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ABSTRACT

Information technology evolves in order to meet the needs of ageing society.
Despite the life-long learning perspective and availability of ICT courses, stud-
ies indicate that only a limited number of seniors take full advantage of pos-
sibilities given by mobile technology and the Internet. The question arises if the
old are part of the Information Society or they are excluded from it. This article
provides evidence that seniors underutilise the ICT devices and e-services and
indicates the main lines of the recent debates on the current need for ICT educa-
tion among older adults. The analysis of seniors’ ICT competence is based on
a literature survey.

Keywords:
lifelong learning, ageing, ICT competence, seniors

INTRODUCTION

Ever-increasing quantitative participation of the elderly in the political, social,
economic and cultural life is evidenced in different areas and includes: (1) the
increase of the number of the elderly in societies, (2) general increase in the pro-
portion of the aged in particular populations as well as (3) the increase of the
number of “old old” (Reichert & Phillips, 2008). As financial resources are too
limited to provide all need-based services and products to all seniors, this raises
justifiable doubts as to what extent traditional health care and social welfare sys-
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tems are able to cope with the ageing societies around the world (Stuart-Hamilton,
2000). Many experts believe that without the revolution addressing the old age and
the innovation in managing it, the whole task may not succeed. Hence, promoting
the empowerment of seniors in life-long learning, and positive ageing as well as
looking for possible implementations of ICT in the everyday routines of the elderly
are necessary.

There are various challenges arising from ageing societies. Man needs to
adapt to senescence, including the necessity of coping with the decrease of per-
sonal independence and vitality, the increase of functional disability together with
the number and the intensity of various ailments. The average health-life expect-
ancy (HLE) and disability-free life expectancy (DFLE) as a rule are shorter than
the period when an ageing person requires systematic health care and support in
everyday life (Btachnio, 2012). Financial exclusion of seniors critically limits the
number of resources dedicated to them.

This difficult situation aggravates singlehood and feminisation of ageing. Old
females who outlive the males usually live their final years on their own on the
verge of poverty (Ancyparowicz, 2012; Btedowski, 2012). This is because females
typically earn less than males and thus their retirement income is meagre. Neither
successful programs nor satisfactory policies are implemented to alleviate their
risk of poverty, malnutrition or even elder abuse.

Another challenge concerns the continuous lack and/or uneven distribution of
need-based environmental resources dedicated to seniors, and these which are avail-
able are constantly reduced. For example, Maria Kuchcinska argues that geriatric
patients have very limited access to geriatrists and other specialists (the margin of
attention), and health care benefits like private clinics and hospitals (the margin of
accessibility). Furthermore, the elderly patients’ rights are frequently not respected
(the margin of importance: how many senior citizens have heard “You are too old
for this treatment, and besides what’s the point at your age?”) (Kuchcinska, 2009).
Many doctors are unable to treat geriatric patients properly because of their complex
health problems (senescence, multiple pathologies and polypharmacy). Weak prepa-
ration combined with ignorance leads to frequent diagnostic errors. Malpractice
also includes barriers in “the elderly patient—doctor” communication that prohibits
a patient’s accurate understanding of their health condition. These practices consti-
tute a problem among General Practitioners (GPs), but also among nurses, physi-
otherapists, and social care givers (Cuddy, Norton, & Fiske, 2005).

Revolution of “greying society” happens in time of “decollectivisation of the
life course” (Loos, 2012). It means that an average man experiences all transitions
in his life (including ageing and old age) on his own without any cultural or social
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support. The only available substitute of “another person’s presence” can be found
in digital environment (“network individualism”, Loos, 2012). So, if seniors do not
possess ICT competencies they are deprived of an important tool to rebuild their
social networks; they have no chance to belong to the e-community (Malanowski,
Ozcivelek, & Cabrera, 2008) and to optimise their quality of life (Amichai-Ham-
burger, 2008).

Although senior citizens constitute generations that are better-educated and
more self-conscious than they used to be, the observations and studies reveal the
constant need to actively contribute to ICT re-education of the elderly in order to
successfully empower them (Bulifiski & Btachnio, 2017; Smiatacz & Blachnio,
2016). ICT technology, the implementation of which does not require a significant
revolution in the economic and social resources of the senior citizens (Butler &
Volkov, 2010), can help them to preserve health and fitness for longer into old age
(Kim, 2008).

LIFELONG LEARNING, U3A AND ICT COURSES

Lifelong learning fosters intellectual development, strengthens individual adapt-
ability to global market trends and maintains personal growth (Manheimer, 2008).
Expanding skills, attitudes, knowledge, values and competences improve quality
of life. People nowadays are more likely to take advantage of all kinds of learning
opportunities and experiences without time and space limits (Senyuva & Kaya,
2014).

