[image: image1.png]



COUNCIL ON THE AGEING (AUSTRALIA)

1999 INTERNATIONAL YEAR OF OLDER PERSONS

RESPONSE TO HUMAN RIGHTS AND EQUAL OPPORTUNITY COMMISSION

ISSUES PAPER : ACCESSIBILITY OF ELECTRONIC COMMERCE AND OTHER NEW SERVICE DELIVERY TECHNOLOGIES FOR OLDER AUSTRALIANS AND PEOPLE WITH A DISABILITY

Council on the Ageing (Australia)

Level 2, 3 Bowen Crescent

Melbourne Victoria 3004

Phone: 03 9820 2655

Facsimile: 03 9820 9886

Email: cota@cota.org.au
NOVEMBER 1999

Contact details: Helen Scott hscott@cota.org.au 

THE WORK OF COUNCIL ON THE AGEING

The Council on the Ageing (COTA) is the peak consumer organisation dedicated to protecting and promoting the well-being of older people. It has the members, skills, knowledge base, and resources to support this role. The Council on the Ageing (Australia) has a number of functions including:

· policy analysis and policy development 

· provision of information and advice to older people on Commonwealth policies and  programs

· provision of information and advice to the Commonwealth Government about issues of importance to older people based on consultation with older people and research.

The Commonwealth Government provides financial support to assist COTA (Australia) in fulfilling its policy, consultation, representation and information dissemination roles.

At the State and Territory level, COTAs are involved in both service delivery to older people and policy work primarily focused on State issues. Individual members play an important role in maintaining the State-based organisations. Through their consumer base, State and Territory Councils on the Ageing provide the management structure for the Council on the Ageing (Australia) and thereby inform policy and priorities. 

COTA (Australia)'s membership includes key national organisations which represent consumers and service providers. These organisations make a substantial contribution to the Council's policy development process.

COTA's membership is open to people 50 years of age and over. The issues we cover include health services, housing, employment, aged and community care services, and income.

COTA has both individual members and organisational members, which indirectly provide a very large membership base. Whether members or not, many older people, their carers and relatives as well as organisations come to COTA for information and advice and to alert us to problems they are experiencing with Government policies and programs. 

Further information about COTA is available on our website: http://www.cota.org.au
Introduction

The theme for the United Nations International Year of Older Persons is a society for all ages. One of the core aims of the Council on the Ageing (COTA) is to ensure that older Australians have the maximum opportunities for social and economic participation. 

COTA commends HREOC for the synthesis of issues and initiatives in its issues paper, and welcomes the opportunity presented by the Attorney General to highlight the ways new technology impacts on older people, to address access needs, barriers and opportunities, and to highlight some initiatives. 

This submission draws on recently published work by COTA called Seniors in Cyberspace – older people and information (Scott 1999). This reviews the information needs of older people, how they find out about services, how to promote services and present material better. Best approaches in disseminating information are discussed and examples of current Australian information services described. It also focuses on seniors’ attitudes to new technology, and how they use computers and the Internet. It describes innovative programs currently operating to help older people make the most of IT, and outlines future scenarios. Senior surfers are one of the fastest growing groups on the World Wide Web and the paper highlights the development of some relevant sites. A copy has been posted to HREOC to provide supporting details for this submission.

Who are we talking about?

COTA agrees that older age is a relative concept that should be applied where relevant to the terms of reference on page 4, ie

· “where older age appears to present particular barriers to equal access to electronic commerce and other new service delivery technologies, or 

· where older age presents particular needs which new service delivery technologies could be used to address.”

However chronological age is less significant to utilisation of technology than the presence or lack of technological skills, disability, infirmity and dependency. Attitudes to technology are affected by the perceived benefits of using it, positive past experiences, quality of information and instructions about it, training and follow-up, hands-on experience, and the extent to which it meets user needs. Older people are attracted to technology products which enhance capacity for independent living, and are likely to reject those that lessen personal or social contact.

Data on seniors’ use of computers and the Internet is changing fast. Australian and European research to date has found that generally older people have negative attitudes towards computers, and very low rates of email or web use - as indicated in the ABS figures cited by HREOC on page 4. However “recent studies suggest that people over 60 are logging on to the Internet in more numbers than any other demographic” (Gartner Group 1998 p239). The ABS figures point to doubling of the proportion of older people over 55 accessing the Net from May 1998 to May 1999 (from 5% or 0.2 million, to10% cent, 0.4 million). Further survey findings about older people’s attitudes and use of IT in Australia, the US, and Europe are outlined in Seniors in Cyberspace (Scott 1999).



