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Social Science Research on Technology
and the Elderly – Does it Exist?

Britt Östlund

Despite the fact that old people´s technological needs have been given much atten-
tion to in the last decennium, especially old users of information- and communica-
tion technology, technology has not found its natural place in research on ageing in
modern societies. This article examines to what extent social science research exist
in the field of ageing and technology and where we can find the interface between
technological and social science expertise. Scientific publications during the period
1983-2002 are analysed in terms of theoretical content, the role of the elderly as
being regarded as objects or subjects, and if technology is called into question in
any respect. Scientific well-grounded knowledge exist besides less well-substanti-
ated assumptions regarding the effects of technology and a premature body of
thoughts on the relationship between technology and the elderly.
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ageing as part of their activities. Biolo-
gists study the physical changes associ-
ated with ageing, economists study the
role of the elderly in social economics,
social psychologists study role changes,
etc. The American sociologist Robert
Atchley (1997) has pointed out how a
number of sciences address four aspects
of ageing in this regard – the physical, the
psychological, the psychosocial and the
social, which are referred to collectively
as gerontology.

Another approach to categorisation
views gerontology as a collective term for
research on the elderly from social sci-
ence, behavioural science and cultural

As an area of research, technology and
the elderly can best be understood
through its historical evolution. It is a
relatively new field. The extent to which
it can be viewed as an established area
of research, or perhaps more aptly a po-
tential research area, constitutes the pri-
mary issue addressed in this paper.

Although technology issues are well
established in a number of disciplines
and research directions, they have not
yet found their natural place among re-
searchers examining ageing and the eld-
erly. Many disciplines and research di-
rections currently include the particular
study of the problems associated with
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science perspectives, while geriatrics
covers the medical aspects. It must also
be noted that many other researchers in
both the social sciences and technologi-
cal fields are engaged in research on age-
ing and the elderly without considering
themselves to be gerontologists and
geriatricians. Regardless of categorisa-
tion, no research orientation which re-
lates technology to ageing and the eld-
erly has existed until quite recently. From
having constituted a particularly mar-
ginalised issue which was noted in iso-
lated cases, the elderly became a central
theme in connection with the develop-
ment of information and communica-
tions technology in the 1990s. The issue
of the elderly and technology had been
noted earlier at a few conferences and
in connection with evaluations of secu-
rity alarm systems (Robinson et al., 1983;
Ström & Ottosson, 1986; Grip, 1978;
Wallengren & Samuelsson, 1988). Visions
of the role of the elderly in the IT society
were articulated in a number of policy
documents which put the issue on the
political agenda and resulted in funding
for research and development (Bange-
mann, 1994; Swedish Government Of-
fices, 1995/96; Swedish Handicap Insti-
tute, 1997). Part of the reason for paying
such close attention to the elderly in the
context of a technological society con-
cerns the need for markets in which to
sell the new technological advances. But
another part is due to increased aware-
ness of a growing elderly population in
the Western world, and to assumptions
about the problems associated with this
increase.

The term “gerontechnology” was
coined in the early 1990s in connection
with these developments. Gerontech-
nology, which derives from a Man-Ma-

chine perspective, is intended to com-
pensate for human deficiencies and pre-
vent ageing-related effects. Social sci-
ence researchers are contributing their
knowledge in collaboration with re-
searchers from natural science back-
grounds, applications-oriented engi-
neers, architects and designers. The aim
is to apply social scientists’ knowledge
of the needs and life situations of the eld-
erly to making products and systems
which are optimally adapted for the eld-
erly. Gerontechology, however, has not
been embraced by all social science re-
searchers. Some are critical of the con-
cept based on what they perceive to be
incomplete perceptions of human be-
haviour, and stereotypical images of eld-
erly technology users.

This divide between researchers
trained in the social sciences who accept
a division of labour in which they devote
themselves to the non-technical issues
and those who do not is readily appar-
ent in the literature survey presented
here. The issue of what is to be consid-
ered technical or non-technical raises
fundamental questions of scientific
theory as it relates to the social science
mission. In other words, how do re-
searchers with technology backgrounds
think in comparison with those trained
in the social sciences?

Neither has it been possible to avoid
such issues in the work of analysing the
material included in the research survey.
How is technology to be understood in
relation to ageing? Where does the inter-
face between technological and social
science expertise in this context lie? Why
is it difficult for social scientists to accept
gerontechnology? What is the attitude of
the researcher with a social science
background toward technology? What
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contributions can be derived from a so-
cial science perspective?

Renewed Calls for an
Interdisciplinary Approach

The research funding which was made
possible when the elderly garnered at-
tention as an important group in the IT
society of the future emphasised the
need for collaborative interaction be-
tween technical expertise and knowl-
edge of the needs of the elderly and their
integration into society. Arenas were cre-
ated in which researchers from different
backgrounds could engage one another.
One underlying idea was that collabora-
tion among such researchers would
solve problems that neither engineers
nor geriatrics researchers could solve by
themselves. This type of thinking is not
new.

