conclusion(s)  Generating 
a relational dataset, we highlight possible consequences for future technology develop-
ment (innovation side) and adoption (diffusion), as well as implications for technology as 
a way of dealing with demographic change. We conclude that market-oriented technol-
ogy research and development programmes like the AAL-JP should consider being more 
reflective about the attributions to ageing they (necessarily) apply. One way of doing this 
would be to invite applicants to consciously question and express how a given technology 
affects older adults in more than merely economic and technological ways.
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O r i g i n a l

Introduction 
It is widely assumed among European policy 
makers, experts and engineers that technologies 
for Active Assisted Living (AAL) can contribute 
to tackling the Grand Challenge of demographic 
change (Peine et al. 2015; Khosravi, Rezvani and 
Wiewiora 2016; Rodrigues et al. 2016; Dobre 
et al. 2017). Since its foundation in 2008, the 
European AAL Joint programme has funded nu-
merous projects and combines the challenges of 
an ageing society with market opportunities. A 
good research and development management 

strategy is needed to fulfil both requirements 
(McCready and Tinker; 2005; Broek et al. 2010; 
Boudiny, 2013; Dobre et al. 2017).

The roots of the AAL Joint Programme can be 
traced back to the European Commission Infor-
mation Society Technologies (IST) programme 
(DG Connect 2013: 8). As long ago as 2000, the 
IST advisory group (ISTAG) set out a vision of 
creating an ambient intelligence landscape (Aml). 
A further step towards the foundation of the AAL 
JP was taken in the E2020 strategy, where the 
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grand challenge of demographic change was 
framed as an opportunity for smart, sustainable, 
and inclusive growth (COM 2010).

After the first phase of the AAL JP from 2008-2013, 
and with the end of FP7, a second phase of the AAL 
JP was launched. The EC proposed to follow up the 
JP Initiative in the H2020 framework programme 
for the 2014-2020 period. In this second phase, the 
AAL JP receives more than € 700 million for 7 years 
(the same ratio as for the first phase – 50% industrial 
partners/25% member states/25% Commission).
The activities of the AAL JP include technological 
research, prototyping and piloting, and dissemina-
tion activities, but also networking activities which 
are realised in the annual AAL forum. The framing 

of the calls differs slightly, as shown in the calls 
analysis in Table 1. Dominant topics are applica-
tions and solutions to increase social interaction 
and autonomy, mobility, and applications to cope 
with specific diseases. The most recent calls have 
a stronger focus on a socio-economic perspective. 
The commonality of all calls is a strong ICT focus.

However, after all these projects, the market 
drive they induced, and the research and de-
velopment activities they stimulated, there have 
also been critical assessments of the impact of 
AAL on several levels. These include the econ-
omy, e.g. the development of national markets 
(Broek, Cavallo and Wehrmann 2010), financial 
relief for social systems (LaingBuisson 2008; Stav 
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et al. 2013), and the real added value for individ-
ual users (Dobre et al. 2017; Siegel and Dorner 
2017). The promises made at the programme 
level are manifold: technology will relieve eco-
nomic burdens and develop new markets, and 
European individuals will enjoy better, healthier 
and more active ageing. Neven (2015) identifies 
a triple-win rhetoric, which claims that there are 
only winners since technology will allow the 
elderly to remain in their homes (1) longer and 
(2) with improved quality of life, and that this 
will (3) help to provide relief to the state budget. 
Although Neven’s comment can be seen as a 
fundamental criticism, so far it has rarely been 
questioned whether these promises are merely 
attributions or if these hopes (of different actors) 
may be fulfilled (and if so, for whom).

