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Abstract 
Age experiences are constructed in the way we address a certain age-group. People easily self-
stereotype and depersonalize themselves. “I am too old to learn” or “old dogs cannot learn new tricks”, 
are comments often heard in the context of technology in use.  

One of the largest issues today is the reshaping of the population pyramids and the rapid proportional 
growth of the senior population especially in Japan and Finland. The ageing phenomenon is also 
interesting because of its role as a change agent in the society. The nature and meaning of being 
senior is changing. Cohorts approaching the somewhat stigmatized old age today do not fit the 
perception of previous generations. Future seniors are described to be healthier, better educated and 
more active, have more money to spend and be more open to digital technologies than the previous 
generations. The so called “baby boomers” are expected to have an important impact on the global 
economy. They can also be trailblazers in reshaping stereotypes and attitudes related to seniors as 
learners and users of digital technologies. 

A promising trend reveals a change in the generational gap in technology use. While computers still 
remain the most used devices to access Internet among seniors, tablet computers have bridged the 
generational digital divide substantially. According to a global mobile consumer survey, adoption of 
tablet computers among people over 55 years has risen remarkably. Interestingly this same age group 
is the fastest growing demographic segment on social media sites. 

This article is a part of an EU funded study called AHEAD that addresses seniors in five countries. 

The article will elaborate upon the following issues: seniors as innovative technology users, social 
elements are essential in the learning process among seniors; creation of an experiential context 
encourages seniors to learn to use digital technology. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
One of the larger issues today is the reshaping of the population pyramids in an unforeseen manner. 
The proportion of the senior population is growing all over the world, even in developing countries. 
Also the amount of people over 80 years is estimated to double by year 2050. [1.] At the same time, 
the nature and meaning of being senior is changing. Cohorts approaching the somewhat stigmatized 
old age today do not fit the perception of previous generations. People over 60 years are described to 
be healthier, better educated and more active, have more money to spend and more open to digital 
technologies than the previous generations [2]. 

The ageing phenomenon is especially interesting because of its role as a change agent in the society. 
When discussing the societal ageing phenomenon the focus is in Finland mainly on the post-war age-
groups. Finland had namely after the war, in yrs. 1945-1950, extremely high birth rates [3]. Hereafter 
this group will be referred to as “baby boomers” knowing that the concept is used for a different age 
group in e.g. the U.S. 

“Baby boomers have radically transformed every stage of life through which they have travelled” [4]. 
Baby boomers can be seen as children of their time i.e. children of the cultural revolution in the 1960s 
(1958-1974) entailing new ways of looking at young age, beauty and authorities [5]. Ageing of the 
baby boomers will have an impact on the global economy but it will be of special interest to see what 
impact ageing will have on consumer culture and how the dialogue between marketers and elderly 
consumers will change the marketplace. It will also be interesting to see what the marketer-consumer 
dialectic in different consumption scapes will bring into the construction of the senior consumer’s 
identity and how it will be part of enhancing age and defying stereotypes.  
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The goal of this paper is to contribute to the scientific discussion on seniors as learners and bring 
elements to the debate concerning use and usefulness of technology by these customers. The focus 
is on mobile information and communication technology (ICT) devices, mainly tablets and 
smartphones. The paper presents a training concept developed together with seniors for teaching and 
learning to use tablets especially for promotion of sociability and sharing of experiences.  

This article is a part of an EU funded project called AHEAD which addresses seniors in five countries. 
AHEAD was funded by EU Lifelong Learning Programme (LLP), Grundtvig. The aim of AHEAD was to 
promote socialisation among seniors. The statement of the project was to “train high tech seniors for 
discovery”. The focus was on fostering active ageing of seniors and early retirees by enabling them to 
use digital technologies. To reach this goal a training concept and an app was developed to introduce 
seniors the possibilities in creating digital stories with mobile devices.  