The discourse concerning the prob-
lem of a lack of communication between
the natural sciences and the humanities,
and its consequences, often takes as its
starting point Charles P. Snow’s book
concerning the two cultures (Snow,
1993). Considering the current discus-
sion, it appears that the gap between the
cultures is deepening at the same time
as the demand for interdisciplinary re-
search is increasing. One example is the
American debate, in which the lack of
such communication is evinced by natu-
ral scientists that criticise humanists for
undermining public confidence in ra-
tionality and objectivity.1  We know at the
same time that interdisciplinary initia-
tives are common today.

Snow’s thought process was actually
quite simple, insofar as he called atten-
tion to these deficiencies and believed
that they could be resolved by reorgan-

ising the educational system. Such
thinking presumes that different re-
search traditions are capable of engag-
ing and cross-fertilising one another. In
addition to obstacles which have to do
with academic traditions, differing lin-
guistic usage and people’s willingness or
unwillingness to collaborate, such a
meeting of the minds also presumes the
existence of an area of overlapping in-
terests, or of a logic which is meaningful
to both sides.

The author’s own experiences derived
from participating in one of these EU-
funded projects concerning technology
and the elderly, COST A5: Ageing and
Technology, have demonstrated the
need for an interdisciplinary approach.
There is in fact a tendency to underesti-
mate the theoretical starting points. So-
cial scientists are often more interested
in reflecting on the origins of technology
and the forces which drive it than are
technology researchers. In this context,
the question of the best way to create
interaction between elderly people and
the use of technology in their daily lives
has been reduced to a matter of wedding
technology, which is taken as a given,
with agreed conceptions regarding the
elderly. It is not uncommon for the eld-
erly to be assigned the role of object
rather than subject, and perceptions re-
garding how technological development
proceeds are particularly deterministic
and linear.

When it comes to technology and the
elderly, these problems become espe-
cially evident. The elderly are so obvi-
ously the objects of other people’s pre-
conceptions about their needs and ca-
pabilities. Thus the technological devel-
opment which is currently targeting the
elderly finds that these preconceptions
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conform well to notions of what technol-
ogy should be contributing. One exam-
ple is the preconception that informa-
tion technology should serve as a tool for
elderly people to create social contacts
and keep themselves informed. This is
an obvious conclusion if ageing is gen-
eralised as a state in which one spends
the bulk of one’s time at home, has lim-
ited mobility and a diminished capacity
to meet people in other ways. Listening
to elderly people, one quickly realises that
such generalisations are not tenable.

The Contribution of Social Science
to Research on Technology and the
Elderly

The Danish professor of social planning
Bent Flyvbjerg has addressed the issue
of the nature of the genuine contribu-
tion which social science research has to
make. He believes that it is better to ac-
centuate the differences than to have
social science research emulate and
adapt to natural science research, as it
often does (Flyvbjerg, 2001).

By referring back to Aristotle’s con-
cepts of episteme, techne and phronesis,
Flyvbjerg shows that natural scientific
knowledge and philosophically rooted
research have entirely different focuses.
He thus rejects attempts to have these
researchers engage on the same level, or
believes at any rate that such an ap-
proach is fair to neither epistemological
orientation. Clearly, social-science ori-
ented researchers can make contribu-
tions to projects with technical applica-
tions, but these researchers can be most
useful when they make use of their dis-
tinctive focus.

In the Aristotelian sense, natural sci-
entific knowledge is characterised by

episteme, an analytical approach in
which generalisability and independ-
ence of context are considered to be
characteristic of knowledge. Techne re-
fers to applied technical knowledge and
practical attainments characterised by
an instrumental rationality. The modern
equivalents of techne are technique and
technology. Phronesis, which is the third
Aristotelian concept, refers to the ethi-
cal, practical, pragmatic and behaviour-
oriented aspects which Flyvbjerg be-
lieves characterise social science re-
search. The emphasis here is on practice
before discourse, and on the value of
grounding problems in their context.
The demand for generalisability and
context-independent theorisation thus
becomes irrelevant.

Table 1 illustrates how researchers
from a technology background and those
from a social science background tend to
think, and what distinguishes them.
Technical research is characterised by an
analytical thought process which strives
for objectivity, generalisability and inde-
pendence from context. The technical
researcher is driven to apply technical
knowledge to solve problems or, in some
other way, create new possibilities for
people. To be able to do this (and it is
implicitly assumed possible) these re-
searchers must find a means of identify-
ing and categorising needs for which
technical solutions are to be created.
One of the things expected of social sci-
ence researchers is that they will contrib-
ute to such categorisations. In other
words, the technology already exists, and
now the problem is to find appropriate
corresponding categories.

Social science research is character-
ised as subject-oriented, empirical and
grounded in context. This does not mean
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that social science research does not
strive for general elements, but rather
that these elements are based on the re-
sults of studies of practical behaviour
rather than causal links. The technology
is not a given but rather can itself serve
as the object of research and redesign
(just as the concept of the elderly can).
Collaboration with technical research on
social science’s own terms thus leads to
increased knowledge and understand-
ing of social actions and daily routines.

