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The Internet is  a  powerful  medium of information,  commerce,  engagement,
education,  health and a myriad other areas.  The benefits  that it  offers the
elderly  are enormous,  especial ly  in  these pandemic t imes.  And yet,  one of
the biggest barr iers  is  digital  l iteracy and helping elders overcome their
anxiety around it .

The pandemic has thrown into sharp focus elderly  issues as well  as  the
need for digital ly  upski l l ing them – elders are lonely;  they are anxious
about their  own and their  famil ies’  welfare and health;  there has been
signif icant disruption in their  social  l ives due to being house bound for
their  own safety;  accessing a whole host of  support and services is  possible
if  they are digital ly  savvy (ranging from banking to social iz ing to
entertainment to groceries and other shopping to name just  a  few).

Multiple studies have demonstrated the immense posit ive impact that
social  engagement via  the internet has had on elder mental  and emotional
well  being (Zhang & Kaufman,  2015).   At  the other end,  WHO is  launching a
new init iat ive,  Digital  and Assist ive Technologies for  Ageing (DATA) which
is  at  the frontl ine of  home-based,  assist ive solutions for  elder health and
wellbeing.  This  wil l  cal l  for  a  s ignif icant level  of  comfort with technology
in general  and the internet in specif ic  amongst elders to enable them to
leverage these solutions.

The starting point clearly  for  al l  this  is  digital  l iteracy for  elders.  A 2019
study by Agewell  Foundation showed that ~85% of the elders who were
polled were digital ly  i l l i terate.  While the pandemic has forced many elders
to ‘go onl ine’  (an interesting study by KPMG and ET Tech in October 2020
points out that the share of  internet users from the 55+ age group has
gone up from 8% pre pandemic to a staggering 30% 6 months later!) ,  the
opportunity and need to enhance their  ski l ls  and comfort remains large
and currently  unaddressed.
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DIGITAL LITERACY  –  Five elders were
supported during the pi lot  to enhance
their  comfort with and profic iency in
internet usage.The training was one on
one and began with a s imple needs
assessment to understand the elders’
wishl ist  with regard to internet use
and their  current comfort and
profic iency levels .  The training
spanned simple settings on their
phone (how to use the torch)  to
whatsapp (how to record a voice note)
to onl ine shopping and browsing and
signing up on OTT platforms.  The
elders valued the one on one
interaction,  the abi l ity  to cal l  their
volunteer-mentor when needed for
subsequent trouble shooting and the
delivery of  this  training in
manageable,  bite-size nuggets.
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ONLINE WELLNESS SERIES  –
In this  series,  over 50 elders
were engaged over a  2-week
period in a  range of onl ine
activit ies including a seminar
on the importance of  hol ist ic
wellbeing,  a  book reading,  a
quiz,  an art  session,  yoga and
easy cooking.  The elders in
the cohort unanimously
agreed that they looked
forward to the ongoing
engagement and would l ike
the organization to add
sessions on how to get
comfortable with their
smartphones and tablets to
shop onl ine,  get on OTTs and
access cr it ical  information.

Primary research with
25 elders also reveals  a
hierarchy (Figure 1)  of
how they are
priorit is ing digital
training.   They would
l ike to f irst  get
comfortable with their
devices before moving
onto communication,
then e-commerce,
fol lowed by
entertainment,
information and so on.

ElderAid conducted a series of  wellness-focused pi lots and primary
research in the areas of  wellness and digital  awareness and usage.  
 Pertinent f indings are shared here:
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About ElderAid Wellness Pvt.  Ltd.
ElderAid (www.elderaid. in)  is  a  Bangalore-based social
enterprise with a miss ion to helping elders  l ive healthy,
happy,  secure and independent l ives  by providing them with
a host  of  healthcare,  wellness  and concierge services,
del ivered /  faci l itated by a dedicated Care Manager.  The
organization has served over  a 1000 elders  and is  rapidly
growing to other c it ies  with a footprint  now in Chennai ,
Pune,  Navi  Mumbai ,  Ahmedabad,  Jaipur and Mysore.  Elder
wellness  is  a  large focus area for  them and they are
currently  creating an innovative elder  digital  l i teracy
program cal led ‘Tech goes Retro’ .

Start  from where they are –  in  terms of their
own needs,  their  device(s) ,  current comfort
levels,  etc.
Ensure one on one support –  ideal ly  in  person
but onl ine /  digital ly  can work too,  provided it
is  individual ised
Bite-size information – One needs to keep in
mind that the internet is  potential ly
intimidating for elders so information in small
nuggets is  ideal
Practice!  –  The elder needs to be given ample
opportunity to keep practic ing and testing
their  new ski l ls  to ensure they remember it  and
gain confidence
Supporting,  s imple,  written user guide /  notes
– Elders l ike to go back to what they learned in
the way they are most comfortable,  which is
hard copies of  notes /  directions with large
easy visuals
Cover safety and privacy issues –  Care must be
taken to address issues such as safety and
fraud

Key elements that a  digital  l iteracy program for
elders would need to address include:  
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