2 LITERATURE 

2.1 Age stereotypes 
One important process when meeting seniors is age stereotyping. Ageing is a biological phenomenon 
but can also be seen as socially constructed in the relationships between people. Appropriate “ageing 
behaviour” is certainly socially constructed where we act as we suppose that the environment wants 
us to act. Different age-norms tell us how to behave, how to look and how to present ourselves [6].  
The ageing process can accelerate and can be a self-fulfilling prophecy. The memory capacity of 
seniors can increase when they are presented with the positive stereotype ‘wise’ as opposed to the 
negative stereotype ‘senile’ [7]. Stereotypes might cause barriers for seniors to adopt. If seniors think 
they cannot learn to use new technology because they belong to a stereotypical group of 
“technophobes”, they might fall outside the digital world. Sometimes people may self-stereotype in 
order to protect themselves. Stereotypes can be used for keeping a status quo for example when one 
is unsure about what the use of technology could mean in the daily life (cf with the “psychological 
functions of self-stereotyping”) [8].  

Stereotypes can be seen as mental shorthand that helps to save cognitive resources [9]. Stereotypes 
are considered “abstract knowledge structures linking a social group to a set of traits or behavioural 
characteristics” [10]. Important and suitable for the context of this study is that stereotypes serve both 
social and cognitive functions [11]. Stereotypes can also be used to create social identity [12], inform 
about social reality [13] and justify existing social orders [14]. 

Stereotypes can affect how we treat others especially if we do not have enough time for making our 
own judgments. The relationship between category-based impressions or stereotyping and information 
about an individual, can been seen as linear; the more information the less stereotyping and the other 
way around [15].  

With our paper we aim to show that educational gerontology and technology-based services created 
with seniors need to address the possible stereotyping processes. Stereotyping, as a concept, has a 
negative ring because of its appearance in the context of prejudice and discrimination [16]. 
Stereotyping usually has a purpose as it aims at “protecting the value system which underlies the 
division of the surrounding world” [17]. This knowledge “guides the processing of information about the 
group” [10].  What is especially interesting in the sometimes categorizing view of stereotyping, is that 
some researchers have considered affect to be part of stereotyping processes [e.g.18]. Affect is 
treated apart from the more theoretical cognitive view of stereotyping.  To include affect and emotions 
as important in the stereotyping process could be workable in the learning context, because research 
suggests that seniors have more emotional ways to look at reality [19]. Shiffman & Sherman [20] have 
made an important comparison of new-age seniors and so-called traditional stereotypical seniors. 
Characteristics as selective innovativeness, thorough knowledge, and financial security are typical for 
the new-age consumer who feels thinks and “does” younger. The opposite view is still going strong 
and can be classified as stereotypes, though some transition can be experienced.  Another example of 
the opposite to the usual age stereotype is that some studies have shown that people over 55 years 
are more probable to use internet to purchase books for example than other adults [21].  
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2.2 Seniors as technology users 
Over half of Americans over 65+ are connected to internet [22]. Computers remain the most used 
devices to access Internet by seniors, even though mobile devices have bridged the generational 
digital divide substantially. Especially tablets, have their advantages because they are portable and 
easier to use than desktop computers [23]. These hand-held devices allow a constant access to 
information, navigating, being connected or capturing and sharing experiences in a digital format.  

According to a global mobile consumer survey, adoption of tablets among people over 55 years has 
risen steadily. Interestingly this same age group is the fastest growing demographic segment on social 
media sites. However, they don’t always fully exploit the possibilities of their mobile devices. According 
to a Finnish study, one third of Finns over 55 years have never uploaded an application for their 
mobile device. [24.] Although the penetration of mobile devices seems promising, there might be a lot 
to catch up by seniors in the actual usage of these devices. Especially seniors don’t fully exploit the 
possibilities of their mobile devices even though, the majority considers the services offered by the 
apps good and interesting. In Finland, a third of seniors (55+) have never uploaded an application for 
their mobile device. At the same time a half of these Finns have not used internet with their 
smartphones [24]. 