The Concept of Power is Key

Flyvbjerg devotes a great deal of space
to the concept of power. Because the
social science mission is ethical, practi-
cal, pragmatic and behaviour-oriented,
the concept of power is unavoidable.
Flyvbjerg believes that it constitutes the
core of social science and philosophy,
and quotes Bertrand Russell in that “the
fundamental concept in social science
is Power, in the same sense in which En-

Table 1. Survey of concepts derived from Aristotle. Interpretation of how
technology researchers and social science researchers think about
technology.

Technology in social science research –
Phronesis

Epistemological interests

Ethical, practical, pragmatic and

behaviour-oriented knowledge.

Context-dependent.

View of technology

What creates change? How?

For whom? What creates differences?

Focus

Both the elderly and technology are

objects for research.

Access and use of technology by the

elderly are results of the social order.

Expectations on what social science

contribute to phronesis

Understanding of human behaviour

and daily routines.

The concept of power is key.

Technology in technical research –
Techne

Epistemological interests

Application of analytical knowledge

which is generalisable and context-

independent. Practical attainments

characterised by instrumental rationality.

View of technology

Technology creates change.

Technology solves problems, compen-

sates, prevents, enables.

Focus

The elderly are the focus, the technol-

ogy is given.

The elderly have needs that technology

can meet.

Expectations on what social science

contribute to techne

Knowledge of a non-technical nature.

The concept of power is irrelevant.
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ergy is the fundamental concept in phys-
ics” (Flyvbjerg, 2002). This is often the
point most clearly noticeable when a
social scientist works in collaboration
with a technical researcher. The concept
of power is irrelevant from a techne per-
spective. (see Table 1). This does not
mean that engineers are not interested
in modifications or well-defined needs
when developing applications. It means
that changing power structures is not at
the heart of technical research unless
social science perspectives are inte-
grated. Conversely, it is by focusing on
power and influence that the social sci-
entist can answer many questions con-
cerning the availability of technology
among various groups of people, and the
importance it assumes in different
physical and social contexts.

Flyvbjerg discusses the concept of
power based on a number of authors and
compares Steven Lukes with Foucault.
Lukes believes that there are two types
of questions regarding power which are
important: the results of power being ex-
ercised, and the location of the power
centre. From Lukes’ perspective, the fol-
lowing questions are important: Who
can alter the interests of whom? Who has
control over whom? Who has control
over resources? Who is responsible for
the results? Who gets to divide the re-
sults? Where is the source of change lo-
cated? Where would alternative actions
have made a difference? Foucault on the
other hand believes that power is an at-
tribute of a complex strategic situation
in a society at a given time. For him,
power cannot be sought in a centre. It is
present everywhere and can arise in
many different ways. He provides us with
an approach which makes it possible
to analyze social practices, both the of-

ficial discourses embodied in social poli-
cies and informal discourses among
those operating and implementing poli-
cies and knowledge. One field where a
Foucauldian perspective is significant is
in the discourse of community care and
old people’s welfare, more precisely his
analysis of punishment and medicine
and the construction of patients through
disciplinary techniques (Foucault, 1977).

Rethinking gerontology in these terms
reveals the rationalities and technolo-
gies of care management which aims to
construct the “elderly person” and sur-
vey older people. Safety alarms and resi-
dential control systems telling old peo-
ple when to wake up and when to take
their medicine are examples of such sur-
veillance technologies. These technolo-
gies that seem to empower old people is
in fact, based on a Foucauldian perspec-
tive, a strategy of power and domination
practiced by care managers, gerontolo-
gists and experts (Powell, 2004). The no-
tion of the stereotypical elderly person
constructed through these disciplinary
techniques hold more than one dimen-
sion. In his article, James Powell points
out the dimension of normalization
power when old users of surveillance
applications are called service users,
consumers or clients. Another dimen-
sion is the need for generalized needs in
order to fit the application of analytical
knowledge as pointed out in table 1
above. The concept of old people as a
rather homogenous group is an exam-
ple of such generalization.

Different Rationalities

Another way of explaining the differ-
ences between a technical perspective
and a social science perspective is to
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describe the rationalities or logical
thought processes which the research-
ers follow. A technical rationality is based
on calculations of predictable processes.
Conversely, empirically grounded re-
search proceeds on the assumption that
the role of technology in practical use is
both predictable and unpredictable. The
social scientist can accompany the tech-
nical researcher in pursuing an analyti-
cal rationality as far as it goes, but he can
then press on and describe behaviours
and routines outside the realm of pre-
dictability. Indeed, the social scientist is
interested in more than just how well the
technological intentions agree with the
actual result. He is interested primarily
in the structure of daily life, and in the
ways in which the technology will or will
not be integrated into daily routines.