COTA’s response does not specifically address people with disabilities. They are not COTA’s primary constituency and are represented by other submissions. COTA supports the recommendations of Vision Australia Foundation in its submission to this Inquiry, and findings and recommendations in the report by Tim Noonan for Blind Citizens Australia at www.bca.org.au/ecrep.htm
However inclusion of groups with age-related functional disabilities as spelt out in the HREOC paper is important. As ABS figures note, 84% of people over 85 have a disability. There is not a lot of research on the implications of e-commerce for the frail elderly in residential care. At June 1998 there were 3,015 residential aged care facilities in Australia, with 133,807 residents (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 1999). 


COTA believes that attention to the employment status of older people (p.5) is vital. It is COTA’s major policy issue for IYOP and the subject of the first COTA Congress on November 7-9, called Older Australians: a working future? The changing nature of work and retirement in the 21st Century. 

COTA asserts that for people 45 and over, paid employment is vital to future health and well-being in retirement and old age. Our focus group research has provided first hand information on mature aged people’s labour market experience. Submissions (Sheen 1999) stress the importance of addressing;

· the poor practice of Australian businesses in targeting older people for redundancy (older in a workforce context is now seen as 45+, and anecdotal evidence suggests 35);

· age discrimination faced by older unemployed people seeking work (for example, employers wrongly consider older workers unable to adapt to new technology or unwilling to take advantage of training);

· targeted assistance programs for older unemployed people (currently there are no federal programs);

· a pre-retirement incomes policy.

There is an assumption that current older workers will leave the workforce with technology skills, but in fact a consistent theme in COTA’s research is that older workers face structural and attitudinal (age discrimination) barriers in accessing training opportunities. Removing these barriers will be a major policy challenge.

Australia, despite a shortage of IT workers, does not seem to be emulating the United States in eying the 50 plus group as a potential fount of them. One US example is a pilot program auspiced by the non-profit organisation Green Thumb, in partnership with Microsoft, designed specifically to train people over 55 who earn less than US$7,800 per year in front-office software programs, customer support, and network administration (Court 1998).

The issues paper rightly stresses the diversity among older Australians and people with a  disability (p.6). Some groups are particularly vulnerable and poorly informed (eg immobile, socially isolated, disabled, dementia sufferers, illiterate, rural/remote, Aboriginal or ethnic minority groups. It is worth noting that by 2001 nearly one in four older people in Australia will be from a non-English speaking background). 

Access barriers and solutions

Cost

Cost is still a barrier to take-up of technology even though IT products and ISP access is becoming cheaper. Poor after-sales service plus service and repair costs are real disincentives. Most older Australians are on a low income and receive a full or part age pension (81% of women and 65% of men over 65). There must be access for those who cannot afford home based PCs and online, particularly telephone, charges. 

Community based access points such as public libraries (which generally provide access to technology), older people’s organisations, community centres and government information outlets have further potential; other suggestions have been educational institutions, online kiosks in shopping centres (trialing in Victoria) and post offices with Net access stations like public phones. However making them electronic outposts is only part of the answer. They do not address the needs of people unable or unwilling to leave their home. A Queensland study (Steinberg & Walley 1998) found a preference for computer/Internet training at home, rather than in public places like libraries, for reasons of privacy, pride and dignity (This study surveyed older Queenslanders’ attitudes and practices towards technology, reporting on telephone, television/VCR, radio, microwave, ATM and computer use and preferences. Three quarters of respondents (drawn from three seniors’ organisations) had never used a computer, nor have access to one at home. Many acknowledged that they need to adapt and wished to be trained; the majority showed “an overwhelming interest in technology” (p1)) 

There is certainly scope for improving access to the Net by recycling computers. Perhaps the second-hand IT market needs regulating like the used car market. 


Product design

The Australian Telecommunication User Group (ATUG) has argued that poor design can slow take-up of new electronic services. Instruction booklets are obvious candidates for improvement. The same goes for assistive technologies to increase self-reliance (furniture, appliances, tools and gadgets). Transgenerational design principles are available (Pirkl 1995). Universal design as a concept is taking over from accessible, adaptive or assistive design principles. Universal design is principle-based rather than regulation-based, with a catch-cry of “design of products and environments to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialised design”. A useful website is the Centre for Universal Design at http://www.design.ncsu.edu/cud/.