A digital divide exists between younger and older generations in many countries. This divide does not 
only exist between the younger and older generations but also among the seniors; the age of 75 years 
seems often to set a boundary [26]. The adoption of digital communication seems to continue 
especially among younger (< 75 years), higher-income, and more highly educated seniors [27]. Fear 
of digital devices (technophobia) is as common among women and men [28]. Many seniors are 
interested in using new technologies such as tablets and smartphones, but they need advice in 
purchasing, utilizing, and troubleshooting the new devices [22].  

Younger seniors (<75 yrs.), such as the Finnish baby boomers, have more likely embraced new 
technology probably during work life [23]. Over time the generational divide is only going to narrow 
faster and faster when more and more people belonging to the baby boom generation reach their third 
life stage. In the end, also the younger generations, born and raised in the digital world, will get older. 
Senior technophobes might soon become an extinct species. 

The discussion of, how big the generational divide or how many percentages use different devices or 
applications inside the devices does not provide deeper understanding and solutions to bridge the 
divide. Therefore, it is more fruitful to focus on the factors affecting this divide: what are the obstacles 
and motivations of using and adopting ICT by seniors. Some studies suggest that use of digital 
technology among seniors is often related to their other interests or hobbies and to sharing their 
thoughts and experiences using email [26]. Seniors are interested in adopting technologies that they 
perceive as practical and useful [27]. The famous model of technology acceptance (TAM) emphasizes 
that perceived usefulness and perceived ease-of-use are the main predictors for the technology 
adoption by both current users and nonusers of the technology. When social networking sites are 
taken into account trust is added to the list [28]. The simplicity and ease of use in new technologies is 
not enough alone. The influence of socialization agents is important in the life of seniors. Support and 
encouragement from so called “warm experts” or “circles of people” with technology literacy are 
important. Younger family members are often gatekeepers of new technology. Social norms and social 
relationships such as social pressure from family influence the adoption positively [29][30].   

Although social elements are important in the adoption process of ICT, controversy and negative 
attitudes toward social networking sites exist among seniors, especially towards Facebook. Social 
networking tools are seen mainly as communication tools for distant locations [31]. When seniors get 
aware, build trust and start using social media their attitudes change rapidly [32]. Social networking 
can offer major benefits for seniors. Actually young seniors (<75yrs) are the fastest growing 
demographic segment on social media sites in America [33]. They are mostly interested in 
communicating and sharing things with people with whom they are connected also outside internet. 
Even co-creation of narratives with other users can interest seniors though mainly when the narratives 
are connected to real, offline social relations, common history and collective memory [34]. 
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2.3 Seniors as learners 
The baby boomer generation reaching their senior age is likely to promote a positive change in ICT 
adoption and use even though sociocultural changes in the everyday lives of seniors take more time 
[35]. However, teachers and trainers should focus on identifying innovative ways to address the 
attitudes and beliefs of seniors and facilitate learning and self-efficacy. The potential anxiety towards 
learning new technologies should be kept in mind and the relevance of the technology in the life of the 
seniors and the easiness of use should be emphasized [23]. 

A previous EU project called ICT4T indicated elements such as self-guided learning, participatory 
course design and reflection activities successful in teaching seniors. Self-guided learning means that 
that the course structures are flexible and allow seniors to set their own goals and timetable. 
Participatory course design means that the course is designed together with the participants to enable 
full appreciation of their needs and expectations. Through reflection activities the participants build 
profound understanding of the issue. [36.] 

Before introducing the different functions of social media, the overall concepts should be defined and 
presented in a comprehensive way by using terminology and metaphors seniors already know. It is 
important to respond and reflect the concerns seniors have about trust and privacy issues. Again, 
social media feel should be made personally relevant and valuable [37]. 

3 STUDY 
The aim of this action research was to promote changes in attitudes and behaviours among seniors 
towards mobile devices and the use of apps. Seniors were studied by interviewing and creation of 
personas. On this basis a training course that introduces mobile technologies in the context of creating 
digital travel stories was co-designed, further developed and tested with the seniors in Finland. 