The integration of technology into
daily life has been described entirely or
in part using phenomenological ap-
proaches. Berger and Luckmann (1966)
have provided the basis for understand-
ing how everyday knowledge evolves.
Other authors have also conducted em-
pirical studies and formulated concepts
and theories based on the practice of
technology (see Silverstone & Hirsch,
1992; Lie & Sörensen, 1996). There are
also interesting examples of technical
researchers who have discovered that
there is something beyond the analyti-
cal level which is difficult to express,
such as MIT researcher von Hippel, who
speaks of the user as a carrier of “sticky
information” (von Hippel, 1988; Porter,
1998).

The integration of technology into
daily life entails in practice that it be-
come invisible. It is indeed the very fact
that it is non-problematic which causes
it to be moulded into habits or integrated

into habits, routines and other behav-
iours which the individual accepts as
given. One of the characteristics of daily
life is the fact that, as long as life is pro-
ceeding normally, there is nothing to re-
flect about. Things are simply taken as
given. Daily recurrent activities which
initially demanded attention and care
eventually become habits and routines.
It is only when something occurs which
shakes up our daily existence that our
habits can be observed and reflected on.
This is the process by which we develop
the fundamental sense of security which
is part of our daily lives. Integration may
be described as a multistage process of
domestication or as a learning process.
Silverstone describes it as a process in
which technology is purchased, evalu-
ated, and incorporated and then it ac-
quires meaning for those who live in its
environment. Conversely, technology
which is not integrated is problematic,
and it poses problems or goes unused.
Such technology is thus often visible to
the individual. Dreyfus and Dreyfus
(1988) describe the integration of tech-
nology as a learning process in five
stages, from being a novice, an advanced
beginner and competent, to become a
proficient and an expert. They point to
the fact that people function as more
than problem solvers when interacting
with new methodologies and experi-
ences.

Levels of Research Regarding
Technology and Man

Two thought models concerning the re-
lationship between man and technology
derived from two sociologists, one of
whom worked in collaboration with a
psychologist at a technical college, may
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also help to sort out these issues. Here
we still find ourselves in the divide be-
tween two scientific viewpoints. In this
case, however, the questions are asked
from the standpoint of the problematic
surrounding IT use from a user perspec-
tive, and not from the standpoint of dif-
ferent disciplines or any specific techni-
cal application.

The first thought model comes from
an article by Jan-Erik Hagberg which ap-
peared in an anthology on the theme
“technology/politics/the future”. Hag-
berg believes that the discussion of tech-
nology, social effects and social changes
must be conducted on two levels. “One
level pertains to the social, economic,
political and cultural factors which give
the development of technology its direc-
tion and content. Another level pertains
to how different types of technology are
developed and acquire their properties,
how this occurs in relation to the users
of the technology, and what options and
freedom of action the individual users
actually have when new technology is
disseminated in the society” (Hagberg,
2002).

This two-fold division may be com-
pared with a thought model formulated
by Karlsson and Östlund (1999). It is a
thought model drawn from a 1999 an-
thology which was intended to collect
and compare articles from various dis-
ciplines with an empirically grounded
user perspective. The results of the com-
parison point to three levels with differ-
ent focuses on the relationship between
user and technology.

The first level focuses on the design
and structure of the technical artefact.
A typical guiding question at this level is
how is this mobile phone to be designed
so that it will be easy to use? The second

level focuses on the use of the technol-
ogy, and seeks clarification of its impor-
tance in the user’s life. Typical questions
asked here include: on what occasions
will the user use the mobile phone? What
practical or symbolic significance does
the mobile phone have in the user’s daily
life? The third level focuses on technol-
ogy and social development, and poses
questions concerning the social conse-
quences of increased mobile phone use,
or what are the driving forces behind the
increasing prevalence of mobile phone
use?

Both thought models include a level
which poses questions concerning so-
cial development and the driving forces
behind technological development. The
user and his context come into play on
the second levels. In Karlsson & Öst-
lund’s thought model this level is subdi-
vided into two levels: one focused on
concrete structure and design, and an-
other focused on understanding the fac-
tors (i.e., impediments and options) as-
sociated with use. Employing Flyvbjerg’s
terminology, we have already aban-
doned the analytical rationality once we
pass the first level in the Karlsson &
Östlund model.

Current Social Science Research on
Technology and the Elderly

Where then do we find the social science
researchers who have published on the
topic of technology and the elderly? Do
we find them on an analytical technical
rational level, supplementing technical
expertise with information and knowl-
edge about non-technical issues with
regard to ageing and the elderly? Or do
we find them taking a phenomeno-
logical approach, studying both the eld-
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erly and technology as phenomena? And
if such is the case, how prevalent are
questions concerning priority of inter-
pretation with regard to the problems
and needs of the elderly? In light of the
foregoing, three questions have been
applied to the empirical material which
constitutes the basis of this research sur-
vey.

1. What is the research orientation? To
what theories or schools of thought do
the researchers subscribe, and what
more or less explicit assumptions do
they make? “Schools of thought” is used
here as a designation for shared as-
sumptions which can be the result of
empirical studies or other starting
points, but which do not constitute a
coherent theory.

