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  Abstract


  Our population is ageing very quickly. This increase is added to the rapid, exponential breakthrough of new technologies in our everyday lives. These two factors are generating great interest and many studies have been published on how information technology and communication simultaneously exist in ageing western societies. This paper analyses the main habits of use and consumption of new technologies by older people, in particular, the level of knowledge and their level of education. The purpose is to analyse whether the technological skills of our elderly are sufficient, as well as to know if the audio-visual resources are appropriate. This study wants to know if the ageing society is prepared to handle everything the internet has to offer. This study has taken place in three countries of the European Union: the United Kingdom, France and Spain. An attempt is made to generate comparisons and conclusions that help to increase the opportunities and to take on challenges of our current digital society. This study has used a methodology based on surveys which collect information on the use and habits in the three countries and the level of media literacy, as well as the interest of our elderly in training in new technologies.
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  1. Introduction and explanation of the question


  1.1. Older population and new technologies 


  Nowadays the ageing population is one of the most relevant phenomena in western societies. The proportion of the population aged over 55 is growing. It is estimated that in 2050 32% of the Spanish population will be made up of elderly people, which will make Spain the oldest country in the near future. This fact is due to an increase in life expectancy as a consequence of advances in medicine, improvements in nutrition as well as in education. This data is supported by a decrease in birth rates, especially highlighted by the economic crisis which weighs heavily on the decision to have children (Abad, 2014). The aim of this paper is to provide a renewed focus on new technologies and to verify, through a comparative study in the United Kingdom, France and Spain, how the elderly are adapting to this avalanche of new forms of communication (Santamarina, 2004: 47-76).


  Information and communication technologies (hereinafter ICT) open a huge field of possibilities, in dissemination of information as well as in direct capacity connection between emitters and potential audiences (Ferrés, 2000; Castells, 2001; Cornelissen, 2011). Nevertheless, it also includes a series of barriers when used by elderly people (Hamelink, 2000). The recent increase and development of new technologies has not allowed a continuous contact with this group. Moreover, they feel unfamiliar with technology and are not comfortable or prepared for it as they have not received proper training. Quite often a feeling of distrust appears (Suh & Han, 2003). On other occasions the services offered by new technologies are not focused on or applicable to specific uses for people of a particular age. Therefore, we begin with the hypothesis that there is a lack of ICT training for the elderly. Older people must be convinced of the advantages that these services provide (Abad, 2014) and they must acquire the necessary skills to manage the tools that allow them use them (Silva, 2005), including tools for taking care of and improving their health (Choi & Leung, 2008).


  1.2. ICT education and learning


  The digital society proposes a model in which communication converges through multi screens which provide feedback opportunities that have modified relations between individuals (Aparici, 2011). With the ICT a communication system has emerged where users who participate can take the place of emitters by means of creating content and, in particular, through participation. This participation, together with the inclusion process of the Internet in the homes of the 21st century citizens, and the use of other mobile digital resources has provoked an authentic social revolution (Barroso, 2002). The ICT industry has had to generate new content and modify the way it relates to consumers (González & Monleón, 2013). Citizens are getting used to a new scenario in which they are beginning to have a more important role. Education is essential in this process of change (Prieto, 1999; Cebrián, 2001). Therefore, new mechanisms are needed to provide continuity for teaching and learning and to reach the largest number of people possible, especially those who are older and in need of new abilities, knowledge and digital skills as demonstrated recently in studies by Silva (2005: 51-58) and Santamarina (2004: 47-76). Cognitive processes in the elderly are different in regards to younger people and are determined by personal and social-cultural conditions (Pavón, 2000: 133-139). With the passing of the years, a change takes place in learning processes as well as in the capacity to retain data, which requires that teaching and learning processes of these groups must be adapted to their characteristics (Freixas, 1997).


   


  2. Material and methods


  2.1. Applied methodology and justification of the sample 


  This study addresses the use, knowledge level and competence that the elderly have in France, the United Kingdom and Spain. This research uses the methodological and quantitative tool of the questionnaire because it allows for studying a social phenomenon as a dynamic process and within its real context (Callejo, 2002: 409-422). The survey conducted in French, English and Spanish allows for viewing the study outside of our borders in order to establish comparisons. It is the ideal method to generate propositions that are susceptible on a social level and that can be contrasted and compared through quantifiable data obtained in interviews. To carry out this study a total of 507 surveys were conducted as follows: 172 in France (Toulouse, Nancy and Paris), 160 in the United Kingdom (London, Bristol and Liverpool) and a total of 175 in Spain (Madrid, Barcelona, Castellón, Valencia and Cuenca).