Current research shows that AAL may be just 
another way to shift the responsibility from the 
community to the individual in a neo-liberal 
manner (Endter 2016) or in an interventionist 
way (Peine and Neven 2018), or to technically 
reproduce what are known as unquestioned ste-
reotypes (Cuddy, Norton and Fiske 2005, North 
and Fiske, 2013, Ayalon 2014, Carney and Gray 
2015, Ayalon and Tesch Römer 2018). Age ste-
reotypes are difficult to identify and often un-
derlie subjective valuations (Ayalon 2016), and 
they have been shown to impact on older adults’ 
self-esteem and real life (e.g. Bennett and Gaines, 
2010, Robertson and Kenny 2016). Although 
they are commonly seen in a highly critical light 
once they have been identified, age stereotypes 
often remain opaque as they are often widely 
accepted, and incorporated in the local cultures 
(see also Wilinska, de Hontheim and Anbäcken, 
2018) and deeply interwoven with our everyday 
lives (Sargent-Cox 2017). Therefore, their detec-
tion requires conscious reflection. In this article, 
we try to contribute another piece of evidence 
that will help to unveil inherent conceptions of 

“older adults” as visible in project descriptions 
and, consequently, most probably materialised 
in AAL technology (Feenberg 1995, Verbeek 
2009, Detweiler and Henriks 2016). We aim to 
detect what Dahl et al. are referring to when they 
say: „Assistive technology comes with embed-
ded values that have implications for the care 
situation, independently of the user’s or the de-
signer’s original intent.” (Dahl et al., 2016: 598)

We therefore raise the question of what social at-
tributions can be identified within AAL technol-
ogy descriptions, and critically discuss the values 
they contain. We do so by analysing ten declared 
success stories of the AAL JP initiative. All of them 
are completed projects and presented officially 
on the AAL JP website as best cases (i.e. success 
stories). Analysing short descriptions of projects, 
we are fully aware and want to emphasise that 
the actual assumptions as deployed by the re-
searchers when realising their projects may differ 
from what we find within our critical approach. 
Already since decades technology assessment 
(TA) contributes critical perspectives to the role of 
(rapidly developing information and communica-
tion) technology as relevant to individuals, soci-
ety, research, etc. in the context of demographic 
change e.g. Smits et al. (1995) and the conceptu-
alisation of ageing is thoroughly analysed as well 
from different angles (e.g. Gudowsky et al. 2019, 
Dominguez-Rué and Nierling, 2017).

In the next section we describe our material and 
the method used to identify underlying social at-
tributions (the inherent assumptions) inherent in 
the success stories. We present the results of our 
analysis (section 3), followed by a discussion (sec-
tion 4) and some concluding remarks (section 5).

Material and method
In order to identify the inherent assumptions, 
and to find answers to the questions of what the 
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technical concepts are like and what social at-
tributions result from them, we analysed ten AAL 
project descriptions.

The selected projects were conducted within 
calls from 2016 and 2015, and presented as ”suc-
cess stories“ on the AAL JP website between No-
vember 2016 and August 2017. We collected the 
data to conduct our analysis in the first half of 
2018. The declaration of these projects as suc-
cess stories implies that they

• produced either a marketable prototype or 
product or 

• were nominated for a prize or award, or 
• found an investor (i.e. arrived on the market).

As of May 2018, the following success stories 
are mentioned: Access, AALuis, Co-Living, Cap-
Mouse, Connected Vitality, Domeo, Express 2 
Connect, Fearless, Help, Inclusion Society, My 
Life, Rosetta, Rehabilitation Gaming Systems, 
Softcare, We Care, 2PCS. Those we have not 
analysed in this paper are highlighted in italics.

Table 2 provides an overview of the 10 projects, 
the technology they apply/develop, and a dis-
tinction between a technology used as a specific 
device (e.g. a smart tablet) and a contribution to 
technology infrastructure (e.g. communication 
solution between different users). Lastly, it indi-

cates whether a product resulting from the pro-
ject is available on the market (as of April 2018).

Each success story is described by a narrative in 
which the underlying problem is described, fol-
lowed by the description of the technological 
solution/system. Analysing the texts of the de-
scription of these ten stories, we identified the 
imaginaries and, on that basis, what inherent as-
sumptions they contain.

