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A lthough there is a po pu la r m isco n ­
cep tion  of o ld e r peo p le  being  
techn o p ho b ic , Austra lian  Bureau  of 

Statistics figures show  them to be am ong the 
fastest-growing population  subgroup to em ­
brace the internet. W h ile  there is som e A us ­
tra lian  research  on o lde r p eo p le 's  use of 
com puters and the internet, a lm ost a ll has 
highlighted the barriers to their adopting this 
techno logy and w ays to overcom e obstacles.

M y  research focused on w hat m otivates 
older people to take up computers and the in­
ternet in the first place, and what they get from 
use of them. The project, undertaken as part of 
a G raduate D ip lom a in Com m erce (Inform a­
tion and Library Management) at the University 
of N ew  South W ales, cam e about through both 
a professional interest in older people and the 
fact that my ow n ageing parents w ere  at that 
time attempting to becom e computer- and in­
ternet-savvy. I therefore becam e aw are of vari­
ous internet classes for seniors in that particu­
lar Sydney m unicipality, and hence a potential 
conven ience sample for a small pilot study.

I approached  the central pub lic  library 
w here internet courses for older people w ere 
run. The library wrote to all the older people in 
their records, explaining about the pilot study 
and asking them to telephone me should they 
be interested in participating. Eleven interested 
people telephoned, and I mailed them a non­
identifying questionnaire w ith a stamped, re­
turn-addressed envelope. I also approached a 
local seniors' com puter club and found fifteen 
w illing  participants. The final group of seven 
w as recruited using the snow ball technique, 
w hereby friends, and friends of friends, of my 
parents agreed to participate.

The four-page questionnaire w as derived 
from an exam ination  of the re levant litera ­
ture. There w e re  three sections: the first 
asked for inform ation concern ing  com puter 
use and self-perceptions of skill leve l; the 
second  inqu ired  into internet use; and the 
third asked for dem ographic data. Q uestions 
w ere  both closed and open-ended, a llo w ing  
for analysis of both quantitative and qualita ­
tive data. N o  funding w as sought; the great­
est costs entailed  postage and paper.

The research revealed  that som e thirty of 
the thirty-three respondents accessed a com ­
puter at home, four in their local library, and 
three in the com puter club, at voluntary/paid 
work, or at college/university. 'Hand-m e-up' 
gifts from fam ily  m em bers w as the most- 
cited reason for in itia lly  acqu iring  a com p u ­
ter. Just over one-third in itia lly  learned to use 
a com puter through inform al m echan ism s, 
one-quarter tra ined  at w ork , w h ile  tw o  in 
five undertook formal courses. W ith  any sub­
sequent form al train ing, the instructor w as 
m ostly aged 25-45 years; her/his age w as
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o ve rw h e lm in g ly  cons id ered  un im portant. 
Three respondents felt very confident, e leven 
w e re  quite confident and n ineteen felt they 
needed m ore p ractice  w ith  com puters. Im ­
portan tly , no respondents reported  fee ling  
uncom fortab le w ith  com puters, despite one 
person's com m ent:

A t fil'd t / wad worried I ’d damage it, or it would blow 
up, but my daughter omtired me I  coutdn’t hurt it 
tuileor I  threw it over the balcony.

W h ile  there w as som e trep idation  w ith  
using com puters and learn ing ho w  to access 
w hat w as required and to understand co m ­
puter jargon, four respondents en jo yed  the 
sense of 'fitting  in ' and being  ab le  to c o n ­
verse w ith  other com puter ow ners. C o m p u ­
ter m alfunctions or b reakdow ns and partic i­
pants' o w n  shortcom ings w e re  am ong  the 
d ifficu lties encountered .

Those w h o  d id not access the internet 
cited  its (pe rce ived ) d ifficu lty , lack of suffi­
c ient tim e to learn, the expense invo lved , or 
lack of interest as the reason. Som e 73 per 
cent of respondents did  use the internet: just 
over one-third of these da ily , and just under 
one-third once or tw ice  a w eek . M ost co m ­
puter tim e w as spent in find ing inform ation 
on the w orld  w id e  w eb; sending e-mails; and 
on banking/finance. They  w e re  w an ting  in ­
form ational (specific  inform ation ; in fo rm a­
tion not ava ilab le  in print; education; kn o w l­
edge; up-to-date f in a n c ia l data; anti-virus 
updates), affective  (satisfaction , en lig h ten ­
ment, entertainm ent, en joym ent); and social 
(friendship) benefits from their use of the in ­
ternet. Perce ived  bonuses w e re  access to in ­
form ation and therefore greater know ledge, 
en h an ced  co m m u n ica t io n , and the speed 
and ease w ith  w h ic h  both these processes 
occur. The most frequently  visited sites w ere  
seniors' sites, new s sites and travel sites. For 
one in five respondents, find ing desired sites 
w as the most challeng ing  aspect of the inter­
net, w h ile  for others it w as setting the co m ­
puter up for internet use, finding appropriate 
search engines, or avo id ing  'clutter'. D ifficu l­
ties encountered  concerned  unreliab le inter­
net se rv ice  p roviders, dropouts, access ing  
the required site, the cost and personal short­
com ings. O n ly  tw o  had engaged in e-corn- 
m erce; the other respondents reported a re­
luctance to p rovide cred it card details over 
the internet, not yet hav ing  need to use it, 
and lack of interest, as reasons for non-use.

In all, the research highlights not on ly older 
people's trepidation with com puter and inter­
net use, but also their thirst for social interac­
tion, their quest for pertinent information and 
their desire to keep up w ith  the times.

This article is a summary o f a paper to be published 
in full in AARL, vol 32 no 2, June 2001. ■
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