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Introduction

Computer-mediated communication

(CMC), commonly known as the Internet, refers

to ça wide range of technologies that facilitate

both human communication and the interactive

sharing of information through computer

networks, including e-mail, discussion groups,

newsgroups, chat, instant messages, and Web

pagesé (Barnes, 2003: 4). Researchers from

various disciplines have investigated the

effects of Internet use on individuals and

society. However, a limited number of research

has examined the effects of Internet use on

members of minorities such as older adults

(Cody, et al., 1999: 269; Furlong, 1989: 147;

Wright, 2000: 101). Although older adults aged

55 and over are a growing demographic

group in the United States, which represent

approximately 21% of the population (United

States, Census Bureau, 2000), they are left

out of the information technology loop. They

are information çhave-notsé due to limited

access to the Internet (Cody, et al., 1999: 270;

Furlong, 1989: 145).

Using the Internet could benefit older

adults in many ways (Furlong, 1989: 145;

Lawhon, Ennis, and Lawhon, 1996: 193;

White, et al., 1999: 358). Participation in an

on-line network can provide emotional support

for older adults. It can reduce isolation and

loneliness, minimize depression due to loss

of spouses or friends, overcome physical

limitations to social interactions, and enhance

social contacts. Moreover, on-line networking

can provide information access, health and

safety monitoring, educational tools, and

Abstract

The purpose of this article was to address a question of whether aging or age bias is

an obstacle to adoption of new communication technology among older adults. Based

on previous studies, aging was not a major barrier to learning and using the Internet.

Rather, two barriers to a widespread use of the Internet among older adults were age

bias and a lack of training programs adapted to older adultsû learning pace. Internet
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relationships. Although, in Thailand, low numbers of older adults use the Internet, more
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entertainment. In fact, Internet use is a new

opportunity to improve the quality of life and

well-being of older adults.

Generally, older adults are not among the

earliest adopters of new technologies (Adler,

1996). However, previous studies indicate

that older adults pay more attention to new

technology adoption. A national 1998 survey

in the United States of America showed that

40% of older adults aged 50 and over owned

a personal computer at home (Charles Schwab

& Co., 1998). This percentage had increased

from 29% in 1996 (Adler, 1996). The 1998

survey also found that Internet access among

older adults with computers at home increased

from 17 % in 1996 to 70% in 1998.

Additionally, older adults changed the

way they used computers and the Internet.

In 1996, a national survey indicated word

processing as the most frequently used

among older adults, whereas only 25% of them

used computers for on-line communication

(Adler, 1996). According to the survey in 1998,

email was mentioned as the most frequent

activity among older adults (70%). Also, 94%

of senior users used the Internet to stay in

touch with friends, family and relatives (Senior

Net, 2002). Similarly, Srisab (1999: 92) found

elderly people in Thailand used computers

to access health information. This change

implies that older adults perceive the roles of

computers and the Internet as more important,

and they are more likely to adopt them. They

consider a computer as a communication tool

instead of simply office equipment › a word

processor or typewriter.

In Thailand, a national survey by National

Electronics and Computer Technology Center

in 2005 showed Internet use consistent with

past research. Most Internet users accessed

the Internet at home (66.7%), while others

used the Internet at their workplace (40.8%),

and school (29.1%) (Thailand, National

Electronics and Computer Technology Center,

2006: 64). Also, the survey indicated that

email was the most frequent activity among

Thais (24.2%), followed by information search

(22.8%), and online games and chat (13.6%).

However, Internet use in Thailand was

dominated by youth and working people, with

ages between 15-39, representing about 90%

of the Internet users in Thailand. Less than

2% of the users were older adults aged 50

and above. The underrepresented number of

older adults using the Internet in Thailand

raises questions whether they are limited by

age, bias, or opportunity from adopting new

communication technologies.

Although Internet adoption among older

adults has increased dramatically, a few

studies have examined the impact of this

new technology on older adults. This paper
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will review selected studies to explore this

area with an emphasis on barriers to older

adultsû adoption of Internet use and the

effects of Internet use on their psychological

well-being.

Barriers to Internet Use

Age Bias

One major barrier to a common use of

new communication technologies › computers

and the Internet › is an age bias against older

adults (Lawhon, Ennis, and Lawhon, 1996:

193; Ryan, Szechtman, and Bodkin, 1992: 96).

