The Economic and Social
Value of
Living Connected
everybody wins when elders get online

The Jargon

The Demographic

The Stakeholders

While digital inclusion
is a warm and fuzzy
term, digital exclusion
is the harsh reality
for many and places a
burdon on
face-to-face services
and businesses.

Generations who grew up
before the digital era are
known as veterans (those
born before 1946) or baby
boomers (born after WW2
1946-1964)
Personal Computers only
became popular in the 1980’s
and the internet did not take
off until the 1990s.
Most veterans and many baby
boomers were retired by then.

In addition to elders
themselves, key
stakeholders for
digital inclusion of
elders are
government agencies,
public and private
aged-care providers,
business and society
in general.

We could use many terms to designate the focus of this report (elders, seniors, senior citizens, older people,
oldies, elderly). We find elders the most respectful, putting a positive spin on our aging population.

Some facts

I

f there is one consistent trend
with Australia’s population, it is
that we are growing older and elders
are outstripping the young. In the
last 20 years, the proportion of the
population aged 85 years and over
has more than doubled. Ageing is
therefore a growth industry.
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in 7 Australians are over 65
and are being encouraged and
supported to stay living at home:
•

•

•
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15.8% of Australians approved
for a place in an aged-care
facility in 2015 were forced to
wait more than nine months
for a bed.
Avoiding a full-time place in an
aged care facility can be worth
as much as $692/fortnight to a
pensioner (Aged Care Guide).
The Department of Health
(2017) has committed $955
million over five years to help
Australian seniors who want
to stay in their own homes for
longer.
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T

he ageing population
represents both a challenge
and an opportunity:
•

The challenge: many
government agencies, health
and aged-care providers are
overwhelmed and alarmed by
the prospect of managing an
ageing population.

•

The opportunity: A growing
cohort of healthy and wealthy
retirees is living longer, often
for several decades.

T

he Council on the Ageing’s
(COTA) 50+ Report found that:

•

•

•

60% of the participants said
that they look forward to
enjoying a closer connection
to their community when they
formally retire.
However, 40% of participants
reported feeling less socially
connected after retirement.
Often, when preparing for
retirement the focus is on
financial planning, with little
attention directed to the
emotional and psychological
effects that this change brings.

T

he Australian Bureau of
Statistics show that, of the
1 million Australian elders living
at home, less than half have the
Internet; even fewer use digital
technology for personal use in
a typical week. Although some
now embrace digital technology,
many have not and are at risk of
social and economic exclusion.
Yet Government and business
expect everyone to be online.
The Australian Digital Inclusion
Index (ADII) assesses online
participation
along
three
dimensions: Access, Affordability,
and Digital Ability. The ADII
shows how these dimensions
change over time, according to
people’s social and economic
circumstances, as well as across
geographic locations.

What are the social challenges of an
ageing population?
Elders, both those aging at home and those who go into care, tend to become increasingly isolated as they age,
especially once they can no longer drive!
Social isolation and loneliness can have a marked impact on the mental health of seniors, with research showing
that “lacking social connections is as damaging to our health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day”. See the jump in
suicide rates for men over 70 in the ABS data below.

Isolation reduces
wellbeing. A study
of home services
by Netten in the UK
found that while
basic services are
met, there is a
growing gap between
social needs and
what current services
provide.

In the spider graph above, the outer line represents how the needs of each Domain of Wellbeing are met in the

general community. The Inner line represents how these are currently met by home services. The lines are close on
the 4 basic services on the left. The biggest gaps lie in the higher-level domains on the right: those of engagement
(connecting with people and community), activity (having meaningful and rewarding ways to occupy time) and
independence (being in control of life).
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What are the economic challenges of
an ageing population?
The following images from the Productivity Commission greatly concern economists, particularly those who insist
population aging acts a depressant on economic growth. They fear that the withdrawal of workers from the labour
force will result in declining production and there will be a reduction in consumption as older people tend to
purchase less luxury consumer goods.

