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Lay Summary 
 

Background and aim: The Virtual-EngAge study examined the potential of everyday digital 

technologies, such as phones and tablets, to help support retirement association groups, their 

members and other older people to enhance their social connections, information 

communication, and their capacity to advocate on matters that are important to them. In doing 

so, this study wanted to help ensure that the digital changes that are happening are fair and 

effective to older people.  

 

What was done: The study collected information about challenges and opportunities and needs 

and preferences through a variety of methods. This included: a survey of ARI members (468 

people); interviews with members (40); interviews with ARI staff and volunteer leaders (11); 

interviews with European policy makers and non-government organisations (4); and three 

workshops with participants of the research to help agree recommendations and actions based 

on the research findings. The study had three main parts. 

 

First part – about ARI and digital technology: The study investigated how digital 

communication technology (such as e-mail; social media) was being used, and could be used, 

by ARI to enhance older people’s engagement in society. Although the study found that the use 

of digital technology was often commonplace amongst members, the research found the 

people’s preference for and comfort in using technology varied considerably. This was 

sometimes related to someone’s education, age, their available social support, and whether they 

used digital technology in their working-life. The study found that traditional modes of 

communication (postal mail; telephone) were still critical, with many people relying heavily or 

solely on these methods. The findings also showed that the 

existing communication channels that flow between national, 

regional and local levels could create challenges for ensuring 

information is distributed in an effective manner. These 

challenges could combine with specific issues regarding 

digital access, digital literacy, lack of digital training and 

adoption of technologies to obstruct ARI and its members 

from benefiting from digital technologies. Finally, the 

research showed that ARI and other grass-roots older adult 

groups are largely being left on their own to overcome these 

challenges, with little support. It is critical to address this if 

we are to ensure digital changes are effective and fair, and do 

not disrupt older people’s right to participate and benefit fully from 

their society – regardless of whether they used digital technology. A 

short report and a policy brief have been released on this part of the 

study, which present general policy recommendations, and specific 

actions for ARI to pursue. Please click here to read these outputs.  

 

Second part – about how older people take part and digital technology: The study examined 

the potential for digital technology to enhance how older people take part in their communities 

and society. The findings showed that using and being satisfied with technology was mostly 

dependent on people having a high-level of digital proficiency (previous experience, 

confidence and digital skills). With almost a fifth of people never or rarely using the internet, 
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and with significant proportions of those with lower levels of digital proficiency not using 

technology, there remains sizeable gaps between those who use and those who do not use 

technology. Five factors were also identified as influencing older people’s perceptions and use 

of digital technologies for engagement in their daily lives. This 

included: (1) people’s history of using technology earlier in life, and 

their previous opportunities (or lack of) to engage in their 

community; (2) where people lived and the access they had to digital 

infrastructure and training; (3) whether people had access to 

supportive social relationships to support their use of digital 

technology; (4) experience of structural barriers, such as costs, lack 

of State investment, and ageist attitudes and practices; and (5) 

personal attitudes, such as acceptance, fear and resistance towards 

digital technologies. The use of digital technologies by older people, 

were largely faciliatory of in person engagement modes (e.g. using 

WhatsApp to organise social events). Therefore, participation in 

online engagement remained very much a secondary option for most 

people. Notwithstanding the need for additional digital capacity 

building, these preferences for engagement must be respected, and equal 

opportunities for older people must be protected within an increasingly 

digitised Irish society. Please click here to read a short report and a 

policy brief on this part of the study, which again present general policy recommendations, and 

specific actions.    

 

Third part – about how digital technology could be developed for older people: This study 

developed a set of design and development considerations to help inform how a digital 

application should function to support older people’s engagement in society. These 

considerations were developed in conjunction with ARI staff, volunteers, and members who 

took part in earlier phases of the study, as well as a small group of external research and 

development technologists. The considerations first outline the key functions of a digital 

application to support the collective engagement of older people. This includes an application 

that is usable, affordable, and convenient and that connects people to the information, and the 

social and advocacy opportunities that they are interested in.  Considerations are then presented 

around the changes that are needed in the existing social, political and legislative context to 

support the development and adoption of technologies that are relevant and beneficial for older 

people. This includes: economic and geographic accessibility of technologies, and technology 

infrastructure; regulation reinforcing rights and equality of 

access to services, supports and technologies; technology 

development processes that recognise diversity and integrate 

views of older people; and supports for digital literacy and 

learning. In this study, a digital application is not proposed as a 

solution for all challenges associated with digitalisation. 

However, to counter the neglect of older adult engagement 

evident in digital technology development, and to provide equal 

opportunities with respect to the availability of effective 

technologies for those who want them, an appropriately 

designed application could provide a useful tool for some older 

people. A short report and a policy brief present general policy 

recommendations, and the design and development considerations. 

Please click here to read these outputs. 
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