People view older adults as incapable of

learning new technologies. Ryan, Szechtman,

and Bodkin (1992: 96) examined attitudes

toward younger and older adultsû computer

learning. They found that older adults were

viewed as less likely to succeed in a computer

course. Moreover, older adults enrolling in a

computer course were perceived as less

typical for their age. However, previous

studies showed that age differences are not

an obstacle to developing computer literacy

among older adults. They are not only embracing

new technologies, but they are also capable

of learning them.

A pilot project, SeniorNet, was developed

by the University of San Francisco in 1986

to study the impact of new communication

technology on older adults who lacked access

to this technology (Furlong, 1989: 146).

SeniorNet is the Web site designed for older

adults to learn how to use a computer and to

browse the Internet. Network features include

a member directory, email, forum, conference,

bulletin board, and other services such as

news, traveling, and book club. SeniorNet also

launched a survey asking members about

their reasons for joining the network and

expectations of how computers will affect

their lives. Although çinformation accessé is

mentioned as a major reason for older adults

joining the network, çcommunication with

othersé is in fact the most popular network

activity among members.

SeniorNet is extremely successful in

developing electronic community among older

adults and establishing both an information

access and an emotional support system for

them. It shows that older adults are interested

in, and capable of, learning new technologies.

Because of the success of SeniorNet, other

countries such as Sweden also developed

network services for older adults.

Similarly, in Thailand, the Old People

Playing Young Club (OPPY Club) was

established by a private organization in 2000

to provide training programs in using

computers and the Internet for older adults

aged 45 and above. The OPPY Club attempts

to overcome age bias, commonly perceived
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as a barrier to learning new communication

technologies, by conducting various training

programs adapted to older adultsû learning

styles and pace. Also, members of the OPPY

club communicate with each other through

a website named çhappyoppy.é The clubûs

members indicated their major reasons for

participating in the training programs were:

(a) to learn basic computer and Internet

functions (e.g., email, presentation, digital

images); (b) to electronically communicate

with young family members (e.g., daughter,

grandchildren); and (c) to search for information

(OPPY Club, 2008).

Another study investigated younger and

older adultsû performance on searching the

Web to determine the extent to which age

differences affected searching performance.

In this study, Kubeck, Miller-Albrecht, and

Murphy (1999: 167) assigned older (M = 70.6

years) and younger (M = 21.8 years) participants,

who were Web novices, to select two of five

questions and perform Web searches for

answers. Participants completed pre- and

post-Web search questionnaires to determine

their attitudes regarding computer use

and their experience. The results revealed

somewhat of an age difference in Web

searching performance. Although older adults

took more steps than younger adults to find

answers in the first search, the completeness

and accuracy of the answers were as efficient

as the younger adultsû answers. In the second

search, older adults were as capable as

younger group in terms of steps to solutions,

but their answer quality (80%) was lower than

younger adultsû answers (100%). This study

illustrates minimal age differences in computer

performance. However, it implies that age

differences are not an obstacle to new

technology adoption. Older adults are not

too old to learn this new technology.

Ineffective Training Programs

Besides age bias, a lack of effective

training programs may be another barrier to

widespread use of computers and the Internet

among older adults. According to White, et al.

(1999: 358), older adults reported a too fast-

paced training as a problem to using

computers. Slower processing speed and

learning may delay older adultsû adoption of

new technologies. People learn at a different

pace, especially older adults. Older adults

may need more time and assistance in their

computer learning (Kubeck, Miller-Albrecht,

and Murphy, 1999: 180; White, et al., 1999:

375). However, little attention is given to

studying an effective training method for older

adults learning to use computers and the

Internet. Perhaps a good training program,

which is designed to be compatible with older

adultsû learning rates, may help reduce the
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knowledge gap in communication technology

between older adults and others.

Cody, et al. (1999: 282) suggested that

a çpaced formaté method of training would

benefit older adultsû learning. They launched

a four-month training program for older adults

to learn about computers and Internet search.

In order to measure the effectiveness of

the training program, they hypothesized that

computer anxiety, computer efficacy, attitude

toward aging, and social support were

predictors of older adultsû participation on

the Internet as well as their on-line activities.

Participants, with an average age of 80 years,

completed pre- and post-questionnaires and

recorded çadventure sheets,é which were self-

reports of sites visited and average weekly

time spent on-line. Adventure sheets were

collected weekly during ongoing training

sessions.