In order to identify the underlying inherent as-
sumptions in the ten success stories, we used 
a text coding software which combines social 
network analysis and qualitative content analysis 
(Discourse Network Analyzer DNA; Programme 
download at: https://www.philipleifeld.com/soft-
ware/software.html); Leifeld 2013). It offers the 
opportunity to analyse and codify texts and to 
put the codes of the different source documents 
in relation to each other in the form of a “net-
work of phrases”. Figure 1 illustrates the steps of 
the process. A detailed description of the steps is 
provided in the following parapraphs.

1. The source texts used are the descriptions of 
the 10 success stories on the AAL-JP webpage 
(http://www.aal-europe.eu/about/success-sto-
ries/). The rationale for using these texts relates 
to how they are presented. They provide infor-

Figure 1. Five steps of the network generation
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mation to the wider public. Furthermore, they 
are easily available on the homepage (without 
any need for additional download of any docu-
ments or extensive information retrieval efforts 
by those visiting the homepage). As such, these 
projects may also be ascribed a certain role 
model function: as declared AAL success stories, 
one may assume they fulfil the requirements of 
successful AAL.

2. The codification procedure was jointly per-
formed by the two authors, with discussion of 
each phrase and its codification in an iterative 
process. Guiding questions served to identify 
the underlying assumptions in the ten success 
stories: 

• What picture of older adults is inherent to the 
project description (e.g. helpless isolated older 
adult, deficit perspective, capacitive older adult 
etc.)? 

• What are the main promises/solutions the 
project/technology offers (economic efficiency, 
quality of life etc.)? 

• How is demographic change understood (op-
portunity, burden, etc.)? 

Using these questions, the 10 text corpora were 
codified. 

3. The codification process of the 10 text cor-
pora (success stories) relates them to each other. 
This network-based approach allows a relational 
view across all success stories, as it makes it pos-
sible to identify central codes. Because each 
code is based on the guiding questions from 
paragraph 2, which serve to determine the at-
tributions of older adults in the success stories, 
one ends up with a relational representation of 
the attributions (see illustration Figure 1). Table 3 
lists all identified codes with representative text 
passages from the success stories. The visualisa-
tion and further analysis of the codified data was 
performed in Pajek (de Nooy, Mrvar and Bat-
agelj 2011), a programme used for the analysis of 
social networks.

4. & 5. Two different network types can be gen-
erated by the procedure described: a document-
centric (4) and a code-centric network (5). For 
the purposes of this paper, the code-centric net-
work was used in the further analysis.

Additional questions to the coordinators 
To get a more holistic view and to stimulate a 
reflection process on the projects, we sent the 
following four questions to the coordinators via 
e-mail (February 2017). All coordinators were re-
minded five weeks later (March 2017). The coor-
dinators were asked to provide a more personal 
point of view taking the whole project experi-
ence into account, and they were explicitly as-

sured that the answers would be processed in 
an aggregated form and no names of projects 
would be given.

The questions related to their personal perspec-
tive as to 

• what would make their project a success story 
from their point of view;

• their concept of the ideal target person or ad-
dressee;

• the estimated contribution of their project to 
coping with the (future) challenges of demo-
graphic change;

• an ideal user of their product;

One immediate negative response was the only 
result in the first round. Only 2 positive respons-
es (one of which was very short due to a change 
of job) were sent within 8 weeks (and after a 
second reminder). We therefore refrained from 
analysing them in depth.

Results
To provide an overview of the phrasing the suc-
cess stories have used, Table 3 lists all the identi-
fied codes as found in the text corpi corpora and 
provides for each code one or more  exemplary 
text source(s).

References to the actual role of the end-users or 
how they were to be integrated are quite rare. 
One project defines the product in terms of user 
integration, one describes end-user testing, and 
two projects explicitly emphasise (more or less) 
the continuous integration of users. 