  In order for the surveys to have maximum efficiency and credibility, all of the questionnaires were completed in person with the interviewer. Appointments were made in public institutions where the interviewer handed out the questionnaires in person. The questionnaire was previously evaluated by experts and the questions were translated into the language of those being interviewed (French, English and Spanish). The answers were cross-analysed and structured data were computed from the groups of questions that were related to the following variables (items):


  • Technological gadgets: knowledge level, usage level and usage habits.


  • Television watching: type of content, devices and watching habits.


  • Social networks: knowledge level, usability, participation and synergies with other devices.


  • Internet and buying habits: usability and navigation, purchases, level of web terminology control.


  • Information: the media to keep informed, habits of keeping informed.


  • Media competence: ICT knowledge level, how they learn and the degree of interest in continuing to learn.


  The survey had a total of 20 questions that were separated in accordance to age groups (from 55 to 65, from 66 to 75 and over 75), level of education (no education, primary education, secondary or higher), country of residence (France, United Kingdom or Spain) and gender (masculine or feminine). From the very beginning of this research an attempt was made to apply a quantitative method to be able to extract reflections on the present and future of the ICT in the elderly population. Therefore, the aim was to collect data regarding the perception, consumer habits, concerns and needs of these groups in light of the impact of Internet.


   


  3. Analysis and results 


  The results obtained for the analysis of data extracted from the surveys are presented below and separated by country.


  3.1. Results obtained in France


  In France, elderly people make up a third of the population, a synonym of a highly ageing country. A large percentage of France’s ageing population made up 24.1% of the Internet users in 2014, which equals 11.6 million Internet users. The increase compared to the previous year is between 5% and 7%, but the most surprising fact is that they are the age group that spends the most time on the Internet. The generation of the elderly 3.0, called silver surfers by the marketing companies, are a target audience for the industry because they are increasingly connected and their role is growing as active users. The older generation in France has received the new technologies enthusiastically.


  In the technological devices section (knowledge level, usage level and consumption habits), we can highlight that the French elderly are very knowledgeable about new technologies and especially about social networks. All of those interviewed claim to have some type of device to be connected, with the tablet as the most used gadget with 52% followed by a desktop computer and laptop (17%). They mainly use the devices to keep being informed (29%) and connected to their families by sharing photos and videos with them (14%). Entertainment is another one of the reasons they include to explain their use (13%).
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  Adapting to new technologies is considered a trend and a tendency that the elderly in France are actively participating in. Companies are greatly interested in this dynamic group’s training, adaptation and interest in this field. In fact, the communication is appropriate for the type of message that is transmitted. Nevertheless, the results of the survey in France highlight that most (66% of those surveyed) are self-learners in relation to learning and improving their knowledge of ICT. Therefore, older users are willing to adapt and improve their knowledge in this field. The platform that they most commonly use to improve their knowledge is with tutorial videos. The mobile applications are also appealing to them but they only use them for personal leisure. The most used application is a video game called Candy Crush. Another result worth highlighting is that age is not the main element that distinguishes between degrees of knowledge in technology, but rather the lifestyle they lead as well as how they live and adapt to technological changes. ICT culture and education are essential so that the ageing population in France do not encounter obstacles for people over 55 years old.


  In regards to the item of television viewing, it is worth pointing out that the French elderly continue using television as the main audio visual platform, with entertainment and providing Company as the main reason for said use. Television is still the main medium used to keep being informed (28%) followed by the newspapers (24%) and radio (23%). Most of the French who were surveyed are aware of the concept of «a la carte TV» (85%) and they use it by downloading the programme directly from the television channel (30%) and from their home desktop computer (23%). On the contrary, 83% have never accessed any TV programme via social networks; only 8% have ever done it once with Facebook (50%), the main social network for participation followed by Twitter (33%). In regards to the knowledge level item and usability in social networks in general, we highlight that in France most of those surveyed use Facebook as the main social network (69%) and blogs are another phenomenon that has reached the elderly population in France (20% of those surveyed claimed to have a personal blog). 30% of those surveyed answered that the main activities they do on social networks are sharing photos or videos with friends and family because they think it is a good way to keep in touch with them, followed by looking for profiles in networks of people they are interested in (24%). The next most popular activities are making comments (22%) and modifying and updating their profile (12%).