Although seniors often suffer from sensory limitations and cognitive impair-
ments, their willingness to learn equals that of the youth. They are eager learners
and take real pleasure in lifelong-learning activities. Growth of older learners’
interest and involvement in education leads to the rise of University of the Third
Age (U3A). In a number of countries worldwide this tendency for increasing popu-
larity of U3A strengthens (Btachnio, 2012; Lu, Lai, & Lin, 2014). To take a local
example: in 2007 in Poland the estimated number of U3A was 90-110 (depending
on available source), but in the next 3 years it has increased to 200 (Btachnio,
2012). Numerous U3A have sprung up in villages and small towns. They gather
local communities of seniors, meetings are held at little rooms in local libraries,
and the Town Halls. Undoubtedly this change has proved to be both a success
and a progression of U3A movement that used to be developed in big academic
cities in Poland. This localisation shift has increased access of older people whose
mobility is often a handicap to accessing educational services.
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U3A are autonomous and offer diverse educational programmes for adult
learners. Their general goal is to encourage seniors to maintain their sense of
purpose, to preserve their functional independence through teaching them about
disease prevention and good self-care practices, to acquire new knowledge and
skills to keep pace with and adapt to socio-cultural and technological changes
(Manheimer, 2008; Blachnio, 2012). Education enhances seniors’ personal growth
and improves their ability to keep pace with rapidly-changing technology. Thus,
lifelong learning and U3A maintain a high quality of life of the old persons in
a technologically-focused environment.

U3A participants often choose ICT courses. The Internet is an interesting edu-
cational module which focuses attention but does not introduce any deep changes
in senior learners’ approach to informative technology and presumably does not
build sufficient ICT competencies among seniors (Kaleta, 2014). The knowledge
is not necessarily transferred into the context of everyday life. The seniors become
fully aware of the Internet’s advantages: that it supports and facilitates free access
to information and exchange of information; that it gives the individual the oppor-
tunity to contribute to the society via e-volunteerism; that it provides better access
to a wide range of e-services (e-health, e-bank, e-shopping, etc.); that it enriches
leisure activities especially for those seniors whose mobility is rather limited. In
general, the Internet is a cheap and effective tool of social inclusion (Ryser & Hal-
seth, 2011). Nevertheless the observations prove that the exposure and usage of
Internet by seniors are still rather limited. Although they have the mobile phones
and personal computer at home, they make use of very few mobile applications if
any at all. They lack either courage to integrate information technology into their
everyday life or lack access to training in the use of ICT.

OPPORTUNITIES AND OBSTACLES IN SENIORS’ ICT EDUCATION

The latest research has proved that the “technophobia” or computer anxiety of
old people should rather be recognised as an overestimated myth. Although the
use of new digital media is limited among senior citizens, in each age there are
people who are less likely to follow the latest technological achievement and take
advantage of it because they claim that change is too complicated and troublesome.
Thus it is not completely correct to refer to the “age digital-divide”. It is better to
implement a category of “digital spectrum” in order to underline the fact that the
individual differences grow with age, and older people, with a lot or a little effort,
can learn to use digital media up to a certain point (Loos, 2012).
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The process of seniors’ integration to the Information Society has led to the
development of new concepts and methodology. Birgit Jaeger describes “domesti-
cation” — the term developed by Silverstone and Hirsch. It emphasises that person
adapts to new technology through appropriation, objectification, incorporation,
and conversation. The technological innovations become part of daily routine
through concrete actions, such as buying and installing the new equipment at
home, symbolic actions like developing new self as a user of the Facebook, and
cognitive development like learning the “know-how” of the device (Jaeger, 2004).

“Domestication” of digital technology can be facilitated if the teaching-learn-
ing environment is adjusted to senior learners. They become very involved in
ICT learning process and the efficiency of their acquisition of ICT competencies
increases if some requirements are met. Senior learners prefer to join courses
addressed to persons of roughly the same age as themselves rather than signifi-
cantly younger learners (Jaeger, 2004). A small group setting is better than a large
one. A teacher should be well-trained to provide assistance to senior learners. He
should divide the training materials into small units to avoid information overload
for seniors. He should avoid technical jargon, provide detailed and frequently-
repeated instructions and hands-on practice. The teaching/learning process would
be easier if the complexity of application is lowered. He should build a supportive
environment and encourage seniors to ask questions and express doubts. He should
also programme senior learners’ experience in a way which guarantees success at
the initial stages of the learning process. Regular, continued training early morn-
ing is more beneficial to older learners’ needs (Xie & Bugg, 2009).

The use of technology is a benefit for senior citizens, however they need to be
convinced about its usefulness and appropriateness to their personal interests and
needs. If they are therefore to be well-motivated to develop their computer com-
petencies, the adequate knowledge of ICT and its advantages needs to be provided
to them.