Network analysis 
The density of a network indicates its cohesion, 
which is the relation between theoretically possi-
ble and actually present connections. A cohesion 
value of 1 would indicate that all the possible 
connections are present, and a cohesion value of 
0 would indicate a network without any connec-
tions. In our case cohesion relates to the codified 
project descriptions. It is therefore a measure for 
the semantic connection of the success stories.

The density of the network is 0.87. This means 
that 87% of the connections between the as-
signed codes are realised in the network. This 
indicates a high semantic cohesion between the 
10 success stories.

The degree of a node in a network is another im-
portant measure. It illustrates how well connected 
each individual node is in the whole network. It 
is also possible to calculate the average degree 
for the network. In our case the average degree is 
9.66, meaning that each code co-occurs on aver-
age with 9.66 other codes. Putting this in relation 
to the total number of 12 codes, we can conclude 
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that the underlying assumptions and social attribu-
tions of older adults in the projects have a strong 
common denominator.

As illustrated in Figure 1, two codes can co-
occur in more than one project. This leads to a 
weighted co-occurrence. If the relation (= co-oc-
currence) between two codes has a value higher 
than 1 (i.e. the two codes co-occur in more 
than one project), then the semantic importance 
of these two codes is also higher. We use the 
weighted co-occurrence between two codes in 
order to identify the central inherent assump-
tions of the 10 success stories. Figure 2 illustrates 
the whole network with all codes. As one can 
see, a centre of highly connected codes with 
weighted co-occurrences higher than 1 is visible.

Table 4 shows the distribution of weighted co-oc-
currences (i.e. line values). A line value of 1 indi-
cates that two codes are connected via one pro-
ject. A line value of 6 indicates that the code pair 
is connected via 6 projects. The distribution of line 
values gives us an indication of how the different 
codes and, consequently, the projects are con-
nected to each other via the codes. We can see 
that nearly 75 % of all co-occurrences between 
the codes have line values between one and three. 
The corresponding codes can be found at the pe-
riphery of the network. The remaining 25% of rela-
tions are spread across the line values 4, 5 and 6. 
They constitute a very dense core of codes, as can 
be seen in the network representation. 

In Table 5 a distribution of the sum co-occur-
rences is presented. Codes with high sum values 

are strongly represented across the success sto-
ries, indicating the inherent assumptions of the 
success stories.

Discussion 
Neither the choice of material nor the choice of 
method shall serve to criticize the projects (cor-
responding to the descriptions). Our intention is 
not at all to criticize the projects or project leaders. 
Our main aim is to highlight the value of reason-
ing about target groups and the societal meaning of 
technology in the era of responsible research and 
innovation (e.g. Wilkowska, Brauner & Ziefle, 2018).

The high density of the network indicates that the 
12 inherent assumptions we identified in the 10 suc-
cess stories are prevalent in all projects. The project 
descriptions seem to apply similar ageing attribu-
tions irrespective of the technology concerned.

Remain independent …
The code  “Older adults want/can maintain self-
sufficiency and autonomy” indicates that most of 
the projects are in line with the main assumption 
of the whole AAL initiative, which contains the 
precondition that it is a fundamental value and 
an explicit wish of older adults to age in place 
and maintain autonomy as long as possible. 

… and active by technology!
However, connected to the category “Older 
adults do not know their needs and how to deal 
with them” is a strong indication to the contrary, 
as it shows the need for technological support to 
fulfil the main assumption, “Older adults want/
can maintain self-sufficiency and autonomy”. It 

Figure 2. Whole network of code co-occurrences. The size of the nodes corresponds to their sum of co- oc-
currences with other codes their values are in square brackets
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furthermore underlines a conception of older 
adults as (partially) incapable of living well with-
out (technological) support. This code contains 

“Older adults need support to keep active” as 
a clear sub-message which may reflect an un-
questioned paradigm of “keeping active”, which 
has already been critically discussed by Dyk et 
al. (2013): “Instead, the ’late freedom’ associated 
with life after employment is highly valued by 
most of our interviewees, who at the same time 
do not believe in popular promises to bring new 
value to old age by means of its activation: this 
promise – which is central to the public legitima-
tion of the ’active ageing’ paradigm – obviously 
contrasts with people’s everyday experiences 
and is, at least for the time being, not considered 
to be a part of their social reality.” (p. 32)