There is a dawning recognition that older people’s input into technology services is valuable. Older persons’ lobby groups have long argued for greater emphasis on product design and their involvement in product trials, so it is gratifying to see ATUG suggest that older people could help in the design and testing of communications services like call centres and e-commerce. “They have the time, the patience and the first-hand experience in dealing with customers and suppliers…. Senior citizens’ clubs would make good test centres” (ATUG 1999). 


Rural and remote areas

COTA stresses the importance of strategies to address the gap between access to information technology in rural and remote areas and urban areas. IT has the potential to overcome many of the disadvantages of living in rural and remote areas, but power and phone systems are less reliable, equipment and use of technology costs are higher, and access to service providers, training and education is more difficult. Market forces in IT development inevitably have an urban bias and concentrate on more bandwidth (bits per second). Options for robust, low bandwidth products for outback users need exploring, such as spin-offs from military applications suggested by Worthington (1999). 


Education and training

Lifelong learning is of economic and social importance to all ages. It is important in ensuring the adaptability of mature age workers, and makes a key contribution to older people’s capacity to remain independent and active. The shortage of training programs for older workers has already been highlighted. Community training is a vital way of involving older people in technology and overcoming the skill barriers for those outside the workforce and educational institutions. Projects currently operating explode a prevailing myth that people’s capacity to learn diminishes with age.
COTA training initiatives

State COTAs have taken up the challenge of providing opportunities for older people to learn about technology with community computer training. Many of their students are in their 70s, some in their 80s. COTA believes that peer education is an appropriate way to approach adult learning, on a one-to-one or small-group basis, conducted at a pace to suit each learner. The facilitators, who don’t necessarily have knowledge of computers when they start, can bring empathy and patience to sessions. It is often preliminary exposure and confidence building that is needed before hands-on training. 


· COTA Queensland was the first off the mark with community access computers in their foyer under the now defunct DSS Community Information Network program. Senior Surfers is a group of older computer users who meet monthly with equipment and support provided by COTA (Q). Older people as ‘compumentors’ teach classes. The group has developed its own web page at http://www.cotaq.org.au/snrsurf/home.html. It has plans to develop an Internet access manual and web page design manual written for seniors by seniors. 
· In South Australia, COTA (SA) Clubs have partnered with the well-established Flinders University’s program Seniors-On-Line. This was set up in 1994 using the US SeniorNet model. It uses mature trainers teaching mature students for Internet and General Technology classes in small peer groups of 8-10 students. The current project is Bridging the Gap: Techno Classes for Older People, developed by Flinders University’s Departments of Engineering and Social Administration and Social Work and funded by the SA Health Commission. The classes include, but also go beyond, computer skills and the Internet. The General Technology classes will include automatic watering systems, electronic security systems, mobile phones, VCRs, ATMs and CD players. Health Related Technology includes electronic blood pressure monitors and blood sugar analysers. Contact telephone number is (08) 8201 5035 for Techno classes and (08) 8201 3696 for Seniors-On-Line classes. 

· COTA Victoria’s SATIN (Seniors Access to Information Networks) project was launched in October 1997 to provide training sessions for older people in public libraries in Melbourne’s western suburbs. COTA trained older people as access facilitators to provide one-on-one tuition. The Government’s SkillsNet program funding is extending these peer education programs to other areas of Victoria in partnership with community organisations. The Internet Access Centre opened in April 1999 to offer free Internet access and tuition to members and people without access. Co-ordinator Don Ellard is an older volunteer. Phone (03) 9654 4443 or 1800 13681.

· Western Australia’s Office of Seniors Interests (http://www.osi.wa.gov.au/) was one the earliest Australian governments to explore the use of the Internet in meeting information needs about ageing (Nicholls 1995). It, along with the Lotteries Commission, funded COTA (WA) to provide training. At its Seniors Technology Centre 3,000 people have completed training courses since 1996. Prices are $80 for members, $110 for non-members, $100 for Seniors Card holders. Each course is 4 classes of 3 hours, with emphasis on fun and relaxation. After the beginners class, called Computing for the Mortally Terrified, the course moves on to Windows95, MS Office, Internet and email. ( (Details of focus group and market research for this Computing for seniors program are available in an unpublished paper).

