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DISCLAIMER

Though the report is intended to be as comprehensive as possible at the time of its
completion, the report needs to be viewed as living information requiring updates as
programs and governments change and additional information or omissions are
identified. The information included is not intended to substitute up-to-date information
posted on government or program-specific websites.
The current document has been developed for the purposes of work AGE-WELL
National Innovation Hub, APPTA Inc. conducts. The authors have made every effort to
ensure the information included in this document is correct and up to date. Any use
which a third party makes of this report, or any reliance on or decisions to be made
based on this report, is the responsibility of such third parties. AGE-WELL National
Innovation Hub, APPTA Inc. accepts no responsibility for damages, if any, suffered by
any third party as a result of decisions or actions made, based on this report.
How to cite this document
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BACKGROUND
As a part of the APPTA hub solution for social isolation, a review was conducted to
better understand what barriers older adults experience when trying to use technologies
that could enhance or maintain their social connectedness. Social isolation is a
prominent and complex issue, and older adults are often at higher risk due, in part, to an
increasing number of health conditions that limit their ability to fully participate in their
community. As highlighted in our previous brief,
“Without the mobile phone,
technologies can play a significant role in helping
I’d be really cut off” –
seniors remain socially connected and maintain an
overall good quality of life. While there are a number
Participant, Tomsic et al. (2018)
of barriers that deter older adults from using
technologies, seniors have reported an inherent
interest in adopting technologies that can help them maintain their independence and
remain socially connected1,2,3,4.

*Graph is a representation of data retrieved from Statistics Canada (2016) Life in the fast lane: How
are Canadians Managing?5

In our review, we identified three main themes of barriers experienced by older adults:
literacy, affordability, and appropriateness. Within these three themes, sub-themes of
barriers have been found in the literature in terms of shaping perceptions for individuals.
For instance, when there is no proper avenue for seniors to learn how to use a
technology, and the devices intended for use are too expensive, it could promote
feelings of anxiety or stress and lower adherence. This brief will discuss the three main
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barriers, as well as their sub-themes (depicted in Appendix A), and highlight how these
may be mitigated with proper programming.

BARRIERS

Literacy
A major recurring barrier in the literature is around the theme of digital, or technological,
literacy. Older adults have limited opportunities to learn how to use and navigate new
devices or platforms and often do not receive the proper support to maintain uptake.
This exacerbates feelings of frustration and anxiety when attempting to use
technologies, and results in lower adherence, and discontinued use6,7. Providing
education and training programs at the
“…I first thought it was scary, but community level is imperative to the uptake of
technologies that enhance connectedness and
then I just went for a course
improve the quality of lives of seniors.
once and I learnt it.” –
Leveraging community centres, churches,
libraries or other public and accessible facilities
Participant, Tomsic et al. (2018)
is an affordable and accessible way to
implement education and training programs
within communities8. By implementing these programs, older adults will feel more
confident and adept at using technologies that can help them remain socially
connected9,10.

Affordability
Oftentimes, internet services and the technologies or applications that enable social
connection come at too high of a cost, especially for older adults living on a fixed or
lower income11,12. This poses a need for innovative funding and reimbursement
programs to support the financial aspect of technology adoption. One such opportunity
may be to leverage the common use of mobile devices among older adults; by using
technologies that seniors may already possess, programs can be viewed as more
appealing, as they do not involve additional costs13,14.
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Appropriateness
The design and navigation of some technologies could impact usability, as they were
not designed or tested with older adults in mind. Vision, hand and/or wrist mobility and
coordination, cognitive function and other areas of potential limitation are all important
considerations for the design of technological devices that could host effective
communication platforms for seniors to remain connected. While the versatility of
tablets, specifically, is viewed as an asset, devices, apps, websites, etc. should seek
older adults’ input in what their needs are, so as to develop and maintain appropriate
platforms seniors can use with ease15,16,17.