Care is needed by everyone
A predominant deficit perspective, as indicated 
in the assumption that “older adults do not know 
their needs”, also appears when it comes to the 
assumption that older adults are closely linked 
with/dependent on a care environment. This also 
excludes as target groups those older adults who 
are not (yet) closely related to care environments. 
On the other hand, it implies that at a certain 

time in one’s life everyone becomes de-
pendent on a care environment. There is 
an evident lack of closer description of 
primary target groups of the project sum-
maries here. This lack is aggravated as 
older adults tend to see themselves as not 
yet getting older as long as they do not 
encounter severe difficulties (e.g. Gräfe 
et al. 2011). However, an unquestioned 
focus on dependency seems problematic 

in itself. Several authors have questioned such 
readings and marked them as predominantly so-
cially constructed (e.g. Plath 2008, Weicht 2013) 
or short-sighted, as the important aspects of ma-
teriality of care and care practices are often not 
considered (Purkis and Ceci, 2014).

Neither privacy nor intimacy assumed
This primary focus on dependency can also be 
seen in the clear framing of most projects that 
surveillance technologies can make up an essen-
tial part of the AAL care environment. However, 
the category “privacy”, in the way it appears, 
strongly indicates that older adults are assumed 
to be uncritical and/or not sensitive as to (po-
tential) privacy infringements. This can be read 
in at least four ways: either they are assumed 
not to know about it, or they are expected not 
to care about surveillance, or they are assumed 
not to have any private life worth protecting, or 
the researchers just don´t care to think about the 
privacy of technology users. All four readings 
would be highly problematic.

Hence one has to assume that the price for a 
newly achieved self-sufficiency through the use 
of AAL is an unquestioned commitment to sur-

veillance without bothering about 
privacy or the intimate life of older 
adults. This touches on the trade-
off between security and privacy, 
which is assumed to have been 
overcome (e.g. Melander-Wik-
man, Fältholm and Gard 2008). 
However, in this reading, privacy-
enhancing technologies are en-
tirely ignored (e.g. Wahdwa and 
Wright 2010) and the question of 
trust seems absent (Lie, Lindsay 
and Brittain, 2015).

Isolation and loneliness – taken 
as a matter of fact
The view that “Older adults are 
isolated and suffer from it” is 
surely an important issue for later 
adulthood (e.g. Landeiro et al. 
2017), but it may also contain the 
assumption that older adults are 
incapable of organising their so-
cial needs by themselves and that 

∑𝐜𝐜𝐜𝐜
− 𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨𝐨
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they would gratefully use (technological) support 
to enable them to do so. The fact that technologi-
cal communication devices also require a per-
sonal network to communicate with is somewhat 
neglected, or it is assumed that older adults are 
either willing to connect with anyone who is also 

“old and isolated“ or they are willing to (virtually) 
talk to other persons they do not know pertain-
ing to other demographics. Metze, Kwekkeboom 
and Abma (2015) have shown in the context of 
Family Group Conferencing that older adults are 
reluctant to share their lives – that is to say, with 
other people they do not know. The imaginary of 

“older adults as being incapable of organising their 
social needs and needing (technological) support 
to do so” is in line with what Weicht (2013) found 
to be the construction of the elderly: the social 
other, whose needs are defined by others (see 
also van Dyk, 2016).

Old age has its price
“Older adults are a burden for the care environ-
ment” contains the economic and interpersonal 
dimensions of pressure that care arrangements 
can contain. The care burden for informal family 
carers who are also working full time often results 
in them reaching their physical and psychological 
limits (Schmitz and Stroka 2013).