There are many other initiatives. Examples of some of those described by Scott (1999) are: 

· the Australian Seniors Computer Clubs Association (ASCCA) who have submitted to this inquiry.

· SeniorNet Association Inc (http://www.seniornet.com.au/ ) in Ipswich (Qld) offers a consultancy package to help establish new branches, training courses in computer operating skills for SeniorNet members, an individualised computer learning system (ICLS) targeted it at retirement villages. 

· The University of the Third Age is demonstrating interactive and online study opportunities which can overcome the obstacles of cost, transport, access and safety (at night in particular). Its Isolated Bytes program at http://www.u3aonline.org.au demonstrates opportunities for people who are homebound. A recent evaluation (Swindell & Vassella 1999) of this successful eight week pilot program points out that most participants were women over 65, and that the program could become an exemplar of the kind of Internet-based resource that demonstrates the benefits deriving from computer based technology to older women. 

· Initiatives and projects arising during International Year of Older People 1999 eg SeniorsOnline program, Victorian Skills.net projects. IYOP offers the opportunity to publicise best practice projects and promote positive images of all age groups successfully using information technology. 

COTA’s website (http://www.cota.org.au) links web sites specifically by or for seniors on its Useful Internet Sites page.


Web and information accessibility

Older people’s information and other needs change with life events and age. The literature world-wide confirms that older people rely on informal sources (family/friend networks and media) and established contacts like doctors for information – the Internet is rarely mentioned. Placing Government and other information online is welcome and desirable, provided it conforms to web accessibility guidelines (as spelt out in the issues paper and several submissions). However it does not in itself provide access for people who lack Internet access, or the skills needed for effective information retrieval (on-line literacy). The best approach to disseminating information will use a variety of materials and formats, outlets and target groups. These are spelt out by Scott (1999). It will remain important to be able to receive assistance or information directly from a skilled person by phone or in person.


There is no doubt that older people prefer personal face-to-dace contact for the provision of detailed or personal information such as social security benefits and financial advice, evidenced by Centrelink research, literature (cited in Scott 1999) and  State COTA advisory services on topics like home maintenance, law, safety. 

Telephone information services are the ‘next-best’ option to face-to-face, and will remain useful to provide older people and their carers with information about local services. The central, well-advertised contact point needs a single local or free-call telephone number, a constantly updated computer database, and trained staff to provide sympathetic and appropriate information. This is now happening in several States, and at COTAs, and outlined by Scott (1999).
Older people have positive attitudes to telephone use particularly where privacy or anonymity is assured. They have the facility for question and answer and rely on oracy rather than literacy. Limitations cited are that lines are too often busy, touch phones are difficult to use, and phones are shunned by the hearing impaired and ethnic groups with language and accent difficulties. It is not just older people who say they resent feeling that automated telephone systems are forced upon them, without choice, and that they think they get better quality service talking to a ‘real’ person’. 

Centrelink’s work in trialing alternative ways for clients to communicate with it, such as working with a Seniors on the Net projects and putting together an electronic newsletter should be expanded. 

The National Strategy is the Commonwealth Government’s key policy response to 1999 International Year of Older Persons, to deal with all issues relating to older people. Terms of reference and publications are available at http://www.health.gov.au/acc/nsaa/index.htm.

Accessibility of ATMs etc (p22)
The availability of telephone and Internet banking has led to the closure of many suburban and rural branches, and customers are expected to embrace these new technologies. Many, particularly older people, are far from comfortable with ATMs and electronic banking – as the HREOC paper notes, only 29% of people aged over 55 use EFTPOS and 40% an ATM. 

In a submission in 1995 to the Prices Surveillance Authority on Bank fees and charges COTA noted the difficulties associated with the technology of ATMs:

· difficulties in queuing in streets

· breakdowns at ATMs

· people of non-English speaking background or with literacy difficulties. In some countries a preferred language can be selected

· frail aged and people with mature onset disabilities such as vision impairment or arthritis find it difficult to read screens and use keypads

· physical access for people with disabilities, who may be in wheelchairs; screens and keypads are often too high to read or even reach, some are reached via a slope

· facilities or operations are not standardised, for example the number of operations needed to complete a transaction; the card may come out before or after money; design issues of different heights and visibility

· remembering pin numbers is a problem for many people, including those with short term memory loss or early dementia.  Security of PIN numbers is also an issue, recognised by the Banking Industry Ombudsman in his 1994 annual report

· older people who rely on family members, friends or home care workers do not wish to divulge pin numbers

· issues of safety  - many older people report a fear of being robbed either at or after using an ATM. (a realistic fear - Aged Care Monitor on 12 Nov 1999 reported “At present, Victoria’s elderly are also being targeted by thieves who make their attacks near senior citizen’s clubs and automatic teller machines…” )

· mistrust about security, privacy and accuracy of electronic banking.