2. The role of the elderly in the research
– is it pointed out and discussed? Are
the elderly viewed as object or subject?
Are preconceptions regarding ageing
and the elderly discussed?

3. The role of technology – is it pointed
out or called into question in any re-
spect? Is technology viewed as given in
advance, or is it also a topic of discus-
sion?

Method, Selection and Limitations

The research survey is based on litera-
ture, articles from scientific journals and
proceedings from conferences pub-
lished from 1983 to 2002. 1983 was the
year for the first publication that linked
ageing and technology as research con-
cepts (Robinson et al., 1983) and 2002
was the year when the Swedish Institute
for the Study of Ageing and Later Life
decided to analyse this field and develop
a research programme as a part of an
attempt to renew gerontological re-

search. The study was conducted in
three stages: Database searches and cat-
egorisation of publications, supplemen-
tation with known scientific publica-
tions not found in the databases and
analysis of a selection of publications
with respect to the foregoing questions.

The material is limited to social sci-
ence publications with a focus on tech-
nology and the elderly or on research
and development in which social sci-
ence researchers have been involved.
The latter is the rule rather than the ex-
ception, since this subject area is inter-
disciplinary in nature. “Social science”
research refers here mainly to sociology.
The aim of including social psychology,
history, ethnology, anthropology and
cultural geography has not been attain-
able, given the absence of such research
literature from the material.

No limits were imposed in advance on
the areas of technology involved. As the
categorisation of the articles below in-
dicates, access to subject areas has been
identical with their delimitation. For rea-
sons having to do with this subject ar-
ea’s close ties to IT development and
communications technology, these ar-
eas constitute the dominant technology
field. This also means that the technical
expertise involved in the publications
generally involves computer science and
systems analysis.

Prior to the more in-depth analysis of
a number of publications, the material
was limited to publications about tech-
nology related to the social integration,
social participation, social relations,
daily lives and gender of the elderly, as
well as gerontechnology. The analysis
thus excludes certain fields, among
them geriatrics and rehabilitative medi-
cine, functional limitations, the supply
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system for technical aids (assistive tech-
nology, occupational therapy), health-
care and, most importantly, the distribu-
tion of such care by healthcare person-
nel.

Categorisation and Analysis of
Publications

The database search yielded a total of
220 hits; 197 hits on the ISI Web of Sci-
ence, which contains only scientific ma-
terial, and 23 hits on Libris WebSearch,
specifically in the sociological abstracts
and social service abstracts databases.2

Forty-six of the 197 hits on the ISI Web

of Science can be categorised as social
science research on the basis of their ti-
tles. The other 151 hits concern only in-
tra-disciplinary technical questions with
no link to social science issues. Of the 23
hits on Libris, 16 may be categorised as
social science research, two as reports
from symposia which address social sci-
ence issues, and five as publications in
the form of policy documents, hand-
books and articles with no scientific pre-
tensions (see Table 2).

In addition to the material derived
from the database searches, it was
deemed necessary to undertake some
supplementation with scientific publi-

Table 2. Distribution of social science publications in databases

Social science publications on ISI Web of Science Libris WebSearch

technology and ageing

Social relations 2 -

Everyday Life 18 4

Gender - 1

Gerontechnology - 2

Design - 2

Organisation of technology 9 1

   within health care and

   home help service

Housing 3 2

Communication, language 1 -

Abuse, criminality 4 -

Economic development 1 -

Evaluation models 1 -

General social science related 7 4

   to ageing and elderly people

Total 46 16
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cations which contribute to clarifying
this area of research. These supplements
are Baack (1991), Karlsson & Östlund
(1999) and Steenbekkers & Beijsterveldt
(1998). Of the publications derived from
the databases and the supplementation
performed, 26 were subjected to more
in-depth analysis. The result of this
analysis is presented below.

Theoretical Orientation of Publications

The first question concerns the research
orientation. To what theories or schools
of thought do the researchers subscribe,
and what more or less explicit assump-
tions do they make? The term “schools
of thought” is used here in parallel with
“theory” to more thoroughly describe the
assumptions, approaches and thought
processes which guide research in this
area. Analysis of the material reveals three
such schools of thought, each with its
own character and scientific status. First,
there is a scientifically well-grounded
knowledge of ageing and the elderly as
mediated by gerontologists, sociologists
and social science researchers, and by
psychologists and computer scientists
(human factors). Second, we find more
or less well-substantiated or reported
assumptions regarding the effects of
technology use by the elderly. Third,
there is a body of premature thought
surrounding the relationship between
technology and the elderly. No  prob-
lematisation occurs unless it is demon-
strated that some type of knowledge is at
issue here. In other words, ageing and the
elderly are well problematised and scien-
tifically grounded, the technology is non-
problematised and thus viewed as given,
and the relationship between technology
and the elderly is scarcely developed.

Empirical Foundation

The contents of the publications can be
divided into two levels, meso and macro.
At the meso-level are social relationships
and daily needs and routines, primarily
the need for care and other assistance.
At the macro-level are socio-economic
studies regarding access to information
and communications technology. Hag-
berg’s (2002) thesis that the discussion
of technology and the elderly is being
conducted on two levels may thus be
viewed as empirically substantiated.