After the training program, participants

experienced a higher level of social support

and connectivity, a lower level of computer

anxiety, and more positive attitudes toward

aging. Participants spent more time on-line

when efficacy was high, attitudes toward

aging were positive, and anxiety was low. The

results showed that a higher level of perceived

social support and connectivity helped

maintain friendships and positive self-esteem

as well as minimize age-related depression.

Additionally, they found that a training

program would be more successful if it was

not too simplistic or too challenging for older

adultsû skills. Thus they suggested a paced

format training program that focused on reducing

computer anxiety, building computer efficacy,

and balancing older adultsû skills. This study

reveals that learning pace is an important

issue for a better training program to

encourage new technology adoption among

older adults and to narrow a knowledge gap.

The results also illustrate the impact of Internet

use on older adultsû psychological well-being.

The Internet makes older adults feel more

integrated in society and reduces the incidence

of depression.

Effects of Internet Use on Well-being

Concerning the impact of the Internet,

Internet use may help improve older adultsû

quality of life because it provides access to

information and communication with others

(White, et al., 1999: 358; Wright, 2000: 101).

A few studies have attempted to explore this

area.

Wright (2000: 106) investigated older

adultsû satisfaction with social support

received online and examined Internet

participation in relation with life stress. This

study used an on-line questionnaire posted

on the SeniorNet Web site. The results
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indicated that satisfaction with on-line social

support was associated with the amount

of time spent on Internet participation.

Satisfaction was more likely to be higher for

high Internet users and lower for low users.

Moreover, low Internet users were more

satisfied with non-Internet social support than

high Internet users. This finding is consistent

with previous studies showing that on-line

relationship satisfaction is linked to frequency

of Internet use (Walther and Burgoon, 1992:

77). The researcher also found that high

Internet participation was related to lower life

stress. This study provides evidence that

Internet use does have psychological effects

on older adults. Other studies also indicated

that Internet use helped reduce loneliness

(White, et al., 1999: 375) and develop positive

attitudes toward aging, such as retirement

(Bikson and Bikson, 2001: 127).

Bikson and Bikson (2001: 128) conducted

a year long study to examine the impact of

Internet use on older adults with an emphasis

on the transition to retirement. Participants

(M = 61 years) were retirees and employees

who were eligible to retire. They divided

participants into two task forces--an electronic

work group and a standard work group. Both

groups engaged in a similar task, but through

different channels of interactions. One group

interacted through computer networking,

whereas the other group interacted through

conventional work technology (i.e. meeting

rooms, telephones, paper mail, and blackboards).

Regarding each groupûs task, they assigned

retirees to provide information and employees

to obtain information about the transition to

retirement. All participants were interviewed

at the beginning of the study and three times

afterward in order to measure participantsû

perceptions and evaluations of group tasks

and interactions.

The findings indicated that members of

both groups evaluated their group effort quite

similarly. They perceived that communication

with retirees improved employeesû attitudes

toward retirement. Also, they found that

members in an electronic work group tended

to stay in touch with each other, whereas

those in the other group were less likely to

continue their contact. This study implies that

on-line network is an effective way to develop

and maintain social relationships as well as to

communicate attitudes and values. It clearly

shows that Internet use does affect and

improve the psychological well-being of older

adults within a context of the transition to

retirement.

Conclusion

In conclusion, previous research has

shown that age differences in cognitive ability
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are not a hindrance to older adults adopting

new communication technologies. In fact,

social and contextual factors, age bias and a

lack of effective training may be one of the

barriers limiting early adoption and extensive

use of new technologies among older adults.

Furthermore, the findings from prior

studies indicate Internet use has a positive

psychological impact on older adultsû well-

being, both in personal and professional life.

As a contribution to the communication field,

these findings highlight the Internet as a

communication tool to improve older adultsû

quality of life, to enhance their connection

with society, to reduce their reliance on

caretakers, and to minimize costs of elderly

social services. In other words, increased use

of Internet among older adults yields benefits

not only to elderly people by helping them

retain an independent and healthy life style,

but also to society in that it facilitates

knowledge and experience to be shared and

transferred from one generation to the next.

However, these benefits would be greater

in association with an effective computer-

training program adjusted to older adultsû

learning speed and with a reduced age bias.

The Internet gap or digital divide could be

narrowed if older adults are provided with

more opportunity by both government and

private sectors to learn new technologies.

     Finally, future research should further

investigate the negative impact of the Internet

on older adults. Past research now verifies the

positive effects of Internet use on older adults,

but the negative side needs more exploration.
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