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Abstract
What could Interaction Design do to improve the life of senior citizens?

A problem which is not only restricted to seniors is social isolation.
Since interaction design is not only concerned with the design of
human-computer interaction. It is also concerned with human-computer-
human interaction or in other words the design of online communities
and networking people online. This expertise can be used to create
connections between people which live in social isolation and bring
them together online and with the new established virtual social
networks also later on in the real world and therefore create real social
networks.
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Background
During my social service in Munich, I did basic housework for senior
citizens. I always thought how lucky I am that I will be able to play
computer games and can go online when I am a senior. However,
seeing the issues of social isolation every day made me think there
could be a way to make new technologies work for older people.

At the same time I was aware that just giving somebody access to
technology wouldn’t make things much better. Sitting in front of a
computer might give him a virtual social life but this would just increase
his physical social isolation.

Which lead me to the conclusion that the Internet has to boost physical
social live and it should be avoided that somebody transfers his to far
into the computer/virtual world.

The Internet should be more a tool to improve real social life. It should
be a catalyst for events in the real world.
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Objectives
Which leads us to the following objectives.

Interaction Design Objectives

•  An Interaction Architecture/Platform, which gives Senior Citizens 
    the   possibility to connect online and later on in the real world.

•  An Interface to access this Interaction Architecture/Platform which:

     - Is as accessible as possible, including all impaired user groups.
     - Encourages participation.
     - Communicates the mission of the web site.

Social outcome

• The Decrease of social isolation
•  And the Increase of face-to-face communication
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How can this be done?
The concept of Social Capital

Sociologists and community builders often talk about social capital,
which is the equivalent of Financial Capital in the social domain.
Instead of having money, the amount of social contacts are measured
and therefore the size of social networks.

The motivation for investigating the idea of social capital is that people
interested in sociology recognized that many societies are moving
more towards individualism (David Andrew) and fragmentation of the
community. In his book “Bowling Alone” Robert Putman describes
how more people go bowling in America every year but more and
more do it by themselves. He identifies this as a loss of social capital.

The distinction between social capital, which is created in the virtual
world, between virtual identities, and social capital created in the real
world, between physical identities, is very important, since “virtual
social capital” is easy to create but it is far less valuable compared
to “real social capital”.
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virtual social capital

real social capital
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The lower value of “virtual social capital” is due to:

• It lacks face-to-face communication which major issue is the lack
of empathy which is when you can tell how somebody feels, which
is communicated through body language and other non-formal
communication channels.
Though there is evidence of empathy on the web (e.g. emoticons :-),
“virtual empathy” can’t be as powerful as “real empathy”.

Jenny Preece argues that empathy online is directly linked to the
bandwidth of the communication technology. The low end would be
chat communication or email. The higher end would be something
like video conferencing calls. Since you can interpret the other
participant’s facial gestures in this context you would have more
empathy.

• “Virtual social capital” also lacks the possibility of physical interaction
between individuals like meeting up for a game of soccer or a cup of
coffee

However, the interesting fact is that “virtual social capital” can be
transferred to “real social capital”. This happens, for example, at online
dating agencies or when two people who met in a chat room meet up
in the real world, which brings us back to this project and it’s key
point.
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Christa and Detlef Jung are a nice example for the
Transfer from virtual to real social capital. They met
each other in a chat room and are now married.
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The Key Point
The key point of this project is to use the fact that “virtual social capital”
is easy to create but can be converted to “real social capital”. The role
of Interaction Design is then to create an Interaction Platform for this
conversion process. The mechanism for this process provided by this
design solution has to be scaleable and repeatable to ensure that
outcomes are no individual cases.

Designing this in a respectful and appealing way for the user is important
and not holding it in front of his face that he/she is “socially isolated
and desperate to meet someone” like in the case of dating agencies.

Admitting that you are socially isolated to your self is difficult. Even
more difficult is admitting that you need help about it, and in many
cases is the biggest obstacle to people getting the help that is available,
according to Julie Fry, Community Support Team Leader at Stonington
City Council.

It is therefore vital that the website’s theme isn’t social isolation itself.
Rather its central themes and design metaphors should lead the user
out of social isolation by getting involved with the idea the web site
offers. It should be something that involves users in a subsidiary
interest focussed on a social activity like dancing or team sports.

In the case of this project the theme is food culture.
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The theme, purpose
and hook
Why food culture?

•  Because food is the most evident common denominator with many
social attributes.

• It can be used as an excuse to start social interaction, like the cup
of coffee when you want to meet a friend or if you ask somebody out
for dinner. A circular argument

•  Proper and adequate nutrition is also a big issue for seniors.

However, an online community that is only about food culture wouldn’t
lead to a richer social life. It would create “virtual social capital” but
the connections made have to be taken into the real world to convert
them into “real social capital”.

