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Abstract: An investigation of smartcard technologies and e-consultation systems in local government, taking place in Sheffield and the Black Country, is using older people as part of the usability testing and evaluation panels. A number of panels and workshops have been conducted since late 2004 to elicit requirements, explore usability and, most recently, evaluate some of the devised products. Many of these groups contained older people in various roles, including IT learners, members of Credit Unions and participants in social groups.

As well as deriving usability data from these potential users, we have also observed the behaviour of older people in the study and will report some of our observations. A group of older people is just as varied as any other segment of the population and just as articulate about their requirements as younger IT users, but with less jargon. They display irritation with their physical competencies in using the technology, but equal irritation with the technology for not accommodating their inadequacies. Using these participants to generate ‘pastiche scenarios’ about smartcards has tapped a rich vein of experience and humour. The interim results from the project have provided the smartcard developers with a great deal of useful feedback.

1 INTRODUCTION

The DATES (Developing Access Tokens for eServices) project, funded by the ODPM, is being carried out by staff in Sheffield Hallam University’s Faculty of Arts, Computing, Engineering and Science. It is part of a consortium of local governments and developers in Sheffield and the Black Country and will be completed in September 2005. This concerns the development of smartcards for use in financial and learning environments and is exploring the attitudes, concerns and requirements of users in under-represented groups in the community. These include the ‘unbanked’; young people not in work or study; people, particularly women, whose first language is not English; and older people who may or may not have experience of IT. This project is the main source of the observations reported here.

2 CONTEXT

The underlying premise of the DATES project is that the initial authentication and the ability to use the range of current and planned e-services is often a particular problem for certain disadvantaged groups. These groups can either find it difficult, physically or logically, to access these services, or are unmotivated to do so due to lack of opportunity or incentive in use. The DATES project seeks to make use of recent technological advances to help close the digital divide, providing increased security for authenticated access and a means of easing and motivating the user to access these services. 
3 METHODS

The first phase of the DATES project consisted of semi-structured discussion about high capacity storage technology, mobile communication technology and smart-cards. These focus groups included between 6 and 10 participants, and utilised appropriate prompt material (e.g. mobile phones, smart cards, memory sticks). The second phase consisted of usability workshops of between 5 and 8 people. The workshops combined structured discussion and two specific exercises: a ‘pastiche scenario’ exercise [1] and a resource allocation exercise

In the workshops users were introduced to the scenario writing technique. They were then dealt cards suggesting particular activities (collecting a pension, claiming housing benefit etc.), possible characters with whom the participants would be familiar (Scrooge, Victor Meldrew, Dot & Nick Cotton, etc.) and possible life events that might alter the scenario (being in hospital, having recently become unemployed, death of a partner etc.) to prompt their creation of new scenarios that sought to match the proposed technologies with their own values and lifestyles. These scenarios were also discussed to identify services and design features that might be valued by each user group. They were also used to identify potential usability and compatibility issues that could impact on the technology. 

4 EXAMPLE OF SCENARIO CREATED AT THE AGEWELL USABILITY WORKSHOP

‘Fagin attends a course at Agewell (but his smart-card isn’t working because he washed it in his jeans).

He slides his card into the card reader; it doesn’t work so he can’t get in. He buzzes up to the receptionist and explains. (He reviews the situation.)

“How do we know it is you?”

He answers the security questions correctly so they let him in. (The card holds this information, which Agewell holds on its database.) When he gets in, they explain to him how he can get a new card. 

Where would the new card come from? What about the expiry date? Fagin could prove who he was when getting the new card by using his thumbprint/iris scan. Fagin tried to pick a pocket or two to get another card but found his thumbprint did not allow him to use them.

National Insurance number is unique, so this could be another identifier. The combination with thumbprint/iris should be foolproof.

Fagin got a new copy of all his Agewell A-level Accountancy coursework onto his new card, plus all of his personal details and previous qualifications. After this, he turned over a new leaf and applied for the post of Senior Lecturer at Sheffield Hallam as Head of IS — proving what qualifications he had by showing them his smart-card information.’

5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

A group of older people is just as varied as any other segment of the population and just as articulate about their requirements as younger IT users, but with less jargon. They display irritation with their physical competencies in using the technology, but equal irritation with the technology for not accommodating their inadequacies. Using these participants to generate ‘pastiche scenarios’ about smartcards has tapped a rich vein of experience and humour. The interim results from the project have provided the smartcard developers with a great deal of useful feedback.
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