However, the evidence of this category indicates 
a negative connotation of ageing which is framed 
in terms of a predominantly economic rationality 
(cf. Castagna et al. 2013; Mihic, Todorovic and 
Obradovic 2014; Konetzka 2014; Cook and Pol-
gar 2015). Moreover, informal family carers who 
are working earn less (Van Houtven, Coe and 
Skira 2013, van den Hoonaard 2018). Economic 
considerations (on the individual as well as the 
societal level) may put the target group under ad-
ditional pressure – they have to accept techno-
logical support so as to avoid being a burden to 
others. Social pressure and technology paternal-
ism may be other consequences (see also Kinder, 
Ball and Busby 2008).

Social pressure on older adults to choose 
cheapest not best 
Another subcategory subsumed into this code 
was “support for older adults (with diseases) is 
expensive”, which not only supports the pro-
grammes’ general line of market orientation 
but also emphasises the general idea that older 
adults are dependent and that this dependency 
is an economic burden (see also Campagna et 
al. 2013). This supports the assumption of the 
authors that such a rationality is a result of a criti-
cal assumption: it may place societal pressure on 
older adults, and may create individual pressure 
on them to make choices which are not individ-
ually preferred but are socially desired or peer-
group steered (see also Chelmis and Prasanna 

2013). Such a rationality would follow what 
North and Fiske (2013) describe as a prescriptive 
stereotype – and contain a certain expectation of 
how older adults should behave.

Considering user needs
Within the project descriptions users are fre-
quently mentioned in the role of testing the end-
product, but they are also considered a valu-
able source for identifying product details and 
properties. However, the result that 6 out of 10 
project descriptions make no further reference to 
the exact (and active) role of the users is - espe-
cially in the light of an intensification of user inte-
gration requirements of public research funding 
schemes (e.g. Horizon 2020) - somewhat surpris-
ing. One project describes end-user testing, one 
project defines the product in terms of user in-
tegration, and two projects explicitly emphasise 
(more or less) continuous integration of users and 
show a clear tendency to presuppose a technol-
ogy and market-push rationality.

The lack of integration of users and certain 
stakeholder groups in the development process 
of AAL is widely discussed in the literature (e.g. 
Saborowski and Kollak 2015; Weinberger, Krings 
and Decker 2014; Bechtold and Sotoudeh 2013).

The dominant economic framing may have two 
causes. Firstly, the JP AAL is a market-oriented 
Research Programme, which strongly focuses 
on perspectives of commercial exploitability; 
secondly, we are living in a time when ageing is 
predominantly discussed from a neoliberal view-
point, problematising its societal and budgetary 
consequences (e.g. Davidson, 2012). In this con-
text, it is interesting to see that the primary ad-
dressees are the individual users. Nevertheless, 
we found that the usefulness of the technology 
in question was not argued for by promising indi-
vidual monetary savings for just these users.
We have mentioned the fact that our reflective 
activity in approaching the project coordinators 
with questions met with hardly any response 
(one immediate negative response, two positive 
responses in eight weeks, and seven non-respons-
es). When we reconsidered this after having con-
ducted our research, we found this less surprising. 
The project leaders may very well be involved in 
highly competitive working contexts, neither hav-
ing time for this nor being convinced that reflec-
tive activities will be of any use (and hence not 
worth spending time on). Moreover, they were in 
no way obliged to respond to our request.

Concluding remarks
The high density of the network implies that the 
12 codes we identified in the success story de-
scriptions are able to cover common mental con-
structions and representations of ageing and how 
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older adults are depicted (and operationalised) 
within the project descriptions. However, we 
want to emphasise that while the project realisa-
tions may vary in all these respects, the descrip-
tions of the projects do or do not mention cer-
tain aspects and do so in a distinct way. We think 
the project descriptions are relevant: they serve 
as a low-threshold orientation for researchers, 
stakeholders, policy makers, and citizens who 
are interested in the field of AAL.