  Finally, the results in relation to usability and navigation on the Internet and purchasing habits are of interest. Most of the French elderly who were surveyed purchase directly on websites (45%); while 32% state that before buying they look for information on the Internet prior to going to the sales site. These data reflect the lifestyle of older people in France and their adaptation to new technologies, especially in regards to the changes in purchasing habits. The Internet links them to the world outside; it is a medium that provides them with an open window to the world and a way of keeping in touch with the French society. In France the ICT knowledge level is very high amongst younger generations, but as we can observe, it is also quite high in the elderly population. Their most common purchases online are transport tickets (train, bus and aeroplane) and food products they purchase weekly on their tablets.
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  3.2. Results obtained in the United Kingdom


  The British elderly have a very active role, especially in new technologies. Faced with higher life expectancy and a better economic situation, many older people have begun to enjoy new forms of leisure, to travel and to have a more active retirement. In this social context, learning and immersion in the world of technology have taken an active role for older people and are quite important in the lifestyle of British society. Specifically, in this study we have found a clear distinction between those surveyed between the age of 55 to 65 and those between 65 and 75. In regards to the first item about knowledge, use and habits of technological device usage, those surveyed between 55 and 65 have a high level of knowledge of terminology. The concept of streaming is the least known by those interviewed (only 5% knew this term), followed by the term hashtag (9%). Most are familiar with a la carte TV or on demand TV (23%) and Apps (18%). These data show the relation with data obtained in France where the knowledge of these terms was lower.


  The most used device is the mobile telephone (60%), followed by the tablet (30%), while those in the 65+ age group use the desktop computer more often (85%) in comparison with other devices. Both groups confirm that they use them mainly due to their convenience (65%) and habit (32%). In the United Kingdom, as in France, there is an important trend in regards to adaptation of the elderly to new technology. There is a high level of interest to learn and improve in this field, especially because most British people are aware of their needs, their surroundings and the potential of new technologies to improve their living conditions. The need to feel independent is the main incentive for this increase in using and consuming technology in the UK. That is the reason we understand that for the 55 to 65 age group, studying is the main use of ICT (54%).


  On the contrary, in people over 65, the main use is still the need to keep being informed (24%) and entertainment (22%). Moreover and as is the case in France, despite the high interest and degree of adaptation of this profile with ICT, most of those surveyed are self-learners (69%) or learn through the help of a family member (22%), with tutorials being the most used platform for self-learning amongst those between the ages of 55 and 65 (72%). On the contrary, those older than 65 learn by attending conferences and specialized courses.


  We can therefore observe that in this country there are ICT training courses for this audience. Mobile applications are commonly used amongst the British elderly, most of those surveyed had more than one application downloaded on their devices (71%) with apps related to gambling being the most used (32%), followed by games (27%), specific purchasing apps (21%), Facebook (11%), Google Maps (6%) and PayPal (3%). The use of email is very popular amongst the British population (92% claim to have an email account), but the most interesting piece of data is related to how it is used: 72% use it to send and receive emails but 28% use it for promotions for product brands.
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  In regards to viewing TV, as in France, the traditional TV set is still used for audio visual consumption (70%). As far as other screens are concerned, the mobile phone is also used, but at a much lower rate (16%) and always in their free time, although the time frame when they most use this device is in the mornings. TV is still the most used medium for keeping informed (27%), but traditional press (26%) and online press (24%) follow closely for keeping informed. Most elderly British people know and have used at least once a la carte TV (92%), by downloading the content from the web page of the TV channel (42%), watching in their free time (72%) and from the desktop computer at home (33%).


  The British elderly who were surveyed, in contrast to the French, have at times participated in audio visual content through social media (26%), with Facebook (46%) and Twitter (42%) being the two biggest social networks in which they have participated with live comments.