The Internet as a source of information can enrich the knowledge of older
people, however, the elderly audience has specific needs to be met. Being more
self-focused they have a mature outlook towards changing times and very limited
interest in news stories which are content specific — focused on crime, sexuality,
and money. This is because modern consumerism often offends their traditional
sensibilities (Wilson III, 1998). Besides, the telecommunication and information
processing favour younger generations who already possess high-tech skills and
have a higher standard of academic achievement. The young generation, unlike
the old one, is more likely to access global news in English. For seniors, foreign
language is another obstacle. They usually do not speak English at all or speak at
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a basic level, so they cannot use the majority of English written e-resources. They
do, however, have access to local websites which offer broad knowledge and use-
ful resources for seniors in their mother tongues, which makes them more skilful
at both asking questions and expressing themselves. Still, searching for informa-
tion on the Internet can be impeded by age-specific losses in motor skills, sensory
perception, memory- and attention-deficits.

ICT has been implemented in the health domain. New senior-optimized
smartphones have been developed recently. They are equipped with a rich offer
of mobile applications for monitoring health condition and communicating the
obtained results to the online receivers: doctors, nurses, social care givers, family
members and online support groups (Sandhu, 2011).

The Internet is also a social network. Although seniors are more likely to
communicate with family members via e-mail, they still have little or no experi-
ence with a telecommunications application software such as Skype. They need to
incorporate more technology into their daily routines and learn how to fulfil other
more technologically advanced objectives such as using the ICT to create and
develop seniors-dedicated socio-technical networks; to use technology for online
debate. Simultaneously, the information technology industry should further adjust
the digital services addressed to seniors like for example readjusting interfaces.

Gaining facility with computer software applications is extrinsic, in-order-
to-achieve, and an instrumental motive as well as intrinsic, learning-for-its-own-
sake action (Manheimer, 2008). The readiness to acquire and practice new skills
is time-limited. The practice proves that senile old people with wide neurode-
generative processes fail in developing ICT competencies (Jaeger, 2004). Decline
in cognitive abilities such as for example short-term memory loss and attention
deficits impede the retention of new skills. The learning process often becomes
physically frustrating because of reduced dexterity and sensor ability. The ageing
body with weakening motor skills and possibly arthritis makes seniors experience
increasing difficulties even with simple tasks like using a mouse and scrolling.
On the other hand, the use of technology can be an easy solution to overcome
physical obstacles, for example, old people whose hands shake encountering dif-
ficulties with handwriting can prevail over their body weakness and continue to
write using their personal computer. Thus, becoming more integrated with infor-
mation and communication technology allows seniors to retain their self-reliance
and independence for longer in their daily activities.

To summarise, the technological gap between seniors and the youth cannot
be overcome. This is because they belong to different “technology generations”
— separate communities of different age groups that live their lives with their own
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specific pattern of available media, media competency and media preferences
(Loos, 2012). Despite these many obstacles, senior citizens should learn how to
use new media because they can improve their ICT competences and in this way
improve their quality of life and self-perception.

CONCLUSIONS

The observed e-disparities between seniors and the rest of the population have
many causes. The Internet, computers, smartphones and rapidly-developing remote
applications create an environment dedicated to the needs of the young, whereas
the elderly still feel alienated among these technologies. Despite its broadness
and diversity, senior citizens treat technological progress and advanced digitisa-
tion of everyday life not as a necessity but as an extravagance or luxury. The use
of electronic technology is limited by ageing-related changes. The elderly suffer
from visual impairment, hearing loss, decline in intellectual skills and perform-
ance, decreased automation of learning. In order to cope well with technologi-
cal advances, older people need to mobilise their individual and environmental
resources. Finally, the e-access is limited by economy, that is, the funds available
for and from the older learners.

In Poland, some seniors still cannot afford to pay for smart devices and tel-
ecommunication services. Even local operators label the elderly as low-income
and offer them cheap mobile phones with limited functionality unsuited to their
complex medical and social needs. Consequently, Polish seniors have no chance
to take advantage of the most recent applications, such as mHealth. Seniors who
live in rural areas are even more disadvantaged due to the lack of telecentres there.
Thus the need to develop new digital services targeted at Polish seniors — also
senior-friendly applications and websites — is apparent and urgent.

Professional e-education and training, particularly within the realm of IT
competencies, become necessary (Lu, Lai, & Lin, 2014). The popularization
of knowledge about ICT together with the modification of the attitudes and the
system of values among the older generations are also indispensable. Over time,
they can successfully contribute to the fulfilment of lifetime aspirations and the
satisfaction of life of the elderly. Encouragement from family and friends, help
from the younger generations and patience can prove invaluable help in seniors’
mastering ICT. Schools, by educating young generations, can further facilitate
the change of the local context and support the elderly in their attempt to be more
,wired,” e-educated and IT-literate.
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