Empirically supported assumptions
and conclusions regarding the need for
technology on the part of the elderly
generally derive from statistical studies
or interview studies. These may pertain
to statistics on population trends or pro-
portions of people who have functional
limitations or require care. The interview
studies pertain to communication pat-
terns among the elderly, or their social
relationships within the family, at home
or in institutions.

Assumptions concerning the use of
technology by the elderly are based
largely on studies of the effects of tech-
nology in different environments. Exam-
ples of such studies include how it im-
pacts their independence in some re-
spect, integration in the IT society as re-
lated to socio-economics, employment
rates, gender, and the effects of living in
a home which contains a large number
of technical solutions, that is, a “mecha-
nised environment”.

The material contains one coherent
theory, which is gerontechnology (Graaf-
man et al., 1998; Mollenkopf, 1996). As
noted earlier, this theory has its roots in
Man-Machine Interaction (MMI) and
Man-Computer Interaction (MCI), and
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is intended to guide designers and de-
velopers of technology in their efforts to
apply technology solutions. Technology
has the mission and capability of pre-
venting or compensating for physical
and social losses, and of enabling elderly
people to live independent lives. Their
needs for mobility and social contact are
viewed as being relatively constant. Be-
cause technology is modifiable, it can
also be adapted to variations in the
needs of the elderly. The underlying jus-
tification for subscribing to this theory
is thus that ageing can and should be
compensated for, and that the losses
entailed by ageing are undesirable.

Other comparable terms are associ-
ated with technological advances for
those subject to functional limitations.
Examples are “design for all” and “uni-
versal design”. These two terms refer to
availability for everyone, rather than just
the functionally limited. The idea is that
the user-friendliness ascribed to techni-
cal aids and other technical applications
created for the functionally limited also
constitutes user-friendliness and makes
living easier for most users, whether
functionally limited or not.

Assumptions Regarding the Effects of
Technology

The bulk of the publications address
what is assumed in terms of the expected
effects or, to a lesser extent, the empiri-
cally substantiated effects of the use of
technology among elderly individuals
and groups of elderly people. One as-
sumption which is made is that many
functionally limited elderly persons can
be compensated using technology
(Dozet et al., 1999; Dozet et al., 2002;
Harrington & Harrington, 2000; Heikkilä,

1999; Johansson, 2001). Others proceed
on the basis of population statistics and
call for better adaptation of technology,
where the needs of the elderly are better
defined (Czaja & Barr, 1989; Cullen, 1997;
Graafmans et al., 1998; Enders, 1995;
Fries, 1997; Mollenkopf, 1996; Mollen-
kopf et al., 2000; Poulson, 1996; Walker,
2001; Steenbekkers & Beijstervaldt,
1998). The tacit assumptions which
clearly underlie these proposals consist
of stereotypical images of ageing com-
bined with the insight that the elderly
comprise a heterogeneous group. The
summary conclusion may thus be drawn
that we are dealing largely with effects
studies pertaining to specific solutions,
and that structure and context are lack-
ing.

To start with theoretical differences
between disciplines should not be un-
derestimated. Another conclusion that
has the advantage of being hard to avoid
is the clash between rationalities. On the
one hand researchers seem ambivalent
towards an instrumental rationality be-
cause they are dependent on calcula-
tions of predictable processes and gen-
eralisations. On the other hand they
learn from social science that daily life
of old people is very much context-de-
pendent. This is especially true for
gerontechnologists who are dependent
on the image of elderly having a need to
compensate or prevent for deterioration
of ageing to fit their analytical approach.
At the same time they learn about the
heterogeneity of ageing and that the use
and meaning of technology is a result of
social practise rather than technical
data.
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The Relationship Between Technology
and the Elderly

The lack of developed thought concern-
ing the relationship between the elderly
and technology is evinced in critical
questions and ambivalent questioning
by researchers regarding technology’s
raison d’etre (Berg, 1985; Sackmann in
Mollenkopf, 1996). A few authors have
emphasised thought concerning the
driving forces behind the development
of technology for the elderly in terms of
push or pull factors (Karlsson & Östlund,
1999). Others argue that technological
development is evolutionary, and that
the new technology is dependent upon
the use of technology which is already
established (Enders, 1995). As Table 1
indicates, we are faced with two differ-
ent types of epistemological interest,
namely the application of technology,
and reflections regarding technology.
Salient difficulties are also apparent in
reconciling these more clearly, such as
Flyvbjerg’s thesis that technology and
social science constitute knowledge at
different levels. Technology is, for the
most part, accepted as a given in the
material in question. Technology is
viewed as an independent variable, even
though a number of authors raise the
issue of whether it can be modified
through better-organised design proc-
esses.