  In regards to the knowledge and usability item in social networks in general, most of those interviewed use Facebook as their main social network (46%), followed by Twitter (39%). Blogs are also used by the British elderly (15%), also stating that besides having a personal blog, they like to look for opinions in other blogs and forums. The main activities they carry out in social networks are sharing photos and videos with friends and family (32%), followed by writing comments (29%) and looking for profiles of other people who share their same interests (16%) because they consider the social networks as a way to connect and meet other people in the same age group.
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  Lastly, it is worth pointing out the results related to usability and navigation in Internet and purchasing habits where we again find differences according to the age groups of those surveyed. Many of those surveyed between 55 and 65 purchase directly on Internet (42%), or check first online to look for information and then physically go to a shop to buy the product/ service (39%). This highlights the predisposition of the British society to access the Internet at the beginning of the purchasing process. On the other hand, those surveyed over 65 look for information on the Internet and then go to the point of sale (39%) or only compare prices and buy products in the same shop (37%). They are also aware of price differences, which is why 28% ask a family member to help them look for and compare online first and then inform them.
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  3.3. Results obtained in Spain


  The use of the Internet is integrated in a large part of Spanish society (Gabardo, 2014: 41). There is still a long way to go to insert those Spanish users, who due to issues related to age, are still reluctant to engage with the digital world (De Andrés y Lima, 2014: 189-197). According to information from October 2013 to May 2014 of the General Media Study (EGM in Spanish), the problem of the older population is located between the ages of 55 and 64; a group that has the necessary devices for most occasions, but does not know how to make the most of them because they are at the beginner level as users of ICT. Those older than 65 are in a worse situation; their low current penetration rate (less than 30%) is difficult to reverse and hopelessly condemns this group to digital illiteracy and exclusion. Lower to mid-lower class elderly have some barriers to overcome in order to completely enter the digital society, especially those older than 55. Moreover, the economic crisis has caused this segment to miss the opportunity they had to directly adapt to the Internet. Their growth levels as users have been slower than other social strata. The crisis that has hit Spain hard can easily be seen in the communication sector (Cabezuelo-Lorenzo, 2013: 703-7015).


  In regards to knowledge, use and consumer habits in technological devices, those surveyed in Spain between 55 and 65 years old have a high level of knowledge regarding a la carte TV or TV on demand (63%), Internet (33%), tablet (21%), WhatsApp (20%) and Facebook (19%), with concepts such as website (8%), hashtag (6%) and streaming (3%) the most unknown. There is little knowledge in Spain about the concept «a la carte TV» (12%). Those familiar with the term have sometimes used it by means of downloading audio visual content and from the TV channel’s web page. When they are told what a la carte TV is and what advantages it offers, 72% stated they would like their television set to offer them programmes in accordance with their interests and with the possibility of consuming content when they wanted.


  The most used technological device is the mobile phone (81%), which is used most due to its convenience (62%) and habit (32%) and at different times (71%). The Spanish mainly use this device to keep being informed and to keep in touch (69%), for entertainment (18%) and to talk (10%). Only 2% claimed to have used it for education or training. This is a result that contrasts with the data obtained in France and in the United Kingdom, since we observe that in Spain there is not high adaptation to new technologies and the elderly are unaware of the actual possibilities. The elderly in Spain primarily learn about new technologies from family members and friends (61%) followed by self-learning (26%) and only 13% have attended a course as a way of learning about new technologies.
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  On the contrary, Spaniards are very interested in learning about new technologies (87% want training and only 13% don’t) through classroom courses (62%) and specific conferences about this subject and in accordance with their needs (38%). They demand more specifically designed education for them because they need a more basic language to understand. Training for the Spanish elderly must adapt to their profile and learning limitations/capacities. Applications are not widely used by Spanish elderly, only 15% said they had apps on their devices, amongst which were those related to the news (8%), games (5%) and online banking (2%). The use of email in Spain is quite high (63%) and their main uses are to receive mail (51%) and to send mail (44%). Only 3% said they had used it to participate in contests and promotions and only 2% claimed to use it for trends and fashion.
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  With regard to television viewing, Spaniards use the traditional platform for watching TV (85%). Amongst other possible screens for consumption they also use the desktop computer (8%) and the tablet (4%), while only 3% watch TV on their mobile phones. TV viewing in Spain mainly takes place at home and most Spanish elderly watch TV at night (55%), 25% in the mornings and 20% in the afternoon. The main media used by Spaniards to keep informed are TV (40%), newspapers (30%) and radio (20%). Only 10% claimed to keep being informed on the Internet. This result contrasts with those obtained, especially, in the United Kingdom. The elderly population in Spain uses online media much less than their British counterparts to keep informed due to their lack of confidence in online news.


