Keeping in touch

Keeping in touch: talking to older people about computers and communication

Anna Dickinson

Applied Computing, University of Dundee, Dundee, DD1 4HN

adickinson@computing.dundee.ac.uk
Introduction

Email systems, while offering great potential to elderly people, remain difficult to use and inappropriate for this group of novice computer users. A study at the University of Dundee found only 50% of older novice computer users could use Microsoft Outlook Express to carry out  basic email tasks like reading a received message and replying to it  (Dickinson et al., 2005). Work on interface design has gone some way to removing the barriers (see, for example, (Hawthorn, 2003), but it is also important to understand that the context in which older, retired people use email is very different from the business or academic contexts in which most research is carried out. Indeed, the introduction of computer facilities into homes for the elderly has foundered on twin obstacles: the inappropriately difficult software interfaces, and the failure of researchers to adequately prepare for the environment they were entering (see, for example, (White et al., 2002). 

Research

In depth interviews about communication were carried out with 8 older people (70-90; 4 women, 4 men; 4 computer users, 4 non-users) who lived in their own homes. Participants were healthy and none were cognitively impaired. With the exception of one participant’s moderate hearing impairment, none of the participants had conditions which noticeably effected communicative ability. Participants signed consent forms and were told that results would all be anonymous and that they could stop at any time. Participants are identified by initials; all names have been altered.

The interviewees were divided equally between those who used computers and those who did not. With the exception of WS and CW, who were convinced non-users, the difference in use reflected opportunity. Even attending a class was no guarantee of your confidence with computers: CS had attended classes for 6 weeks but had learnt nothing because of a lack of suitable support, it was only when he received one-to-one, targeted support from a trainer that he started using a computer. 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.”
There was some nervousness about computers as electrical items which could start a fire if they malfunctioned, and reluctance in HK’s case to have one in her flat (although she was looking forward to the introduction of one in the sheltered housing complex).  Both PB and HK identified themselves as non-technical in precisely the same terms: “I can’t even set the video!”

Of the four computer users, three of them owned computers and used them to send regular emails. The fourth, MS, attended a computer class at a local learning flat but had not attended for several weeks because of illness. She has previously sent emails but did not anymore: when she had returned to the classes she found that her email account with Yahoo! had been automatically deleted. 

Those who use email use it to support, not to replace, other forms of communication.  All but one of the computer users used the telephone for longer conversations but used email as a way of keeping in touch informally between phone calls. All preferred the telephone for serious issues. CB especially felt that computers allowed people to disguise their true feelings: “on a computer you could be sitting there with a face as long as a fiddle – but nobody knows unless you say.” 

The asynchronous nature of emails was noted and appreciated. CB distinguished between telephoning someone, which was dependent on whether they were there to answer the phone or not, and emailing someone which you could do at any time “and they’ll get it when they check their email.” This removed the responsibility (and control) from the sender, which could be frustrating: “you can’t make them check it.” 

More importantly, however, email allows communication irrespective of time differences, allowing communication across time zones, CB says of his sister in Canada: “I can write about what’s happening to me now, while she’s sound asleep – like I’ll go home and say ‘I was at the university…’ – and I know she’ll get it when she wakes up, and she’ll ask me about it [while I’m asleep].”  In addition, you can email people when you feel like communicating, for example, when you are awake during the night:   “…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...” (CS), and this is clearly something that is not confined to those over 60:  “One morning the wee man [his grandson]… he woke up, he woke up in the early hours – I think it was when they were going away to America and he woke up and uh he’s excited and all – cos it’s his first time and that – and he sent me an email you know – and he said it was good, you know, that he had someone to talk to.” (CS).

Email is initially adopted as a way of staying in touch with younger family members, particularly grandchildren, although it is adult children who put pressure on their parents to start using it (CW; WS). CS 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]”

The informality of email communication is one of its most attractive features. The stress associated with letter writing does not seem to occur with email; there seems to be little emphasis on correct spelling or grammar. CB feels that, with email, “If you can read it and understand it, that’s fine” and was very irritated by the inbuilt spell-check: “I had it on – I don’t know how – and it drove me crazy – it would come up and tell me all the stuff I’d misspelt and it wouldn’t send it [the email].”  CS emphasised the use of email for casual conversation,  “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?”…”. He mentioned that before the interview he had received an email from a friend with whom he corresponded; the entire text of the email was: “I don’t think so!”  This was something, he felt, you would not make a phone call to say, but email, apparently paradoxically, gave a more “conversational” tone to distance communication.
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 questions instead of answering them. There is willingness and interest in computer use among most, although also some anxiety. 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. This research will continue with a wider group of older people, focusing especially on those who have not yet had the opportunity to use email and examining how it might fit into their lives and enrich their ways of keeping in touch.
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