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ABSTRACT

Approximately 15% (7.6 million) of the estimated 50.6
million U.S. citizens who browse the World Wide Web are aged 50 or older, and
20% of adults aged 55-75 own a computer. Although many older adults initially
log on to the Internet as a means of connecting with friends and family, they
quickly learn that it is also a valuable source of information on financial,
health, travel, and other topics of interest to them. Among older adults,
both computer ownership and online participation are tied to level of
education and to socioeconomic status. When combined with Internet access,
learning to use computer technology can provide older adults opportunities
for lifelong learning and continuing growth and development. It can also help
offset social isolation and loneliness. It has been recommended that peer
instructors who understand how adults learn and teaching methodologies that
are nonthreatening and self-paced be used to teach older adults to use
computer technology. Adult and continuing educators must be aware of 1ssues
of access and equity and design training programs that will attract groups cof
older adults who are not currently accessing the Internet. Contains an
annotated bibliography of 20 print and Web-based resources.) (MN)
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Seniors in Cyberspace

Many older adulis are defying the stercotype that computers are
for the young and are actively engaged in using the Internet as
both consumers and producers of informaton (el 1997). Aje-
proximately 15% (7.6 mudlion) of the estimated 50.6 million ULS,
citizens who browse the web are aged 50 and older (Lewis 1998),
and 30% of older adults aged 55-75 own a computer (Adler 1996).
These figures represent the inersection of two uends: the aging ol
the population in the United Staes with an extended period of
active adulthood and the growth of the information society with
unparalleled opportunities for connecting onlive (IFurlong 1997,
Timmerman 1998). This Alert highlights some of the trends and
issues related o the increased use o the Internet by older adults,
including some implications tor adult and continuing educators.
Lists of print and online resources are included.

A desire to gain access to cyberspace is one of the primary reasons
older adults adopt new information technologies (Furlong 1997).
Although many older adults initally log on o the Internet as a
means of connecting with friends and famity, they quickly leamn
thacitis also a valuable source of informadion on financial, health,
travel and ather topics of interest o them. In addition, thiough
discussion groups and “chat rooms,” they link with individuals who
share similar interests (Flynn 1996: Furlong 1997; Lewis 1998). The
[nternet also erases the impact of many physical disabilities (IFur-
lang 1997; LeClaire 1997). According to Hugh O'Connor, direc-
tor of the AARP Rescarch Information Center, “the Internet can
stimulate independent living among the elderly . ... help combat
isolation, spur lifelong learning, create opportunities for volunteer-
ing and make i casier for retirees o can extra income without
leaving home™ (Lewis 1998, pp. 1, 14).

Amongolder adults, boch computer ownership and online partici-
pation are tied to level of education and to socioeconomic status:
50% of those aver age 50 who use the Internet have college de-
prees and almost one-third have incomes exceeding $70,000. Older
women, however, are less likely than their male counterparts o
own computers and to go online (Adler 1996; Timmerman 19935).

Older adulis have used a variety of methods to learn how to use the
computer. Nearly 40% taught themselves, wheteas just over 20%
learned at work. Women are much more likely than men o have
taken a class or fearned from a fricnd. Those who consider them-
selves to be novice computer users are much more likely to have
taken a class than those who consider themselves to be experi-
enced. “Experienced” users tend to be those who have toght them-
selves orlearned at work {Adler 1996). Timmerman (1998) specu-
lates that older adults who were carly adopiers of computer
technology and, as a result, consider themselves experienced, are
likely tobe selt-directed, lifelong learners; thus teaching themselves
is a preferred method of learning.

When combined with Internet access, learning to use computer
technology can provide older adults opportuniues for lifelong learn-
ing and continuing growth and development and also help offset
social isolation and loncliness (Furlong 1997; Galusha [1997]).
Adult and continuing educators who wish to support older adult
learners in learning o use computer wchnology should consider
the following. Although a strang demand for computer instruction
exists among older adults, facilities and equipment on which w
pravide training are often lacking (Galusha {1997); Timmerman
1998). Some providers have overcome this barrier by entering into
agreements with hardware and software manufacturers who agree
to contribute equipment for training purposes (Timmerman 1998).
Course development is another area that must be considercd.

