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Successful communication is central to wellbeing for the elderly; if we are to develop systems to support them we must investigate the context of people’s current communication. In this preliminary study 8 older people were interviewed about communication. Qualitative results are reported and areas of further research are suggested.
introduction

Computer-based communication for the elderly has many potential advantages, among them its independence of physical fitness; potential for various input/ output modalities; possibilities for overcoming ageism; and even, some researchers suggest, increased wellbeing [6]. Yet there has been little research in this area (see however, [1], [3]) and most communication systems remain inappropriate and difficult to use. Successful and regular communication is a fundamental part of wellbeing for the elderly [4] and systems developed to support them must be both appropriate and intuitive. An important first step is to achieve an understanding of current communication patterns and to explore where computer-based technology could best fit into people’s lives, and what implications current understandings of communication might have for the design of such a system.
Preliminary research Results

Preliminary research was carried out with 8 older people (70-90; 4 women, 4 men; 4 computer users, 4 non-users) consisting of in-depth interviews on communication and ways of keeping in touch with family and friends. 6 interviews took place in participants’ sheltered housing, 2 took place at the university. Interviews lasted between 30 minutes and an hour and a half. Participants are identified by initials (all names have been changed). Twelve initial categories [2] were derived from the research:
1. Age-related conditions make communication by letter difficult. This is true both for manual dexterity impairments (LF) and for visual impairments, which affect both the ability to read and write letters: “I can’t see well enough to read letters - I’m almost blind in this eye - or to write them.” (PB).
2. Letters involve effort, “it’s just laziness [using the telephone]” (HK); letters also show you up: showing people your poor spelling and grammar, for example. Only one participant (WB), a retired teacher, regularly writes letters, but another participant commented that he only wrote letters if “someone’s holding a gun to my head or if it’s the only way I know to get in touch.” (CB). For WB, however, letters are a means of communicating something of himself, something that is lost when it is mediated by a machine, even a typewriter or a telephone.
3. Telephone calls are the preferred way to stay in touch. They are instant and provide security (HK). However, on telephones you can lose control of the conversation and can get distracted. Two participants mentioned needing to write down what they wanted to say before phone calls (HK and NI), and two participants found telephone calls uncomfortable and felt rushed by them (WB and NI).
4. Those living in sheltered housing placed emphasis on how good their families were, and how often they contacted them. Nonetheless, as PB noted, a good family does not mean you are not lonely, and loneliness is more of a problem at night than during the day. 

5. Those who did not use computers were either confirmed non-users (WB, EB) or had never had the opportunity to use one (PB, HK) but showed interest in finding out how to.
 Interest, however, was combined in HK’s case with nervousness and distrust of electrical items which, she felt, could start a fire if they malfunctioned. Both identified themselves as non-technical in precisely the same terms: “I can’t even set the video!”
6. Those who use email and computers use them to support, not replace, other forms of communication. 

7. All but one of the computer users preferred the telephone for serious issues. CB especially distinguished between computers as impersonal machines, and telephones which let you hear the person’s voice, meaning they cannot hide their feelings, but: “on a computer you could be sitting there with a face as long as a fiddle – but nobody knows unless you say.” (CB)
8. There are advantages to email, however: it is especially useful (and cheap) for keeping in touch with those at a distance. CB emails his sister in Canada; LF emails a daughter-in-law in Rhodes and NI noted: “I’m more in contact now with my family down in England than I’ve ever been.” You can send someone an email whether they are in or not (unlike the telephone), and you know they will get the message. However, you cannot make them check their email, which can be frustrating. 

9. Email is normally, initially at least, about keeping in touch with the young, and it is with younger family members, especially grandchildren, that communication is significantly increased. NI especially has seen far more regular contact with his grandson: “But now… he, the young lad, you know, he sends photographs now and that would never have happened [before]”
10. Computer communication is casual, informal and relaxed. It does not seem to be associated with the same stress as letter writing.  “I find that in my emails I’m just chatting, in general, like with my sons it’s always about sport and the young lad I say to him “you got a girlfriend yet?”…” (NI). CB feels that, with email, “If you can read it and understand it, that’s fine.”

11. The asynchronous nature of email is a positive aspect, not only because it allows communication with those in different time zones, but it allows you to communicate with friends at unsociable hours:
“…there was one night I was up, during the night, and I think I sent three or four emails, during the night and that lasted, you know, three or four hours. You know, it’s it’s great enjoyment as well...” (NI)
12. To use computers you need opportunity and support. NI had attended classes for 6 weeks but had learnt nothing because of a lack of suitably targeted support; HK had asked about computers in the library but was told to come back when the specialist was there and “it was too much of a hassle [to go back] – I couldn’t be bothered.”
Conclusion
The results of research with such a small group of interviewees can only suggest areas to be further explored, and, like all preliminary research, raises (rather than answers) questions. It seems reasonable to suggest that the telephone, which provides rich communication in an immediately accessible form, is central to older people’s ways of keeping in touch with family and friends. Use of the telephone has replaced letter-writing for this particular group. There is willingness and interest in computer use among most, although also some anxiety (see also [5]). For some, computer-based communication has enriched communication with family and friends and the informal and asynchronous aspects of email are especially advantageous. It is important that any computer-based communication system can be easily used, without training: although the potential usefulness of such a system is apparent, barriers or difficulties in accessing it will put people off, in the same way as difficulties setting advance recording times cause them to wholly neglect that aspect of the video recorder. 
The next stage of the research will be to extend the participant group, and follow up the areas initially raised. Note, for example, that none of the current participants had auditory or speech impairments which are likely to influence the usefulness of telephones for communication. 
There are all sorts of reasons why using a computer to mediate communication might be useful for older people, but only if we can design the system so that benefits are clear for the individual and so that it supports people’s current practices, rather than forcing them to adopt new and alien ways of keeping in touch.
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� The sheltered housing complex in which they lived was seeking funding for a computer, and this had been advertised by the duty manager. Undoubtedly this had an effect on their attitude.
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