The critical questions and the di-
lemma of reconciling these levels point
to the need for development; the prema-
ture thinking is waiting to mature. This
is exemplified by the need expressed to
“unlock the power of the design meth-
ods” in order to progress (Graafmans &
Taipale, 1996), or the need for a change
in attitude toward elderly technology

users (Czaja & Barr, 1989; Enders, 1995;
Fries, 1997; Östlund, 1999).

The Role of Technology

Another question concerns the role of
technology – has it been called into
question or criticised in any respect? Is
technology viewed as given in advance,
or is it also a topic for discussion? Tech-
nology is specified when it appears, but
it appears as a general concept as well.
One important delimitation is that
“technology” refers to technical solu-
tions, that is, ready-made applications
such as security alarms or the Internet,
rather than technical knowledge in the
sense of the Aristotelian term “techne”,
or knowledge which is in the process of
being applied and developed in various
concrete solutions.

Few authors raise issues concerning
the priority of interpretation with regard
to the elderly or include social science
issues when discussing technology. One
of the authors does so when he speaks
of “empowerment” (Walker, 2001). He
contends that the elderly should, from a
social science perspective, occupy cen-
tre stage in the research process. On the
other hand, when it comes to technol-
ogy he accepts that social development
contributes only non-technical reflec-
tions, and makes reference to geron-
technology.

The division of labour is relatively
clear insofar as those who possess tech-
nical expertise write about technology,
while gerontologists and sociologists
write about the elderly. In one of the an-
thologies, seven out of 26 articles prob-
lematise the relationship between tech-
nology and the elderly. The sociologists
write about the social integration and
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social relationships of the elderly. Psy-
chologists and doctors write about func-
tional limitations and dementia. Engi-
neers and psychologists write about traf-
fic and mechanised environments and
homes (Mollenkopf, 1996).

One conclusion is thus that technol-
ogy is relatively non-problematised
throughout the material, with the excep-
tions of Karlsson & Östlund and Sack-
mann in Mollenkopf. With a few excep-
tions, the role of technology is thus not
discussed. The assumptions which more
or less explicitly serve to guide the au-
thors are that technology is a given, but
does afford certain possibilities of modi-
fication to suit the elderly. The most ex-
treme perspective, from which technol-
ogy appears not to be thought about at
all, is represented by an author who as-
serts that there is no evidence that tech-
nology should have any role to play
whatsoever for elderly people (Berg,
1985).

The Role of the Elderly

Is the role of the elderly in the research
called into question and discussed? Are
the elderly viewed as object or subject?
Are preconceptions regarding ageing
and the elderly described? How, then, to
characterise these elderly people for
whom technology is to be adapted?
Many authors address this issue by re-
ferring to the elderly as a heterogeneous
group. These authors believe that it is
becoming more and more apparent that
the view that the elderly constitute a
homogenous group with uniform needs
is restrictive in a design work context
(Czaja & Barr, 1989; Cullen & Moran;
1992; Cullen & Robinson, 1997; Graaf-
mans et al., 1998; Mollenkopf, 1996;

Walker, 2001).
Based on statistics and preconcep-

tions which are held but all too seldom
described by the authors, the elderly are
characterised as weak and sick, and as
having a need for social contact, contin-
ued activity and compensation for
physical and social losses. This is most
evident in the concept of geron-
technology, even though the anthologies
in which the term appears also include
articles which offer a significantly more
critical perspective. The most flagrant
example is Steenbekkers & Beijstervaldt,
where the physical need for technology
among the elderly is measured in almost
Tayloristic fashion. These generalisa-
tions are also accompanied by precon-
ceptions of the elderly as being fearful
of or unfamiliar with technology. This is
most clearly evinced in the scientific dis-
course conducted during the 1990s in
publications such as Interaction with
Computers, Telecommunications Policy
and Educational Computing Research, in
which scales were developed for meas-
uring just how afraid of technology the
elderly actually are, and whether train-
ing can alleviate such fears (Dyck et al.,
1998).

It is clear that those authors who have
studied technology use by the elderly
acquire a more nuanced picture, and feel
compelled to rid themselves of preju-
dices concerning elderly people. One
example of this is the finding that the
elderly desire to use computers to a
greater extent than expected, which con-
tradicts the assumption that the elderly
are technically illiterate or unwilling to
embrace new technology (Thompson,
1996). Östlund also describes how atti-
tudes toward the elderly, rather than
their own capabilities and desires, can
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be limiting. The lack of empirical stud-
ies concerning the daily lives of the eld-
erly creates a fertile ground for errone-
ous assumptions. Socio-economic stud-
ies which illustrate the distribution of
technology and other resources also
naturally nuance conceptions of the eld-
erly, and can help pave the way for more
well-founded assumptions.

Experience derived from technical re-
search and development also gives rise to
critical questions concerning how the
elderly should be viewed. In this material
these issues are raised mainly by authors
at technical colleges, principally design-
oriented researchers, but also by sociolo-
gists (Czaja & Barr, 1989; Bouchayer in
Mollenkopf, 1996; Karlsson & Östlund,
1999).

