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The Aging Society

We live in an aging society. By 2050 there will be more people in the world over sixty than there will be people under age fifteen. This is a historic reversal of proportions and it is unprecedented in human history (United Nations 2001). There are approximately 6 million informal (that is unpaid) carers in the UK, ninety percent of these are family members and most are women (Age Concern 2002). Formal and informal care provision is already strained, how then will the ageing population be cared for in the coming decades? What new forms of support will arise when there are twice as many people over sixty as there are now? The answers to these questions are increasingly formulated in terms of assistive technologies for independent living. This paper reports on the development of a scheme to widen access to online shopping for older people who do not own or cannot use computers.

The Research Project

The Interdisciplinary Research Collaboration on Dependability (DIRC) involving five British universities has conducted research on “dependability” in a number of industrial and medical contexts. Dependability is a deliberately broad term used to encompass many facets including “reliability, security and availability” (www.dirc.org.uk). Recently work began on the dependability of assistive technologies for older people. Work at the University of York on this project has included an ethnographic case study of a Warden Call service.  Here customers’ homes are fitted with an alarm system operated by telephone and pendants, these put calls through to a central database operator who sends out a primary carer or a warden at any time of the day or night. All names have been changed to protect client confidentiality.  

The Case Study

As part of this case study Val, a mobile warden, was accompanied on visits to three of her clients. All three had difficulties with shopping for groceries. Here, Val discusses her concerns with Nora, a 79 year old woman with osteoporosis and severe mobility problems living alone on the third floor of a council flat: 

Val: How do you do your shopping Nora?

Nora:
Lara’s home help sometimes helps.  I get some things delivered.

Shelia:
You’ve got plenty in have you?

Nora:
Oh yes.  I can’t have ordinary bread so I have it delivered.

Shelia:
And you’ve got frozen food?

Nora: Well I haven’t got a freezer but I’ve got a fridge with a good-sized freezer compartment.

Shelia:
So you’ve got things in?  You’re not going to go hungry?

Nora:
No.  Lara’s friend who’s taking her to have her eyes checked on Monday said she’d call in and see if I needed anything.
The exchange illustrates the importance of community support. Without a network of friends or carers of friends, Nora would be in danger of literally going hungry. The next person that Val visited was Liz, an 88 year old woman who was living in a bungalow on her own. She had been involved in organising a mini-bus to take her and her neighbours to the supermarket. The last person Val visited was Joe, a 79 year old man living in two rooms in the ground floor of his home. During the course of the visit a neighbour popped round with some shopping for him. Each of the individuals that Val visited that day had recourse to different solutions to the difficulties presented by grocery shopping. Two used an informal community network of support and one had helped organise a more formal system. Sitting in Nora’s flat it seemed that online shopping would have functioned as a potentially liberating assistive technology in this context. 

Online Shopping as an Assistive Technology

Most UK supermarkets are now offering on line shopping services where orders are placed over the internet and deliveries are made to the door. Just 12% of the over 65 year olds in Britain have ever used the internet; barriers to take up have been identified as cost, fear of new technology and poor design (Aldridge 2003).  Age Concern have undertaken a number of initiatives such as offering taster groups, I.T. training and mobile computer tutors to widen access to the internet and other computing technologies. They also publish guidelines to help web designers make their sites accessible to partially sighted people.  But for some, physical conditions like chronic arthritis, osteoporosis and visual impairment mean that a PC might never be the best way to access internet services. How then do we make an interface for online shopping that someone like Nora could use? Well, perhaps we don’t. The existing technology may be appropriated by civil organisations like charities to widen access to services rather than access to interfaces. 

The “Net Neighbours” Project with Age Concern

In consultation with the UK charity Age Concern, researchers at the University of York are currently developing a pilot scheme to widen access to online shopping. The aim of the "net neighbours" scheme is to extend the kinds of informal appropriations of technology already taking place where PC users place orders for friends and relatives who don't have access to sites like online shopping sites. A volunteer at Age Concern will place online orders for clients who phone them with their shopping lists. We are currently exploring different procedures for setting up such a scheme with Age Concern. We are keen that the scheme would be a social as well as a functional service as shopping can be a very important way for older people to socialise. For this reason we intend to encourage the volunteer to maintain a social relationship with the client.  The system would record not only the client’s online shop account details but also information like their hobbies, interests, children’s names and so on to facilitate conversation. Below is one possible procedure. 

Net Neighbours Scenario

A credit or debit account is set up by the voluntary organisation specifically for the service. The clients of the scheme either send a cheque, cash or set up a standing order to this account. A volunteer at the organisation sets up usernames and passwords on the online shopping site for each client. These are recorded in a file managing system like Access. Clients make shopping lists at home and phone them through to the volunteer who negotiates the site for them, places the order and pays using the designated credit card. The order is paid from the designated account and the shop makes the delivery to the client’s door as usual.  The principle benefit of the scheme to users is that they can have access to online shopping without owning a computer and without even having a credit or debit card. The principle benefit to the supplier is, that they are able to cater for special needs groups without changing their current online service.  

This is just one possible scenario. We are keen to take into account the concerns of all of the stakeholders in such a scheme and we are currently in consultation with Age Concern to design a procedure and develop a pilot scheme. 

Discussion

Although this is a very simple idea it serves as an example of Norman's "invisible computing" (1998): as the volunteer's ears, eyes and voice become the interface to the site. It also keys into a vision that Alan Dix had some years ago of the electronic village shop: 

“When Postman Pat next goes to pick up the post, Mrs Groggins, the friendly village postmistress, will have become Mrs Groggins, the information scientist, guiding her customers through the maze of electronically available goods. Greendale will never be the same again.” (Dix 2000)

The “Net neighbours” scheme will bring goods not to the local shop but to the doorstep. The information scientist might be anyone from a volunteer at Age Concern to a friendly neighbour who happens to have access to a computer. We will be analysing the process of setting up this service to develop a general method for providing proxy based access to computer-based technologies. It is hoped that such schemes will widen access not only to online shopping services but also to information-based services. 

Designing For Civil Society

Inclusive design is a term that has been defined as ensuring that “products and services address the needs of the widest possible audience, irrespective of age or ability” (Design Council 2003). Advocates of the movement argue that “getting things right for older users leads to real improvements in usability and customer satisfaction, which translate into better products for people of all ages” (Coleman: 2001: 37) This is an important design movement which has resulted in many innovative approaches to new and old technology. But a broader conceptualisation of the term “inclusive” might take into account not just different physical abilities but different socio economic power. Older people are excluded from technology not only by physical disability. Over 75 year olds are far more likely to suffer financial hardship than other age groups and may be excluded from technology simply because they cannot afford it. Changing notions of community must be recognised as design challenges for systems that aim to support the ageing population. In short the aim of those that seek to make technologies that will meet the challenges of the ageing society must strive not just for mechanical and functional dependability but also for social dependability. 
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