While mail and over-the-counter-services may be slow and expensive for suppliers, we are yet to see any concerted campaign to educate people or address their concerns. Banks have only just begun trying to train customers how to use complex services. One example is a Commonwealth Bank self-service banking project in which COTA is involved; another is a federal IYOP Business and Community partnership between banks and eight older people’s organisations. The most positive feedback comes from programs using retired bank managers as peer educators. 

The Banking Industry Ombudsman Colin Neave in his recent annual report says banking institutions have not done enough to help customers adjust to new technology developments, and have particularly failed elderly customers with special needs, despite an overall trend in the industry of improved customer relations. Financial institutions need to better publicise the existence of disability fee exemptions and concessions.


Compared to the United States, Australian companies are less generous sponsors, and there are few examples of the sorts of assistance provided, for example, by Microsoft to US seniors organisations. Examples are cited in Scott (1999, p.19).

Conclusion

New technology has the capacity to transcend time, space, gender and age. It has enormous potential to benefit the lives of older people. The Internet offers intriguing possibilities for maintaining social connections and bringing new experiences and stimulation as well as accessing information. Telecommunications, IT and e-commerce industries and information providers need to beware of stereotypes portraying older people as technophobes, or passive dependants, instead of informed consumers. They need to respond to seniors’ concerns, not their age.
Flexible and alternative models of communication and information provision are needed. Information still needs to be available in a variety of forms and places so the spread of networked information will not disadvantage the majority without online access. However the reality is that most people in future are going to need some level of IT literacy, and policies do not yet adequately address the issue of educating either the workforce, or those who have retired. Training in the use of technology products and for on-line literacy skills is an area of major need, and this submission has outlined some possibilities. 
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A strategy is urgently needed to promote the training of older workers in the area of information technology. There may be a role for peak business councils in encouraging their members to provide training.








There is further scope for developing business and community partnerships to assist technology take-up and training. 





Involve older consumers in the design and market testing of new technology products and services








Governments and companies should be encouraged to set up partnerships with older people and their organisations to obtain surplus or superseded equipment, to loan equipment and subsidise installation and training.





Explore low-cost options, eg Moreland Council in Melbourne which provides community  Net access on 386 and 486 PCs using Linux.





Some tips for creating a comfortable environment:





Choose an easy to reach facility with convenient parking and disability access.


Translate technical terms into understandable language by connecting each term to something the audience already knows (ie goal-oriented discovery method rather than step-by-step drill and practice).


Offer a ‘hands-on’ approach with lots of interaction.


Create a relaxed, non-competitive atmosphere.








Government and providers of online and e-commerce services must provide alternative methods of access for vital information and services as there will always be people unable or unwilling to access electronic services. 








COTA ‘s recommendation then still stands today:





that financial institutions investigate design standards in ATM facilities and develop common industry standards to ensure physical and user-friendly access.








Existing programs which are demonstrably successful need funding to replicate and be publicised as examples of best practice. Examples include education programs such as those run by Council on the Ageing; computer clubs for seniors via the umbrella organisation - the Australian Seniors Computer Clubs Association Inc; U3A online programs.





The successful model of peer training programs for older people and those with a disability should be extended and supported, and further research into learning styles of older people undertaken. 





Initiatives and partnerships arising from IYOP should be continued and developed.








COTA agrees with the Australian Telecommunications User Group that Universal Service Obligations for carriers should be enforced in federal legislation to ensure at least basic data access capability, rather than leave this to market forces as recommended by the Australian Telecommunications Authority.





Perhaps there should be multimedia facilities in every hostel and nursing home - computer games can be used for physical and mental therapy. There is growing evidence of the benefits, and researchers are interested in exploring whether using a computer can improve memory recall for dementia and stroke victims. 








Issues relating to older people’s access to information, e-commerce and new technologies cut right across government divisions and departments and should be addressed by the National Strategy for an Ageing Australia.
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