Timmerman recommends the use of peer instructors who under-
stand how adults earn and weachmg medhodologes that are non-
threatening and self-paced. Finally, adulc and conunumg educa-
tors need o be aware of issues of access and equauty, The statistics
on which older adults currendy access the Internet closely muror
partcipation statistics for adult and continumg cducaion. Adulg
and continuing education programs have tended toauact the most
highly educated and atfluent groups in the population. Adult edu-
cators need to develop training programs that will encourage groups
of older adults who are notcurrentdy accessing the Internet wo be-
cote full participants in the nformation age hid).

Print Resources

Adler R. P “Older Adults and Computers: Report of a Navional
Survey.” San Francisco, CA: SenenaNer, 199, < hug. ™
www.seniorne torginuate surveyl huml s

A survey was conducted by ScuiorNet to assess attitudes and com
PULCT USae PAtLerns amonyg sehior computer vwners and w explore
the level of familiany with and interest m compuiters among
nonawners. Survey results reveal due more and more older adules
are becoming computer useis.

Baldi, R. A “Training Older Adules to Use the Computer: [ssues
Related o the Workplace, Avowud > and Tranme.™ Educational
Gerontology 23, no. 5 (July-August 19971, 453463,

After reviewing rescarch that retutes negative peispec ives abotn
older adults” willingness and abdity 1o acquite computer ineracy,
this article examines issues related o trmnimge older adults m the
use of computers. Training o facilitate fearmine of computer skl
by older adults should consider tactors related w equipment, intor-
mation, tasks, and individuals.

Caltum, M. “Taming Your Computer.” New Choices: Living Even
Better after 50 36, no. 9 (November 1996): 68-73.

Discusses how older adulis can use the new compuret technology,
including e-mail and CD-ROM, 1o uncover new worlds of ieetest
and new communities of fricnds. Ten World Wide Web sites are
highlighied.

Dixon, |. M. Predicting Seniors” Use of Cxberspace. New Youk:
Garland, 1997.

Reports onastudy of adul e aged 55 and over who use SemorNet.
The study was designed to examine whether o needs graufication
model could explain participants” social networkimg Bebavionsand
w explam the trequency of thewr pardopation

Fian, [, ed "Agng and Information echnolooy, Special ene”
Generations 21, no, 3 (Iall 1997); 4-70

The focus of this issue iy on how computers ad the Inernet e
changing the defivery of services and care notonly for older people
but also for their fanubics and protessionals in the tield of agne
Topics include health, spirnuality, community bailding, contiden-
tiulity and secury, distance learning i serontology, and Tnternei
FCSCURCes O aging,
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+ FlynnsM. K. “Plugged in Seniors.”
June 10,

senet.hime>

U.S. News and World Report,

1996, <htip:/iwww.usnews.com/usnews/issue/

Describes how older people are using the Internet. tncludes infor-
mation on ScniorNetand fists ome popular Internet sites for older
adults.

Furlong, M. *Creating Online Community tor Okler Adults.” Gen-
erations 21, no. 3 (Fall 1997): 33-35.

Discusses the role of learing communitics in the changing worlid
of information and highlights some “virtual places™ that can pro-
vide older adults with services that can enhance their lives, Notes
that gaining access o the Intermet s one impoitant reason that
older adults use computers.

Galusha, J. M. " The Use of Computer Technology by Older Aduls.”
Unpublished paper. Tattesburg: Universiy of Southern Missis-
sippi, {19971

This literature review explores the characterisues of older adules
who use personal computers. Included is informadion on owner-
ship, use, reasons for nonownership, challenges, and the author'’s
perspective on training older adults to use the computer.,

lovel, S. A New Look at Older Achdts, Trends and Issues Alerts.
G\]un\buv ERIC Clearinghouse on ‘\duh Career. and Vocational
Education, Center on Edumuon and Training for Employment,
College of Education, The Ohio State University, 1997. (
444). <lulp.//Loc.ohmrsmu:.ulu/utucnuuc;dou:/luuk’
oldhun>

Three trends refated o older adults are described: the amount and
kind of learning in which they engage, advocacy of age -integrated
programs and policies, and the amount of information about and
for older adults available ovor the nternet. A biblie yaphy of print
resources and resource organizations 1s included

Lawhon, T Ennis, D.; and Lawhon, D. C. “Sentor I\glull% and Com-

putersin the 19908, Educational Gerontology 22, no. 2 (March
1996): 193-201.