3.1 Interviews 
One-to-one semi-structured interviews were carried out in autumn 2014 in Helsinki Metropolitan Area. 
The goal was to provide an in-depth understanding of seniors’ individual and contextual needs in 
designing a pilot course that introduces mobile technologies in the context of creating digital travel 
stories. The interviews focused on understanding the ways seniors capture, store and share their 
travel experiences. In addition, interviews touched upon the roles travelling, information technology 
(ICT) and social networking services (SNS) had in the person’s life. Nature of the interviews was 
conversational and open, which encouraged the participants to share and reflect their experiences 
freely. Participants were encouraged to share stories of their past experiences about travelling and 
usage of ICT.  

A total of 15 interviews were conducted during which 17 individuals aged between 59-73 years were 
interviewed. Average age of the participants was 63,5 years. 14 of the participants were women and 
three men. Three interviewers conducted the interviews face-to-face either in participant’s’ home or in 
public space such as library or cafe. Duration of interviews ranged between 30 minutes and 75 
minutes.  

The interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed to find common themes and patterns in 
seniors’ life situations, beliefs, attitudes and behaviours. Each interviewee was also placed on an 
insight poster that contained most relevant information and a photo resembling the person. This 
helped to easily reflect on the interview data. 

3.2 Creation of personas 
Creation of personas was chosen as a method to synthesize and communicate the understanding 
gained from the interviews. This methodological tool stems from the field of information design. It can 
offer a rich and approachable insight into the typical users. Personas are fictional archetypes 
representing the target users of the designed service.  Personas “smooth out the idiosyncrasies of real 
individual people while retaining the patterns of needs and behaviours in the target market. At the 
same time, a persona retains enough human detail to feel like a real person.” [38.] Although personas 
are fictional presentations of users, they are based on real needs, frustrations and motivations. Data 
forms the skeleton of the persona, whereas storytelling makes it look and feel more real. Personas 
help to build empathy towards the users in a more emotional and social level than statistical 
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segmentation would [39]. Personas are also an effective way to communicate the users’ perspectives 
among different stakeholders. 

In this study, personas were first created from interview data to synthesize and communicate the 
findings in an emphatic way. The created personas served as reference points throughout the process 
of designing and iterating the training concept based on characteristics and needs of the actual 
participants. After the piloting activities the personas were iterated to fit with the full understanding of 
the seniors even though, the personas actually didn’t need to be changed very much.  

3.3 Co-designing and piloting a training course 
Three pilot courses were organized to co-develop and test the training concept. The training took 
place at Laurea University of Applied Sciences, Finland between January and April 2015. The course 
activities progressed from basic functions of a tablet computer to creating digital stories with a mobile 
app. Each course consisted of 12-15 hours of training and each session lasted three to four hours. 
Sessions were held once a week over the course of three consecutive weeks. Two trainers facilitated 
the sessions with the help of three young student assistants. Altogether 50 seniors aged between 61-
85 years took part in the training activities. The number of participants in each session ranged from 11 
to 19. Every senior took part in at least in two sessions. The majority of the participants (38) were 
women. Nearly half (22) of the participants had their own tablet, the rest of them used the tablet 
provided at the course. All, except one participant, had basic computer skills such as using internet 
and email.  

Information on the learners and their learning process was gathered through discussions, interviews 
and observation as well as through written feedback. Throughout the course participants were 
encouraged to ask questions, share their experiences, give feedback and make propositions 
concerning the content of the training sessions.  