The Department of Health and Ageing (DOHA) is concerned about the rising costs of an ageing population with
trends like these:

Governments are facing the difficult political decisions
of raising the retirement age, reintroducing death
duties and changing the taxation rules associated
with superannuation earnings.
Communities and institutions are facing new
challenges as more elders are joining the ranks of the
homeless, disabled and prison populations.
Families and individuals are coming to grips with new
concepts such as consumer-directed care models,
enduring guardianship and advanced-care directives.
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Elders are facing a world where it is more difficult and
more costly to live independently if they do no have
digital skills and access.
From the business perspective, shopping online
can save consumers 13% on average compared
to shopping in-store. Other consumer benefits of
online shopping – derived through greater choice
and a reduction in search time and cost – are worth
approximately £283 per consumer per year. A PWS
study in 2009 estimated that digitally-excluded
households in the UK were missing out on £1 billion
per year in savings from paying bills online and online
shopping.

Who is impacted by the digital
exclusion of elders?
a

For the elders themselves

Socially, digital exclusion negatively impacts on the three higher level Domains of Wellbeing in our spider diagram
on page 3: engagement (connecting with people and community), activity (having meaningful and rewarding
ways to occupy time) and independence (being in control of life).
Economically, digital exclusion makes everyday things harder and more expensive. The table below shows the
relevant costs of different modes of transactions, and businesses pass these costs onto customers. What’s more,
many businesses only do transactions online.

b

Transaction Method

Cost per transaction

In person

$17

By mail

$12.90

On telephone

$6.60

Online

$0.40

For family and friends

Despite best intentions, family and friends are often time-poor and can live a long distance from their elders. Elders
not online can become estranged from family and friends, most of whom catch up on social media.
Digital exclusion of elders results in:
• More work for carers
• Government management of services for seniors
• Fewer online customers for business
• Less healthy, active, independent elders
• Less opportunity for seniors as mentors, volunteers etc

c

Opportunities for business.

Australian online retailers sold $18 billion in physical goods in 2016, and growth in online spending outstripped
traditional bricks and mortar retail by 6.9% during the same period. As with most activities related to the online
world, older Australians lag behind other age groups, spending less online overall. However, over 65’s represent
the fastest growing age group for online retail spending. This suggests that online marketing efforts should be
focussed on senior Australians, particularly since they have significantly higher disposable income than most other
age segments.

d

Opportunities for not-for-profit organisations.

Research from Blueprint Australia, indicates that the magnitude of charitable donations increases with age, and
today’s senior citizens are more generous than any of their predecessors. The rate of charitable giving grows
annually for each age bracket and is significantly stronger for over 65’s.

e

Opportunities for Government and Providers
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The balance of economic and social
benefits of digital inclusion
COTA 50+ Report - The twin currencies: how people in NSW spend their time and money as they age
COTA wanted to investigate how people spent their time and money, the ‘twin currencies’ as they age, thereby
gaining a better understanding of the diverse circumstances people experience in the years leading up to and
including their retirement.
The ‘dual currencies’ of time and money can have a profound effect on an older person’s health and wellbeing
as they age. Real concern exists for growing numbers of older people for whom old age offers little comfort, no
security and very few choices.

What did COTA find?
Older people are big contributors. Rather than being a burden, older people are doing some heavy lifting in
terms of caring commitments, helping their children financially, and increasingly, remaining in the workforce for
longer than any generation before them.
There are good, and less good retirements. There is a growing split between older people with resources and
those without. This affects their leisure time, their health and their connections to family and friends. It shows a
growing disparity between those reliant on government income support and those living on superannuation and
investment incomes. COTA data tells a tale of a two-tiered level of retirement, and of a growing gap between the
comparatively well off and relatively poor older Australians.
Older people are anxious about having enough money to last. Most people who participated in the COTA
NSW 50 + Report think they will have insufficient funds to retire, with the unemployed and full time workers most
concerned. People in lower income groups generally retire out of necessity rather than choice, making it more
difficult to accumulate sufficient superannuation funds.
Well over a third of people feel less connected once they retire. Caring responsibilities and limited resources
often determine leisure choices in retirement, with those on lower fixed incomes often choosing leisure activities
which can lead to increased isolation. This has implications for the mental and physical health of older people, their
general wellbeing and their ongoing ability to remain connected and active in their communities.
Economic security is a big concern for older people, especially women. Single people, particularly older single
women, are the most vulnerable and often the ones most relied upon by family for caring and other responsibilities,
while couples with superannuation and investments are best protected and have more options when it comes to
an active, healthy and engaged lifestyle.
Four main areas of potential benefit from enhanced digital inclusion:
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•