My strategy is that users make appointments online but then meet in
the real world to socialize and share a meal or cook together their
favourite dish.

Creating “Virtual social capital” would be the making appointments
online.

“Real social capital” would involve people actually sharing their interest
in food culture by cooking and having a meal together.
In “Bowling Alone” Robert Putnam describes one important losses in
many current societies is Family Dinners. These have dropped 33%
in the last 25 years while having friends over has dropped 45% in the
last 25 years. Joining a group cuts your odds of dying in the next year
in half.

These interconnected issues are addressed by having “Food Culture”
as the theme, purpose and hook for the site.
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Slow Food
The objectives of this project relate to the same objectives as the
“Slow Food” movement (www.slowfood.com) but come from a different
direction.

An Italian in Rom initiated the Slow Food movement in the late 80’s.
He was upset that a McDonald was opening right next to a historical
site. So he started his movement to support local businesses to save
the food culture (he calls it taste culture) so people can eat in a proper
fashion, he most certainly hadn’t in mind to tackle social isolation with
his movement but it intersects with this project on the fact that he is
promoting food culture to make the world a better place.
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Interaction
Architecture/Platform:
Black Board/Posting Board

Seniors can post on the website if they want to cook a meal for
someone or with someone. Alternatively, they can view posted meals
from other seniors and join them. This leads directly to the giving and
getting balance of traditional online communities where:

ß Giving is posting events
ß Getting is joining events

Jenny Preece makes it clear how important it is to have the giving and
getting balance in mind when designing online communities. In normal
online communities this balance refers to the balance of questions
and answers posted on a message board.

In the context of this project it is important to have a balance between
“inviting to” and “joining” events. It would be completely pointless for
the development of a supportive community if everybody were to post
dinners but almost nobody attended them, or if only a few people
post dinners and everybody overwhelms them with to many people
wanting to join them. Therefore a good balance between posts and
joining users is important.

An interesting question in this case would be how critical it is that
everyone who joins dinners also posts dinners, or would it be possible
to create a sound balance even by only having people who post and
people who join.
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Interaction Scenarios
Examples of how users would interact

Giving Scenario:

There could be different sorts of invitations like:

• I am cooking Fish who wants to join
• Would you like to cook Turkey with me?
• Would you like to join a pasta dinner?
• Or even public restaurants like:

Who wants to join for a dinner at the Mai Thai restaurant?

Getting Scenario:

If a user would like to join an event he would send a request to the
host with a personal statement.

• Hello I would like to join your fish dinner.
• Hi! Turkeys my favourite, lets cook together!
• Pasta sounds great would be great if I could join.
• I’ve been at Mai Thai 2 weeks ago and I can’t wait to go again.

The host then can view the requests and can either accept or reject
them.

Examples for disabled seniors:

• This gives seniors who can’t leave their home due to mobility issues
the possibility to invite people to their place.

• If they want to join a posted event that already holds a certain number
of guests, they could join and ask if they want to relocate the event
to their place.
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The Profile
The profile will be a section where each senior can present themself
to the others. They can include stories about themself and other
interesting facts from the past. It will also be used to solve trust and
security issues but this will be discussed later in an extra chapter.

The design of the reputation system in the profile is a major issue:

While I am clear about the first two points of Robert Axelrod’s three
major requirements for ongoing cooperation, identified in his book
“The Evolution of Cooperation”.

Which are:

“ Arrange that individuals will meet each other again “
Which is implemented in the posting and joining of events.
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“They must be able to recognize each other “
Which is implemented with the profile.

I am not so sure about the third point, which relates directly to the
need of having a reputation system.

“They must have information about how the other has behaved until
now”.

EBay addressed this issue with its reputation system where users can
post comments into other users profiles about their experience with
them.

Though Amy Kim says that eBay’s reputation system is one major
contribution to online communities in general, I am not sure if it would
be good to use a similar system in this case. It would state no problem
in a scenario where the users like each other but in a case where users
have personal issues it could turn into discussions in the reputation
system.

I will address this issue in the trust system later on, so maybe this is
enough already where I simply have a status of a “trusted user”, so
everybody will know that they can trust him, and they can make their
own personal experience.

This is due to that there is a distinction between how a person behaves
trusts wise and character wise. It is obvious that he can be totally
trustworthy but in the same time be an arrogant, unfriendly person.
A distinction needs to be made between these two qualities in the
case of this site.

