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Abstract 
Recent HCI research in information security and privacy 
focuses on the Elderly. It aims at the provision of inclu-
sive, Elderly-friendly interfaces for security and data 
protection features. Much attention is put on care situa-
tions where the image of the Elderly is that of sick or 
disabled persons not mastering contemporary infor-
mation technology. That population is however a frac-
tion of the group called the Elderly. In this position pa-
per, we argue that the Elderly are a very diverse popu-
lation. We discuss issues rising from researchers and 
software architects’ misconception of the Elderly as 
technology-illiterate and unable. We suggest a more 
nuanced approach that includes changing personal abil-
ities over the course of life. 
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Introduction 
Human life evolves in phases with varying abilities, 
skills and limitations. Being Elderly is not a function of 
age and an assumption about consequences of old age. 
We argue that the Elderly as diverse in their abilities, 
needs and skills as any other group of society. Abilities 
evolve and decay at individual rates. These abilities de-
pend on personal histories and education. Personal 
health is an individual determinant. Cultural influences 
and expectations place the Elderly in roles. Strategies 
to cope with age-induced limitations are diverse and in-
dividual, while age-related paternalism may force the 
Elderly into imposed roles that impair abilities. In addi-
tion, interaction goals change over time. Life transitions 
may influence the purpose and way that technology is 
used by the elderly. Elderly may use the same technol-
ogy for different purpose, i.e. applications previously 
used for work now get used to connect. Attitudes to in-
formation security and information privacy needs are 
diversified through age, background and experience. 
Older generations have negative views on digital infor-
mation disclosure, they seem to be more concerned; 
perceive privacy risks as more difficult to prevent [5].  

Concepts of the Elderly in HCI 
The concept of the Elderly is ill-defined in literature and 
research projects. There is no static age for becoming 
an Elder. While reaching pension age is one often-used 

                                                 
1 ,W3C Web Accessibility Initiative, Older Users and Web Accessi-

bility:Meeting the Needs of Ageing Web Users,  
http://www.w3.org/WAI/older-users/ , 2018-05-14 

indicator, other sources claim around 50 years of age 
[6]. Sometimes, as in elderly statesman, the connota-
tion is positive, but this seems to be an exception. In 
1995, the elderly workforce was in need of computer 
education and was described as challenged by learning 
to use computers [2]. Elderly users are generally de-
scribed as a group with age-related impairments com-
pared to a younger norm population. Impairments con-
cern vision, physiology, hearing and cognition1. We can 
observe this in research that we have been involved 
[8]. The Elderly are depicted as being disinterested in 
technology – persona Paul Clason’s attitude being con-
structed as: “I’m too old to learn how to deal with all 
these tools.” [8]. Project MECS at Oslo University 
seems to define the Elderly as “dynamic obstacles” 
from the perspective of a care robot2. In e-health, the 
Elderly are the group from age 50: “The group is said 
to show less perception and control capability and has 
less experience in the use of information technology. 
More realistically, the group of 50+ users shows more 
diversity in their cognitive, sensory and motor skills 
than younger people.” [3]. In project e-Me [7], re-
search looked into alternative authentication methods. 
It produced prototypes of various graphical and audio-
visual methods. The test panel was staffed with volun-
teers from Norway’s association of the Elderly. One pro-
totype was a matrix with animal pictograms with their 
respective sounds. Replacing a password by a self-cho-
sen sequence of animal pictograms and sounds, the 
prototype aimed at helping recall password sequences. 
The Elderly response to this particular prototype was 
not enthusiastic: “Please note that we are grown-ups!” 

2 Project Multimodal Elderly Care Systems (MECS), 
http://www.mn.uio.no/ifi/english/research/projects/mecs/in-
dex.html, 2018-05-11 

Expect the Young  
when designing  
for the Elderly! 
 

Look ahead into the de-
mography: Consider today’s 
middle and younger genera-
tions’ skills that will flow up 
into the Elderly group! While 
personal abilities may decline 
with age, the Elderly as a 
group will have increasing 
technology mastership! 

Inclusiveness, not special-
needs: Design your applica-
tions in ways that present the 
same functionality for the El-
derly as for the young popu-
lations! Restricted functional-
ity and oversimplified ideas of 
capabilities frustrated the El-
derly. 

Anticipate broad diversity 
in abilities and skills: Do 
not focus on missing abilities 
or disabilities in the Elderly, 
but anticipate a broad variety 
of abilities that can change 
over time. 

http://www.w3.org/WAI/older-users/
http://www.mn.uio.no/ifi/english/research/projects/mecs/index.html
http://www.mn.uio.no/ifi/english/research/projects/mecs/index.html


 

This should motivate a nuanced and more sensitive  ap-
proach to this type of research.  

Perspectives on age and ability 
Young today, Elderly tomorrow: Fluctuation of skills and 
technology attitudes within a decade or two must be 
expected (see Figure 1). A survey of privacy attitudes 
showed that the younger smartphone users were not 
more aware of smartphone privacy settings than the 
older ones, with the results indicating that such aware-
ness is, or can be  created in adolescence and then per-
sists through life [9]. We can learn at all ages. Educa-
tion and motivation can have an impact or determine 
individual abilities and technology-fluency strongly. 
Other influence factors are expected cultural roles for 
the Elderly. We have observed that some elderly seem 
to have a strong aversion against being made “look old” 
because they are offered assistive technology or tech-
nology for Elderly[1]. 

A major concern is surveillance. Age-related paternal-
ism might force the Elderly into the use of surveillance 
services. Do elderly understand the risks of such moni-
toring? Do they agree or disagree to be tracked? This 
may affect between-generations relations, or mental 
states of elderly users. Technologies such as GPS-based 
tracking or mobile control and feedback for exercise or 
diet may impose societal norms beyond the individual’s 
wishes, turning health of the Elderly into surveillance 
[4]. 

 

 
Figure 1: Dynamic abilities come from new generation’s abili-
ties that flow up the time line. In addition, a more diverse society 
will meet a more diversified elderly population. This is of partic-
ular relevance in societies with social, economic and educative 
differentiation and immigration.  

A diversified image of ageing populations 
We suggest the dissolution of the Elderly as the group 
of incapable old people, and propose a diversified 
model based on skills and other parameters. The tradi-
tional model of the Elderly as less capable humans who 
– for their declining abilities – need to settle for simpler 



 

solutions is not appropriate. When a personas tech-
nique is used, we should keep this in mind. We suggest 
a dynamic matrix with descriptive abilities that would 
lead to a family of personas for a varied population of 
the Elderly. This concept neatly reaches into and gains 
insight from younger populations such as in the ALerT 
project [9]. We are convinced that certain capabilities – 
such as technology fluency – move up with age with 
the generations. For test and user studies, we should 
recruit a diverse user group with a wide spectrum of 
abilities in the group of the Elderly. As has been pointed 
out for authentication and identity management tech-
nology in earlier studies [1], a multi-modal approach 
with many ways to solve issues will be preferable over 
a single one-size-fits all model of the Elderly. 

Conclusion 
Designing for the Elderly should anticipate the skills and 
expectations of the diverse not-so-elderly as the com-
ing users of the systems rather than defining the El-
derly as a subset of a norm set of average population 
abilities. 
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Figure 2 “I’m too old to learn 
how to deal with all these 
tools.” 
Typical Elderly persona called Paul 
Clasen as defined by research pro-
ject uTrustIT: 75 years old, de-
mentia issues, [8].  
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