improved education and employment outcomes; for example, as individuals enhance their
qualifications, this improves their earnings and/or their probability of finding employment.

•

improved health and wellbeing outcomes; for example, access to improved health information
and health services.

•

efficiency savings for public service providers enabled by greater use of online information and
transactional services.

•

potential benefits for consumers able to purchase a wider range of products at lower prices.
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How can the Living Connected
program help each stakeholder?
The Living Connected approach focuses on what each elder wants to do and not on the technology. Our programs help
elders to remain engaged, active and independent when they learn to use digital technology. We offer:
•
•
•

A personalised, integrated and continuing home program for those ageing in place
Drop-in help centres for seniors who have their own device and need some lessons
Computer clubs or classes for residents in aged care

We also offer training for carers and service providers who work with elder clients, as well as training for employees at the
front line of businesses who have elder customers.
In addition, we offer advice and feedback for website designers on the usability of their online channels from an elder’s
perspective.

A final word from stakeholders
Government agencies now expect all citizens to interact with them online. Access to online government
and public services benefits both the government, in terms of efficiency and effectiveness, as well as
individuals who save time and experience increased convenience.
Aged-care providers can benefit from the efficiency and productivity improvements associated with
online service management.
Benefits for business come from an increased set of online customers.
Community organisations benefit by enhancing communication channels with potential contributors
to their cause.
Society benefits from seniors being more engaged in civic activity, and from carers’ time being freed up
to become more productive members of society.
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HELP US TO HELP YOU
FOR BUSINESSES
SPONSOR a drop-in session and PROFIT from more online customers….
How many sales do you miss because some elders don’t do online shopping? Our free drop-in sessions
teach elders the skills and confidence needed to access everything the online world has to offer, including
your goods and services!
TRAIN your staff and IMPROVE your customer relations….
Business is about relationship. If you don’t get this right, a prospect doesn’t become a customer and a
customer doesn’t come back. Elders have particular needs and challenges. Living Connected understands
these needs and can train your staff to understand them too!
FOR GOVERNMENT AGENCIES
FUND workshops on using your websites and FREE up your frontline staff….
To cut costs, government agencies direct customers to their online services, but staff still spend time with
elders who don’t have the skills to use these systems for even the easiest of tasks. We conduct workshops
for elders on various government websites - My Aged Care, myGov, Centrelink, Medicare etc. The equation
here is simple: the more our clients know, the less you have to do!
FOR AGED-CARE PROVIDERS
ENGAGE us to run a computer club and LIGHTEN your burden of care….
We don’t need to tell you how frantic aged-care can be. As much as you’d like to help residents with their
IT needs, there simply isn’t time. Wouldn’t it be great if they could help and entertain themselves? Even
better, imagine if the many questions directed to aged-care employees could be answered by
online-savvy seniors themselves!
FOR FAMILIES AND FRIENDS
REFER and RELAX….
Mum bugging you for help with her tablet? Grandad can’t work his phone? Neighbour needs printer
support? We like to be there for friends and family but it’s not always possible. Let’s face it, we don’t always
have the necessary patience, especially when it comes to family! Send your elders to us or send us to their
home and we will do the rest.

In contrast to the challenges of the aging population , we focus on the opportunities that stem from
elders as customers, clients and valued members of the community. We provide strong evidence for the
importance of the digital inclusion of elders in realising these opportunities.
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