It would thus appear to be enough if the history of the user is confirmed
as trust worthy by the security system and stated as such in the profile
and if some users have special issues they can talk about that in the
forum.
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The Forum

There will also be newsgroup like discussion forums (asynchronous
interaction, which mean that communication can occur over hours,
days or weeks and therefore creates a more “question and answer”
like dialogue then synchronous interaction which is more like
communication over a phone line in text form) to discuss food culture
and other related topics on the site. About the implementation of chat
like forums (synchronous interaction) I will have to research further,
since they are several issues involved with that.

Activities

I am also thinking of group activities like going to food festivals or
organizing cooking competitions.
Especially cooking competitions would address the idea of staging a
crisis, which online community experts like Mike Godwin say is
important when building an online community. According to him it
crystallize the users sense of belonging to a place they care about.
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Information Architecture:
Food Culture

There will be sections about cooking, recipes and other food related
things This could especially include a section about food issues related
to the special needs of seniors issues, like “Easy-to-swallow, easy-
to-chew cooking” or recipes that support the needs of cancer patients
and any other information that support the requirements of the
community.

This content section can be both user-driven (so that seniors upload
recipes) but also content provided by the organizer of the site.

Senior related content

other content related to senior issues e.g.
computer problems, health issues, family tree research.

News

News about the community and the web site.
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The Immi.gov.au site is very accessible because
due to its good use of CSS style sheets.
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Interface Design
The interface will be the access tool to this Interaction
Platform/Architecture and its design therefore the second most
important key point of the project.

An important component of the project is the Interface Design, which
lets the users use the system/interaction architecture.

Where the interface is the access tool to the
Interaction Architecture:

(In case of 3 users interacting)

Typographic issues:

Some users have issues with small type but there are others who have
issues with type that is too large. Consequently, it is best to leave the
font on default size so that users can adjust the size in the browser
to their needs. Therefore this has to be considered in the design of
the web site since enlarging the text could break up the design or
destroy the layout in some way.
Since not so experienced user also might not know that they can
change the font size in their browser settings there should also be a
function on the sites interface to let the user do so.
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The Immi.gov.au site is still perfectly accessible in
a Lynx browser which is a sign of good accessibility
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There is also the discussion if you should leave the font type on the
default setting or if the designer should set it. Theoretically it would
be best to leave it on default, but in general users don’t know that
they can set a default font for their browser so the risk is high that the
content is presented in a disadvantageous way.

Motoric disabilities

Motoric disability issues are users who can’t use the mouse or keyboard
properly. In considering the special needs of these users, the hit areas
of buttons shouldn’t be too small and the site as a whole should be
navigable through the keyboard alone.

Memory issues

Some older people have issues with their short-term memory; which
have to be addressed in the interface design. The potential for such
users to become lost in the site architecture and navigation system
can be prevented by linking elements in small steps and always clearly
illustrating the location on the site.

Visual Communication

• How can the information design on the site help to clearly communicate
the information and events happening?

• How can the visual appearance encourage participation?
(In this case how can it make this group of people excited about food
culture and cooking).

Examples

Here I will show some screen grabs of Inclusive Designed web sites
and explain what’s good about them.

24





Other Issues
Risks

Trust:

A central issue will be that users can feel secure about contacting and
meeting other users. It is imperative that seniors know that other
seniors are trustworthy otherwise nobody will participate.

Security

How can the system be secured so nobody can abuse it?

E.g. a user could try to get addresses from seniors and try to break
into their homes by simply inviting himself to an event.

A concept to solve the Trust/Security issue.

IBM’s “TrustEstablishment” from “think research” has a decentralized
concept, which when combined with some common dating agencies
guidelines form my approach to this problem.

There are three different levels of authorization a “guest”, “new user”
and “trusted user”.

A guest:
A guest has to sign up and create a profile with a picture but without
an address. The address is added later by a trusted user but is not
visible to the public.
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Alfred Rosenthal, 89, from Frankfurt is germanys
oldes Internet user. He uses computers already for over 20 years.
His wife Gerda Rosenthal said:”I would never surf the Inernet”
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The guest can only visit posted events where there is a party of at
least three already known users. These would include the cook/host
of the event and two other trusted users. This has the purpose that
the guest knows that the party is trustworthy.

The party then picks up the guest at a public place knowing their face
from the profile the guest previously created.

After the event two trusted users can certify the guest’s profile and
the guest becomes a new user (certifying includes sighting the guest’s
photo ID and adding the guest’s address to its profile).

ed to create connections between people which live in social isolation
and bring them together online and with the new established virtual
social networks also later on in the real world and therefore create real
social networks.

A new user:
A new user is still not able to post/host events but doesn’t have to be
picked up by the party anymore and can join events where there is
only one host and one trusted user. He then has to get several approvals
by trusted users (5-8; max two per event) and then becomes a trusted
user.

A trusted user:
A trusted user is then able to post and host events and has the ability
to certify guests and approve users.