The Contribution of Social Science
Research

In order to ascertain the ways in which
these publications contribute to tech-
nology and the elderly as an area of re-
search, they have been categorised as
follows:

Category 1: those taking a technical,
analytical, rational approach to the is-
sue of technology and the elderly, or

Category 2: those in which practice,
context and power are key to the issue
of technology and the elderly

The results point to a divide between
social science researchers who contrib-
ute solely non-technical information
and a supplementary perspective and
those who also take a phenomenological
approach or clearly articulate social sci-
ence issues concerning power and influ-
ence.

The results also indicate that a number
of authors fall into both categories. Am-
bivalence is evident in that the authors
want to strengthen the influence of the
elderly on technology and heighten
awareness of technology’s context, while
at the same time they want people who
design technology to incorporate the
information offered by those who re-
search the elderly. In Mollenkopf, for ex-
ample, the editor addresses in her intro-
duction the issue of not viewing man
and technology as two separate entities.
She asserts that this way of thinking
about the use of technology needs to be
altered by relating these concepts to one
another. At the same time, the editor
proposes in her conclusions that a da-
tabase containing information from so-
ciologists and technicians should be set
up. Rather than forging a relationship
between the concepts, such a proposal
would seem to constitute almost a
reductive measure.

On the other hand, it may be fully pos-
sible to feel at home in both camps. In a
technical, analytical phase the social sci-
ence researcher can set limits and con-
tribute to an understanding of what
should be possible in the development
of new technology. In addition, involve-
ment in the daily lives of the elderly
while gathering data often provides
ideas for technical solutions which could
be utilised by designers and technology
developers. The social science re-
searcher can also be helpful in design
processes when the elderly are involved.
However, this is not the primary mission
of the social scientist.

That mission is inherent in the re-
searcher’s ability to examine practical
factors in context, and the consequent
ability to develop knowledge about age-
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ing and the elderly in a technological
society based on understanding rather
than on positivistic impulses. We may
even ask ourselves whether social sci-
ence researchers are delinquent in their
duty if they do not do this. Based on this
material, Flyvbjerg can find support for
his contention that the social sciences
lose their edge when they try to be sen-
sitive to the natural sciences and tech-
nical, analytical modes of thought rather
than pursuing their true mission. At any
rate, the technical scientists certainly
cannot be accused of failing to pursue
their own true missions.

The consequence of the fact that tech-
nology is non-problematized and the
concept of the elderly scarcely devel-
oped is that social science runs the risk
of not having much influence in this
field. The definition of old users and
their capacity and needs as well as the
access to design processes can be said
to be in the hands of researchers with a
technical perspective. In Luke´s per-
spective they have the control over the
resources and the privilege of defining
needs and target groups. In a Foucaldian
perspective there is room for yet another
power struggle within the complex situ-
ation of design. Defining needs separate
from the users will be proven right or
wrong when technical solutions are in-
stalled in old people´s homes and envi-
ronments. The possibilities of the users
becoming non-receivers or non-users,
or even resistant towards new techno-
logical applications are still options for
changing the balance of power. Another
risk for social scientists is that their con-
tributions will legitimise technological
projects and confirm underlying false
assumptions on social change.

Conclusion

With this the social science perspective
on technology and the elderly leaves a
good deal to be desired. One encounters
here, not only a need for knowledge
about the role of technology in the lives
of the elderly and about ageing in a mod-
ern technical society, but fundamental
theoretical challenges to be faced as well.
With one foot planted in theoretical
sources and the other in the results ob-
tained from empirical research into the
practice of technology and the elderly,
the area of technology and the elderly
could in all likelihood contribute impor-
tant and groundbreaking knowledge.
This area could also contribute to im-
proving and advancing communication
between philosophy and technology.

In light of the material available re-
garding research on technology and the
elderly, this survey has focused on two
questions. One is, in its most extreme
form: to what extent shall social science
researchers simply support technologi-
cal development? Shall social scientists
consent to collaborate with technical
researchers on an analytical level to
which the technology beckons? If the
answer to this question is affirmative,
then no greater efforts are needed. This
collaboration is already ongoing, and
interest in involving experts who can
supplement technology development
and modify it on behalf of the elderly is
strong.

The other question is this: should an
area of research which addresses the
practice of technology and the perspec-
tive of the elderly critically and inde-
pendently be developed?

An affirmative response to this ques-
tion demands that efforts be made. Pro-
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posals concerning such efforts should be
part of the discussion regarding the fu-
ture orientation of social science re-
search on technology and the elderly.

Notes

1 Review by Ross, Andrew: Science Wars,
published 1996, in Issues in Science and
Technology Online. Spring 1998.

2 LIBRIS WebSearch is the collective name
for several bibliographic services offered
by the LIBRIS Department at the Royal
Library in Stockholm. Access to the serv-
ice is free. The most important service is
the LIBRIS Database with more than four
million titles representing the holdings of
about 300 Swedish libraries, mainly re-
search libraries. Search words used in this
web search are ageing, elderly, old, older
and later life in combination with general
and specific technology related concepts.
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