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Technology as an enabler in preventing social isolation for older adults in rural districts

Policy Brief : Pathways to Meaningful Access: Accessible
digital services for older adults

3. Aspects of access to digital services

Policy Priority: Developing pathways to
meaningful and accessible (non) government
digital services for older adults
1. Summary
• A
 n increase in digital government services can
result in access challenges for older adults.
• M
 eaningful access must focus on the situated
practices (or processes) of access to services.
• Information and communication technology can
support existing and enable new pathways to accessing digital services.
• I ntermediaries can play an important role in facilitating meaningful pathways to access.

2. Background
Providing accessible digital services to older adults
is a key priority and concern for government. It is
well known that while a wide variety of services are
increasingly provided online, there are some groups
that do not, or cannot participate in the use of technology to the same extent as others. Older adults
are one such group. Broadly, studies have highlighted that older women, people that live on their own,
and rural older adults have the lowest internet connectivity. ‘Accessibility’ and ‘access’ are widely used
and often contested terms. Within the literature on
digital accessibility and related legislation, the term
‘accessibility’ is most commonly used in the context
of improving the accessibility of devices or the internet for people who have a disability or difficulties
with certain activities, including those in the older
age group. In this context, accessibility most commonly refers to design and accessibility features
guided by common standards such as the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines. The term ‘access’ however, is used much more broadly to refer to the access and use of services, supported by information
and communication technologies, by a wide range
of people—of which accessibility is clearly one element. It is this broader understanding of access that
this policy brief focuses on.

Through a review of the literature and a comparison
with the findings emerging from our empirical sites,
we have identified eight key aspects that attend to
this broader view of accessible digital services for
older adults. Importantly, as ‘older people’ are not
a homogenous group and local context can vary,
these aspects can be used as guidelines in studying
and designing accessible services for older adults.
The eight aspects are:
• T
 echnological infrastructure and costs: which
include the provision of broadband and mobile
internet access, as well as ownership or access
to computers and mobile devices. Cost is commonly cited as a barrier to access.
• Socio-economic conditions: which include income, levels of education, employment or work
activity, are very significant in conditioning access to digital opportunities. These are important because of their structural nature.
• Demographic/personal conditions: Demographic attributes such as gender and marital status
have been found to influence the access and use
of digital technologies by older citizens, but are
only part of broader life experiences and a range
of other mediating elements that may influence
use.
• Attitudes/feelings: such as fear, lack of trust,
anxiety and frustration along with confidence
and enjoyment.
• M
 eanings and motivation: to use relevant digital
technology. It is important to understand what
services may be especially meaningful to older
adults in a specific setting. Also to understand
their views on the relevance of technology in
supporting their everyday lives.
• S
 kills and support: are important in increasing
access to digital services. While like any age
group, older adults learn in a variety of different
ways, interventions that include family members
in training and support are especially effective.
• S
 ocial and political networks: can play an important role in aiding older adults to learn about and
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Engagement with older adults should start with
identifying the relevant older adult groups and working with them to understand their concerns and their
relevant conditions of access. For example, in our
fieldwork it quickly emerged that loneliness and social isolation was a key concern and access to meaningful social participation was relevant to them. This
became our service design and development brief. It
became clear quite quickly that the most important
dimensions to accessing meaningful social participation, in order of priority, were (a) transport, (b) the
possibility of making the goal of social participation
a part of planned activity/routine, and (c) having relevant information about the activities that constitute opportunities for social participation.

Modes
of Access

Pathways
to Access

e

3

Necessary
Condi�ons

4

g

Stage one: everyday practices.

Everyday
Prac�ces

st a

The conditions of access above highlight that accessing digital services involves a wide range of
overlapping and interlinking conditions that are person and location specific. Specific pathways of access to services need to be identified. The starting
point for identifying such pathways is to understand
the everyday practices of older adults – what they
actually do, and what makes sense for them to do.
One effective way to explore such situated practices is through co-design and co-creation methodologies. Practice based co-creation works with the actual local older adult groups and identifies specific
and relevant pathways to access for them. The four
stage practice framework is a model for the development of accessible (non) government digital services for older adults (presented in Figure 1). We will
illustrate it by presenting some empirical material
from MobileAge fieldwork conducted in a rural district in the north of England.
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• Device design: such as screen size, interactivity
and interface. Such issues are often reflected in
widely adopted standards / guidelines for design
and apply to a wide variety of users (not just older adults).