Older adults can use compurers o improve thetr productivity, en-
ertain themselves, and enhance education and daily functions.
Computer training helps them increase productivity, fearn skills,
and boost short-term memory. Electronic maid, online <cr\|u-s,(|ml
the Internet encourage socialization. Adapted technology helps
disabled and ill elders use computers.

LeClaire, R, B. “How a Computer and SeniorNet Changed My Lite.”
Generations 21, no. 3 (Fall 1997): 36-37.

The author desenbes how her computer and membership m
SeniorNet, an organization of older people using computers,
changed her life. LeClaire, who is deaf, made many friends in thus
organization and was comforted by them during difficult times.

Lewis, R, “The Web: A New World Qpens Up.”
39, no. 2 (February 1998): 1, 14.

AARP Bulletin

Discusses the variety of ways of older adulis are using the Internet
and examines its potential to “transtorm the experience of aging.”
A list of websites for federal government agencics, general infor-
mation, and health and researeh maeerial is included.
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Redding, T R.; Eisenman, G.; and Rugolo, | " Tranming my Technol -
ogy for Late Adopters: Learming i Retirenient, Computers for
Senions.” Unpublished paper, Macch 1998,

This paper presents a curricublum designed to each computer wech-
nology through the Learning in Revnement Insutute (LRBY, aona-
tonal program of peer-led continuing cducation programs tor adults
of retirement age. The authors suggest ways of removing learning
Farriers and improving the success rate for weaching echnology to
luie adopters, those w ho wait w learn about and wse computers but
vho ultimaeely adjust to the change and who are mose likely 1o
participate in LRI programs.

limmerman, S, “The Role of Tntormation Technology i Older Adule
Learning.” ln.hummg. Meeting the Challenges of Older Adudt-
hood. Neaw Directions for Adult and Continuing Education, no.
77, edited by ). C. Fisher and Mo AL WOl San Francsco, CA:
Jossey-Bass, 1998.

Discusses how older adult e wme using mtormation technal-
ogy and describes SeniorNets Learning Centers and Mictosoft
/\»\RP(,Ummumt\ Technology Seminas, Future trends and tssues
lushlizhted include the fulure of Targe numbers of older adules w
engage in traditional distance feaming the producuon costs asso-
crated with the development of online and multmedia conrses,
and access of older adults widy disabilices.

Internet Resources

American Association of Retired Persons < gy cwwwaaanp.
org>. Contains hackground on aging issues, reparts on member-
ship benetits, provides informatien about volunteer appettuniies
and local activities as well as links to other sites of mrerest to older
adults.

Scnior World Online <hupawwwseniorwotld.com- > Phis online
publication is orgamized by geographic regron, with cach 1egonal
area containing ctories of regmonal aswell as national mterest.

Seniors Computer Information Project < hig: www.mbnet.
mb.ca/erny/>. A project of Creative Retitement Manrtoba, this sie
features content in four main arcas: specific categarios Gadvocacy.
health, lifestyle, finance, special needs, cied, Cald (discusaon
sroupy, Cyberpals, erel), Canadion Geography, and sclected sies of
interest. ’

SeniorNet <hup:Awww.Sentornet.org > Includes Internet round-
tables, e-mail pen pals, and informauon on Internet learnme cen-
ters lor seniors.

Seniors Online Blacksburg, VA <hugpiwwwbeviaet community
senuors/ >, Inaddition w full-text informauon sdated w local events,
this site has sections on Internet help mformacon sites, senian re-
lated sites on the web, and government, Intetnet, and timencial
resources {or seniors,

Toledo-Lucas County Public Library Links for Older Adults
<htp/wvww hibrary woledo ohous adultlink~ hun # Compuiers-.
Provides links in the following arcas: aging, computers, tinanee,
sencalogy, health, and trav el
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