CONCLUSION
There is a paradigm shift in how we access the goods and services that suit our
everyday needs; this is no different for seniors. Bridging the digital divide is an essential
step to help seniors maintain their independence, access information they need, and
access opportunities to remain connected. There are many ways to leverage
technologies to support an individual in remaining socially connected with their family,
friends, and community. Understanding and addressing the challenges related to
literacy, affordability, and technology appropriateness are vital components to alleviating
social isolation among older adults.

5

APPENDIX A: Summary of findings for barriers to adoption of technology
Barrier Theme
Literacy

Affordability

Appropriateness

Subtheme
• Anxiety and/or stress when trying
to use devices
• Frustration in trying to learn to use
devices
• Navigation
• Lack of instruction or guidance
• Lack of knowledge and confidence
• Cost of device
• Cost of internet access
• Cost of monthly subscriptions to
online programs
• Complex or inadequate interface
• Lack of adaptability
• Heavy or difficult to handle
• Perceived lack of relevance

6

ENDNOTES
1

Khosavri, P., Rezvani, A., & Wiewiora, A. (2016) The impact of technology on older adults’
social isolation. Computers in Human Behaviour, 653, 594-603.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.05.092

2

Botner, E. (2018). Impact of a virtual learning program on social isolation for older adults.
Therapeutic Recreation Journal, 52(2), 126-139.
http://dx.doi.org.proxy.hil.unb.ca/10.18666/TR1-2018-V52-I2-8664

3

Czaja, S. J., Boot, W. R., Charness, N., Rogers, W. A., Sharit, J (2018). Improving Social
Support for Older Adults Through Technology: Findings From the PRISM Randomized
Controlled Trial. The Gerontologist, 58 (3), 467-477.

4

Revera (2016) Revera Report on Ageism: Innovation & the Aging Experience. Retrieved from:
http://www.ageismore.com/getmedia/6930698a-f92a-4d18-8c469a35b02ff896/ReveraReport_InnovationAgingExperience.pdf.aspx?ext=.pdf
5

Statistics Canada (2016) Life in the fast lane: How are Canadians managing? Retrieved
from: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/171114/dq171114aeng.htm?HPA=1

6

Vaportzis, E., Giatsi Clausen, M., & Gow, A. J. (2017) Older adults perceptions of technology
and barriers to interacting with tablet computers: A focus group study. Frontiers in
Psychology, 8. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01687

7

Tomsic, M., Domajnko, B. & Zajc, M. (2018) The use of assistive technologies after
stroke
is debunking the myths about the elderly. Topics in stroke rehabilitation, 25(1), 28-36.
8

Satariano, W.A., Scharlach, A.E., & Lindeman, D. (2014). Aging, Place, and Technology:
Toward Improving Access and Wellness in Older Populations. Journal of Aging and
Health, 26(8), 1373-1389. doi: 10.1177/0898264314543470

9

Ibid. 6.

10

Tsai, H.S., Shillair, R., & Cotton, S. R. (2015). Social Support and “Playing Around”: An
Examination of How Older Adults Acquire Digital Literacy With Tablet Computers.
Journal of applied gerontology, 36(1), 29-55.

11

Ibid. 6.

7

12

Jung, Y., Peng, W., Moran, M., Jin, S.-A. A., McLaughlin, M., Cody, M., … Silverstein, M.
(2010). Low-income minority seniors’ enrollment in a cybercafé: Psychological barriers to
crossing the digital divide. Educational Gerontology, 36(3), 193-212.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03601270903183313

13

Ibid. 8.

14

Ibid. 10.

15

Ibid. 8.

16

Ibid. 6.

17

Vassli, L. T. & Farshchian, B. A. (2018) Acceptance of Health-Related ICT among Elderly
People Living in the Community: A Systematic Review of Qualitiative Evidence.
International Journal of Human-Computer Interaction, 34(2), 99-116. doi:
10.1080/10447318.2017.1328024

8