Access to what?
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Figure 1: Practice framework for the design of accessible digital services

Stage two: necessary conditions.
The next step is to understand the conditions to access. Co-creation methods can be employed to identify how particular conditions of access might facilitate (or hinder) meaningful participation, based on
the actual everyday practices of older adults (identified and explored in stage one). For example, we discovered that our older adults would tend to access
events for social participation when: they are aware
of a relevant event, it is part of their planned activity
of the week, and, they have access to transport, to
and from the event. Using these dimensions identified in stage one, we were able now to investigate
the necessary conditions that would render them accessible (see Figure 2). For example, analysing the
transport dimension, some of the reasons for the
(in)accessibility of transport could be understood
by considering the eight conditions of access. The
fieldwork exposed some social and political conditions (such as cuts in funding affecting public transport) that hindered access to transport—particularly
for older citizens residing in villages and dependent
on public transport. Further analysis revealed that
this group had little social capital or scope of participation in council decision-making.
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Stage three: digital services as pathways to

Stage four: Different modes of access to

access.

digital services

Step three is to co-create digital services that enable relevant pathways of access to such opportunities. What this step seeks to address is to identify
how ICTs may increase access to meaningful social
participation. Can existing or new information be
opened up and joined up to enable identified pathways to access? How might digital services align
to support and extend meaningful pathways to access? For example, in South Lakeland, while there
were many events taking place, the information
about events was fragmented, distributed in many
different locations, often not complete, or entirely accurate. This meant that an older adult faced a
significant cognitive task to gather, filter, verify and
organise the information in order to decide whether they wanted to spend their limited resources
(transport, time, etc.) to attend an event. MobileAge
South Lakeland thus co-created an application gathering event information from a variety of open data
sources, organising, filtering, and making it available
to the older adults in a manner appropriate to them.
Layered onto this basic event information a number
of other connected resources were linked in order
to produce appropriate pathways to access, including the relevant public transport routes, the weather
forecast (so they know how to prepare for the event)
and information about facilities on route and at the
event location (such as wheelchair access, toilets,
etc.)

As a final step in the process we need to consider
how the digital service will become embedded and
accessible to the majority of the older adults in their
everyday lives. Not all older adults will have access
to technology, nor will they have the same understandings about what constitutes meaningful participation. Further, pathways to access will change for
specific older adults over time due to their changing
circumstances. This ongoing change is captured in
figure 3. We identified three typologies regarding access to digital services:

Finances

Finances

Device/
internet

Ownership of
transport
Social and
poli�cal

Access to
meaningful
social
par�cipa�on

Transport

Part of
planned
ac�vity

Independent access

Mediated access

Mediated access: older adults that rely on others to
provide access.
Independent access: older adults that access digital
services on their own.

Independent Access
If need be, move to
mediated access
Move up to
mediated access

Mediated Access

A�tude to
technology
Ability to gather
informa�on
Info
about
ac�vity

Support for
intermediary

Absent Access

Provide
informa�on
No
informa�on

Health/
disability
No transport
access
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Figure 2: Unpacking and understanding pathways to access in South Lakeland

Figure 3: Making meaningful access possible for the majority
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Although ideal, ‘independent access’ is not achievable to all, all of the time. In attempting to enable
access for the majority, ‘mediated access’ is a more
practical target. This process is represented in the
Figure (3) above. MobileAge fieldwork revealed that
many of those older adults we thought might be excluded were in fact gaining access to relevant digital services through intermediaries such as friends,
family or support workers (as highlighted in grey
in figure 2). Individual user profiles can also assist in simplifying access. For example, the South
Lakeland application included a personal profile to
better match information available to the specificities and preferences of the older adult. Further that
we need to ensure that access is maintained over
time as older adult’s circumstances change (e.g. finances, bereavement, cognitive decline) we need to
ensure that they are provided with mediated access.
Thus the focus for policy must be on ensuring that
there is continued meaningful access to digital services for the majority of older adults.

5. Conclusion
Issues of access to digital services require a situated understanding of the pathways of access for
everyone, based on older adult’s everyday practices.
Further, pathways to access are not static, the conditions of access and the mode of access will change
for individual older adults (e.g. declining health or
different financial position) and potentially for districts (e.g. new infrastructure / agencies). Policy
thus needs to attend to these changes. Any policy
initiative should consider the following:

• Intermediaries can be a very effective mode of
access if mediation is facilitated by digital pathways developed through a practice approach.

6.	Approach and methods involved in this
briefing
We have conducted in-depth qualitative research
in a rural location in the UK. This has comprised of
in-depth interviews, focus groups, and co-creation
workshops with older adults, NGO staff and volunteers, and with government employees. We have
also undertaken reviews of existing policy paper and
literature on accessibility.
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