Public Dinners:
There will also be the possibility to post public dinners, meaning that
instead of meeting at a private home to eat and cook, people meet
in restaurants or cafes to eat and socialize. These events will be able
to be posted by everyone, even guest users. This aspect of the project
has the added advantage that people can use the system even if they
don’t live in a community area where there are trusted users.
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 A second way to become a trusted user:

Especially during the beginning of the project and to support users
in areas without any trusted users, the local city councils will also have
to have the ability to approve users to become trusted users. If there
is a user who wants to become a trusted user but can’t or doesn’t
want to join a group as a guest, he can contact his local city council
and it will approve him by checking his background.
At the initial implementation stage of the project this will be done in
cooperation with a group, which is already loosely connected and
therefore has some sort of trust towards each other. This helps so that
the need for proof of trust is not so important to get the project going.

Legal issues

Could there be any aspects that would make the system illegal?

Side effects

Although the web site is meant to create social networks, could it also
have unforeseen effects that destroy social capital?

Jenny Preece has described this problem in the context of normal
online communities, suggesting there is a danger that people will trade
in their real world social capital for virtual social capital by not leaving
home anymore and just chatting in front of the computer. Another side
effect of this project could be that email decreases face-to-face
communication because we don’t have to meet anymore to discuss
things.

Since this project works against this trend I am less concerned about
that people will lose social capital. However, I am more concerned
that it could destroy ways in which social capital has been created
before and therefore increase society’s dependency on the Internet.
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Praystation.com in a standard browser

Praystation.com in a Lynx Browser
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Technical Realisation
Development Tools:
Flash MX vs. HTML
Since Macromedia introduced accessibility features in Flash MX, it is
now possible to access Flash sites with assistive technologies such
as screen readers. It is also possible to magnify objects for visually
impaired users. However, it is not possible to access the site with a
Lynx browser, which is an important accessibility benchmark. There
are other issues such as that the accessibility features still have bugs
that make it unreliable to use and you also have to have the “Flash 6
Player” to view it.

Therefore it seems that HTML with the combination of CSS is still the
best development solution, which is also recommended by the W3C.
But it would be still interesting, innovative and a challenge to design
and develop an as far as possible accessible Flash site.

Backend

Database:
The site will need a database to store all the information posted and
uploaded by the users, since MySQL is free and does the job it is the
right tool for this.

Scripting Language:
There will also be the need for a scripting language such as PHP or
ASP to communicate between the site and the database. Since PHP
is platform independent and it has many free components to offer it
is the best choice.

Host
Any Host with MySQL and PHP support will do.
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Target Audience
Communities that have a strong social awareness and strong social
links, like Melbourne’s Greek or Italian communities, have less need
to create social capital than individuals from English speaking
backgrounds. Interestingly, during my research with Yarra and
Stonington City Councils I found out that the use of the Internet against
social isolation already exists. Communities with less social capital
already use the Internet significantly more than communities with a
high amount of social capital, who almost don’t use it at all.

In the City of Yarra community there is a high amount of social capital
due to predominance of people with a Southern European Cultural
Background. The city council could tell me that they have very low
use of the Internet in their senior community. This is in opposition to
the City of Stonington where the number of seniors with Anglo
backgrounds and low evidence of social capital have an already high
use of the Internet. They also have a high concentration of seniors
who want to learn to use the Internet. For example, the Internet
workshops for seniors are always booked out, according to information
from Stonington City council.

In general the target audience are socially isolated senior citizens with
low social capital and who don’t have a background that can assist
them building it.
But there are still issues when crossing the virtual with the real world,
which narrow down the target audience. Since theoretically every
socially isolated senior around the world could use the system.
In reality, however, the user group has to be located in a specific local
environment if they are to be able to eventually meet in person.
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Social isolation is not only an issue amongst senior citizens. Therefore
the idea of this project could also help other agegroups with their
social issue.
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The system therefore has to be adaptable to the particular needs and
cultural interests of local communities. The project as a whole can
expand as more groups are set up but each group has to be based
in a local context.

Consequential the best way would be to start of the project in groups,
which are already loosely connected and have a certain amount of
social capital, therefore their social capital could be multiplied and
then later on transferred to others who are willing to join.

Design and Development

Due to the high relevance of a user-centred design approach it will be
important to include a target group, that is already socially networked
to some degree, while building the prototype of the web site. It will
also be important to involve institutions with similar issue like “Meals
on Wheels” or the local city councils in the design and development
process.

Conclusion

Since the project’s core issues are social isolation and the creation of
social capital it could be extended so that it addresses social isolation
in all age groups. For example, people who move into a new city and
feel socially isolated. This could also be applied to support
communication between generations enabling a senior to share a meal
with a student or a 30-year-old single.
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