4 KEY FINDINGS 

4.1 Personas 
Initially three personas were created, but only two of them are presented in this paper: Soile “the 
social experiencer” and Reetta (“the reflective experiencer) (see table 1). The typical denominator of 
the two personas presented was the somewhat low level of self-efficacy toward learning new 
technology. What differentiated the participants, from the perspective of developing a training concept, 
was their approach towards this low self-efficacy and learning. Soile presents learners whose self-
concept… Reetta, on the other hand, believes more on her own abilities to learn, but she needs 
inspiration. Also the needs of social aspects for the training differed.  Part of the participants gained 
valued and embraced more sharing their learnings with others (Soile persona). Others focused more 
on the technology itself, wanting guidance only in the beginning (Reetta persona).  

The third persona, excluded from this paper, represented a less common type of senior whose skills  
already has a high level of skills in using tablets and high self-confidence related to ICT. This persona 
was excluded from the following description because of the need to focus the article to the users who 
struggle most with learning ICT and thereby would be more likely to participate in courses teaching 
basics of tablets. 

Educational professionals can use the personas as inspiration and reference when developing adult 
education courses on ICT. Personas can help to engage with the potential users and thereby to 
develop motivating and inspiring learning experiences with ICT. 
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Table1: Typical senior learners presented as personas. 

4.2 Training concept 
The content and execution of the training concept was co-developed together with the seniors. The 
first challenge was to find a way to help people with little or no previous experience of mobile devices 
to participate in designing a training concept.  A generative design framework inspired this approach. It 
consisted of the following elements: 1) immersion into current experiences, 2) activation of feelings 
and memories, 3) dreaming of the future, 4) generating and expressing new ideas related to the future 
experiences [40]. Learning objectives for each session were limited to three. The activities progressed 
from basic functions of a tablet computer to creating digital stories with a mobile app. 

The course started with an inspirational workshop, where motivation and interest were evoked to help 
to lower the threshold of approaching new technology. Participants were asked to reflect and share 
their current challenges and motivations in capturing and sharing travel or life experiences in general. 
After this the participants were presented the evolution of capturing, storing and sharing travel 
experiences all the way from the physical photos, albums and post cards to the digital era. The 
presented photos were chosen on the basis of the insights gained from the interviews. Many of the 
digital era photos were unfamiliar but relevant digital solutions. The purpose of this “time travel” 
exercise was to activate feelings and memories from the past [19], point out familiar things as well as 
to inspire to think of all the possibilities. These exercises helped the participants to express their wants 
and needs as well as to generate new ideas on how sharing their experiences. It turned out to be 
important that the focus was turned on tablets only after this introduction. 

The course outline was presented metaphorically as a journey to discovering the possibilities of 
tablets. Travelling provided a relevant and inspiring context for learning how to use tablets.  

The course concentrated on the ways tablets can help the seniors. Learning objectives were formed 
from the insights gained from interviews and the warming up workshops. Activities were chosen that 
would be important and inspiring for the seniors in the context of travelling such as preparing for a trip 
by packing a digital suitcase, capturing moments during a trip, creating audio-visual stories. Technical 
facts and terms were excluded unless they were asked about. The following applications were 
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introduced: Google maps, Google translate, weather apps, photo editor apps, photo show generators. 
Participants were also introduces several ways of sharing experiences.  

In the beginning of every session at least 30 minutes were allocated for reflecting the homework and 
possible challenges the participants had faced. This helped to reinforce the skills and address 
problems early on. Everyone sharing their experiences built rapport among the group and showed that 
others had similar kind of challenges.  

Interactive and highly visual PowerPoint presentations were used to inspire and introduce the 
concepts, functions and benefits of the tasks. Videos like the evolution of the desk or examples of 
digital stories were used for explaining the changes that have happened. Technology and unfamiliar 
terms were introduced with familiar metaphors from the past (e.g. choosing a Wi-Fi connection 
reminded choosing a radio station). The benefits of the applications were always stated explicitly and 
discussed with participants. Creating a wow effect about the possibilities of mobile devices was also a 
successful strategy to keep participants motivated (e.g. screenshot, voice search, navigation, 
geolocation). 