  Spaniards, quite like the French, have low participation rates in media content on social networks, but in Spain it’s even less. 85% of Spanish elderly state they have never participated, 14% have participated sometimes and only 1% claim to participate online regularly. Of the few who have participated, most of them have done it on Facebook (71%), text messages (15%), blogs (10%) and Twitter (4%).


  Those that have never participated with comments online justify their lack of participation due to lack of knowledge (81%) and only 19% say they are familiar with this option but do not know how to do it. In regards to the item regarding level of knowledge and usability in social networks in general, Spanish older people do not consider themselves as users of social networks (82%), only 3% consider themselves as users and 15% at some time. They do not have basic knowledge about existing social networks; most are familiar with Facebook (75%), a blog (15%) and Twitter (10%), and they are not aware of what an online community is or other types of social media. They say they are familiar with them because of television, the news and their family members, especially the younger ones. They always use them in their free time and the activities they point out coincide with those of the French and the British: sharing photos and videos with friends and family members is the most common (54%), followed by writing comments (25%) and looking for profiles of people similar to them or with similar interests (21%). It is worth mentioning that none of those surveyed use social networks to participate in contests or to follow a brand, which they justify by saying they don’t understand the purpose. Other studies, like Sotelo (2012: 217-230), have pointed out, nevertheless, that in the case of Spain there is a strong alliance between social networks and sports information, especially football. In regards to usability, navigation on the Internet and purchasing habits there are not big differences related to age groups. In general, most Spaniards physically go to the shop to make their purchases (74%) and only 9% look for information online before going to the point of sale. 10% said that sometimes, and depending on the type of product (especially technological ones), they had a family member do it for them. Only 6% said that advertising helps them choose products/services and most of them were unfamiliar with specific online sales sites (88%). We can therefore observe that in Spain electronic commerce is underdeveloped amongst the ageing population and they are a target audience that is not reached by advertising messages since they are not familiar with this type of online activity and they particularly distrust the Internet as a way to make purchases. The price is not a relevant factor that changes their behaviour in regards to buying online.


   


  4. Discussion and conclusions


  As a result of the results obtained in the three countries, it can be established that the elderly population in Spain has the lowest adaptation in regards to new technologies and that this is mainly due to the lack of training and education in the field of ICT. These results are encouraging for new start-ups aimed at this specific group with methodologies adapted to their needs, capacities and limitations. Our elderly have concerns, which must be answered, especially if we want to attain the same level of certification as other European countries.


  The technology industry must offer a wide range of products and services adapted to the needs of our elderly that allow for easy adaptation, use and application. Priority attention is necessary for our elderly so they can gain autonomy and be able to look for information (search, choose, elaborate and share) by themselves in the new digital society. This involves acceptance of cultural, political, ideological and economic implications of this new era so closely linked to technology.


  There have been previous success stories in education that have allowed different groups to remain active and integrated in society during their lifetime. Now it is necessary to reinforce those programmes with different transformations through continuous education programmes for the elderly. It is essential to create required mechanisms so information is really permanent and continuous in the current knowledge and information society in order to reach the greatest number of people.


  As active actors in our society, the elderly constantly make new demands that must be satisfied and included in our system. All educational institutions, especially those closely linked to research, as is the case of the university, must adapt their content and expand their curricula in order to train future professionals adequately in fields that respond to the needs of our older citizens.


  The elderly in France and in the United Kingdom, although they can improve their skills and knowledge in relation to ICT, are seen as an interesting market niche for various sectors as they make up a large sector from the quantitative point of view, from a political point of view (due to their important voting capacity) and they are interesting human capital (because of their knowledge and experiences). Nevertheless, in Spain they are not always seen as an opportunity and on many occasions they are excluded from new technologies. The Spanish elderly need greater motivation to learn. This lack of motivation changes when they discover that ICT can notably change their quality of life.
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