The assumption of the AAL programme is that (in 
addition to the individual users) the main actors 
to profit are industries and regions, and a main 
goal of the programme is to develop new and 
profitable markets by means of assuring technol-
ogy leadership. It is interesting that this ration-
ality is not mentioned explicitly in any of the 
project descriptions. Nevertheless, we assume 
(also due to the market logic of the consortia, 
including SMEs and with the goal of producing 
a marketable product within three years) that 
this rationality is of fundamental importance for 
all AAL projects within the JPI framework. This 
might be mirrored in the economic reasoning 
which was found to be dominant throughout 
most of the descriptions. Yet, even in the light of 
this dominant economic framing (AAL as a way 
to reduce the economic burden of care), a total 
lack of the perspective of individual affordabil-
ity of the technological devices and services in 
the ten success stories is surprising, and not in 
line with the main requirements of responsible 
research and innovation (RRI as coined by Von 
Schomberg 2001, and detailed in Owen, Bessant 
and Heitze 2013). RRI aims to actively integrate 
citizens and affected user-groups and to foster 
the responsibility of research towards society. 
In the light of the predominant conceptions of 
ageing and AAL, it remains important to ask in 
what ways AAL and the RTD process of AAL can 
profit from the research agendas of RRI.

This is also true for the dominant paternalistic 
view, as found in the project descriptions, which 
assumes that older adults need technological 
support to organise their needs and lives. It is as-
sumed that older adults themselves are unable to 
express their needs and see that these are fulfilled 
adequately, either by technological or non-tech-
nological means; instead, external entities support 
older adults with technological devices which 
bring relief to the target group as finally their (per-
haps hitherto unknown) needs are fulfilled.

Contradictory attributions to ageing can be found 
in the ten project descriptions. Older adults are 
assumed to want to live autonomously and stay 
in their homes as long as possible –nevertheless, 
technological means are assumed as necessary 
preconditions to achieve this autonomy. This fram-

ing of technology dependency is quite critical.

In line with these paternalistic attributions is the 
attribution of a certain incapacitation. Older 
adults are not assumed to insist on fundamental 
rights such as privacy. Whether they are thought 
to lack interest, information or critical conscious-
ness cannot be determined. However, the worst 
assumption would be if older adults were con-
sidered not to have a private life at all – if they 
were, as Weicht (2013: 189) says, treated like 
children who are “dependent, vulnerable, inno-
cent, asexual“.

The fact that 6 out of 10 project descriptions 
make no reference to the role of the users is 
surprising. The way participatory activities are 
framed shows a clear tendency towards a tech-
nology and market-push rationality. One pro-
ject describes end-user testing, and one project 
defines the product in terms of user integration. 
In this context the important question arises of 
whether, and if so to what extent, AAL can (cur-
rently and in future) contribute to solving the 
main challenges of demographic change. Even 
if we were to admit that the economic dimen-
sion is the core issue of AAL, usability, accessibil-
ity and the requirement that AAL should do no 
harm are fundamental prerequisites to achieve 
an economic effect.

Therefore, AAL of the future and AAL success 
stories should be able to:

• overcome a merely economic rationality as it 
has been applied to most topics related to ageing 
up to now 

• pervade all societal strata in terms of desirabil-
ity and economic affordability of the devices de-
veloped 

• provide an answer to people’s problems but not 
present themselves as the only possible solutions 
(social organisational solutions may be preferred 
or more effective in some contexts)

• provide truly helpful and accessible assistance 
to older adults and the carers and be developed 
as answers to the needs they are able to express

• respect and incorporate social and organisa-
tional routines

Having analysed the ten AAL success stories, 
we are aware that our results exclusively rely on 
these short documents and the respective con-
texts. The actually motivating values and assump-
tions of the researchers within these ten projects 
may fundamentally differ from what we found. 
However, we strongly recommend that market-
oriented technology research and development 
programmes should also consider being more 
reflective as to the “attributions to ageing“ they 
(necessarily) apply. One way would be to invite 
applicants to consciously question and express 
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