After the first pilot course it came very evident that seniors needed more time and guidance in 
understanding the logic of basic functionalities of a tablet. Thus, a document camera was taken into 
use. It enabled to show all the participants simultaneously the basic logic of specific tasks on the tablet 
which the participants appreciated very much.  

A central issue of the learning tasks was to encourage trying out things alone, with a pair or in small 
groups. Participants were actually encouraged to “get lost in the device”. Adopting a trial and error 
learning approach was first hard for some participants, but later on it became easier; as one 
participant stated, “trying out is the only way to learn these days when things change so fast”. The 
trainers and assistants were constantly available for helping with various issues and challenges. 
Participants were encouraged to ask questions throughout the sessions. This personalized help the 
participants considered very valuable. 

Between sessions participants were assigned small tasks as homework to deepen the key learnings. 
This helped in overcoming perceptions such as:  “I can do it here, but I doubt if I can do it when I get 
back home”. It was even encouraged to “mess up the device” for the next session. When participants 
then realized it is really hard to mess up the device, they got more confidence in trying new things on 
their own. The homework the participants liked most was the one where they were asked to take 
photos for a digital story. During the last session the participants were assisted in creation of an audio-
visual slideshow for sharing their story. Learning to express one’s self digitally raised self-confidence.  

Peer-to-peer support was very important for the learning experience. One of the participants 
expressed it in the following way: “I always thought that when it comes to learning to use these 
technical things I’m somehow stupid. It was motivating to realize that I’m not the only one who has 
problems with these devices; others have the similar problems. I got relieved and more self-confident”.  
The training concept evolved to meet the needs and wants of seniors. Time, patience and clear 
structure were main development areas when iterating the concept. 

5 DISCUSSION 
The study reinforced our understanding that seniors are an interesting target group for training ICT 
[34]. Seniors should be considered as active users of the services that tablets can enable, instead of 
passive recipients [2] [7] [15] [20] [21]. Training can help seniors to integrate new technology to their 
life in new and often even unexpected ways [35]. However, new innovative approaches for 
encouraging seniors to learn to use and fully exploit the wide range of possibilities of tablets are 
needed [36].  

The chosen context of travelling turned out to be motivating. Practices related to preparing for a trip, 
capturing moments during the trip, compiling stories and sharing them were considered inspiring. The 
participants became interested in various apps and found them relevant and useful. Raising interest 
towards the tablets enabled to lower barriers and reinforced self-efficacy.  

Half of the participants joined the training because they were interested in buying a tablet but were still 
hesitating. Those who already had their own tablet joined the training because they had difficulties in 
using the tablet and used them in limited ways. The apps on their devices were scarce, mainly 
installed at delivery or by a family member. Low self-efficacy towards problem solving seemed to lead 
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to feelings of insecurity and helplessness. Confronting problems with the device ended easily at giving 
up.  

The persona design method [39] [40] helped to avoid stereotyping seniors and to reflect on most 
relevant learning objectives. The generative design approach [41] proved to be useful in co-designing 
the course. The participants were encouraged to articulate their needs and challenges in learning to 
use ICT.  

The course did not start with the features of the devices but by listening to the current needs of the 
participants in completing relevant tasks. Referring to the past in the analogical world enabled to bind 
learning to previous experiences and practices and to make the change explicit and familiarize new 
things. Surprising the participants by presenting various possibilities offered by the apps (e.g. voice 
search, navigation with maps, photo geolocation and photo collages) evoked curiosity and inspired the 
participants. Introducing various ways of sharing photos and stories interested the participants. 
Sharing experiences with others and understanding mutual problems in adopting digital 
communication and using the devices motivated the learners. Peer-to-peer learning promoted 
overcoming various challenges, diminishing self-criticism and reinforcing self-efficacy. 

To conclude, taking an iterative and participatory approach turned out to be important for to designing 
a training concept. The experimental culture promoted common understanding between the trainers 
and the learners and changed their attitudes towards seniors as digital storytellers. The piloted training 
concept could be applied further in more informal learning contexts such as a real trip. 
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