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ABSTRACT
Information and communication technologies are seen by many researchers across the
world as a significant contributor in enabling seniors to live healthy, independent lives,
and to remain out of institutional care for longer. For seniors to make more use of
technologies, online and other, those technologies must be designed with them in mind.
Yet, while human-computer interaction researchers have investigated how user values
can help improve technology design, few such investigations have explored systems for
seniors, or researched their online communities. In particular, little attention has been
paid to the social values inherent in online sociability. The present study addresses
several of the resultant gaps in the literature, by principally asking the following
research question: What do participants in an online community for seniors value about
their online social interaction and what are the implications for design?

Using an interpretivist/constructivist philosophy, and ethnographic methodology, this
study sought to explore a particular Australian community, GreyPath, run by, and
expressly, for seniors, to discover what they most valued about their online social
interaction. The study involved observation of the whole community for a period of
eleven months, followed by semi-structured interviews with thirty members, using a
variant of purposive sampling known as criterion sampling. The analysis of the data
thus gathered, led to the discovery of six themes. These were: online community values,
online social interaction values, communal values, agents of social interaction values,
avoidance values, and site design values. Of the 29 values discovered within these six
themes, only one had been previously addressed directly in the literature, thirteen had
been partially addressed by previous studies and fifteen had not been identified by any
previous studies at all. Furthermore, the study revealed four strategic design factors that
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were of particular importance to the GreyPath community, hybridity (variety), the
visible presence of seniors as advisors/helpers, phatic communication, and a flat site
structure. Until now the literature has only been concerned to show what designers need
to do to make web sites accessible to seniors. These four strategic factors show what has
made one particular online community for seniors as successful as it has been, from a
design perspective. Methodologically a significant contribution to the design literature,
made by the present study, is that of the contextual interpretation of values, as opposed
to the traditional interpretations of values which employed philosophical and other
literature to define the meanings of values. This study also confirmed and extended the
findings of several previous studies, to show that online sociability does increase overall
sociability, and that face-to-face interaction is still seen as the ultimate form of
socialisation, although technological substitutes, such as webcam, mean that physical
meetings are not necessary, as had been suggested by previous literature. As future
research builds on the findings of this study and its suggestions for further research,
online sociability for seniors will improve substantially.
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Terminology used in this thesis
The present study
Throughout this thesis the phrase ‘the present study’ refers to the research conducted for
this PhD. The phrase is employed to distinguish this study from other studies that are
referred to as appropriate.

Acronyms
The discussion in this thesis repeatedly uses specific terminology, including acronyms.
Table 0.1 summarises them all and is placed here as a reference for readers. The
conventional approach with acronyms is to only use the full term once and then its
acronym thereafter. However, due to the length of the thesis, the full term is given for
its first use in each chapter, and thereafter the acronym is used throughout the remainder
of that chapter.
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Value sensitive design
Western Australia
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Across the western world, governments have taken initiatives to cope with the expected
rise in ageing populations. 1 This is a well recognised phenomenon, and various
measures have been put in place, and continue to be developed, to cope with this
demographic change. Various government and research initiatives have investigated the
societal implications and these include initiatives to reduce reliance on assisted aged
care, and on promoting ageing well and successfully. Less well-recognised is the
increasing use made by seniors 2 of information and communications technology (ICT),
such as that through participation in online activities. Research in this area is still
relatively new and sporadic and it is within this domain that the present study sits.

This chapter introduces the main background to the study reported in this thesis. It
begins by placing the research in the broader context of world demographic changes in
relation to the ageing of Western populations, in particular, those in the Australian
context. The chapter then addresses the purpose of the study, including the role of
values in user-centred design and the research questions that are the predominant focus.
Next the GreyPath community which is the focus of this study is described. The chapter
then discusses the contribution this research makes to the field of human computer
interaction (HCI). In the final section, the contents of the rest of the thesis are outlined.

1

Throughout this thesis, English spelling is used unless quoting from an American reference.
It should be noted that, in Australia, older people taking part in group discussions objected to the terms
‘aged’ and ‘elderly’. However, gerontology literature frequently uses the terms ‘aged’ and ‘ageing’. To be
consistent with the literature, despite the objections from older adults, ‘ageing’ and ‘aged’ are frequently
used in this thesis. Nevertheless where possible, the term ‘seniors’ is also used. It should also be noted
that the Australian spelling ‘ageing’, is used in preference to the US ‘aging’, throughout this thesis,
except where used in direct quotes.

2
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1.1 The ageing of Western nations
The combination of decreasing rates of mortality and birth rates, means that the
proportion of seniors in Western nations is projected to increase significantly over the
next several decades. This is also true in Australia. McDonald and Kippen (1999)
showed that in 1870 only 2% of Australians were aged 65 and over, and that by 1998
this had increased to 12%, with forward projections showing a marked increase in the
percentage of older people in the Australian population. According to the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c) one in four Australians (23 to 25%)
will be over 65 by 2056, up from 13% in 2007. By 2056, there will be twice as many
aged-pensioners as there are now, with only half as many workers supporting the social
security system, which provides pensions and health care along with other benefits to
many seniors. This is part of the afore-mentioned general trend in the developed world
of lower birth rates and longer life spans. According to Britain’s Office of National
Statistics (Office for National Statistics, 2008, p. 1):
Over the last 25 years the percentage of the population aged 65 and over increased
from 15 per cent in 1983 to 16 per cent in 2008, an increase of 1.5 million people in
this age group. Over the same period, the percentage of the population aged 16 and
under decreased from 21 per cent to 19 per cent. This trend is projected to continue.

In the USA, Belsky (1999, p. 7) for example, noted that only 4% of Americans were
elderly (over the age of 65) in 1900, while by 1999, that figure had risen to 13%. By
1999, the proportion of elderly Americans was one in eight, and this was forecast to rise
to one in five by 2030. She also claimed this phenomenon was the result of a significant
rise in birth rates following World War II. The unusually large birth rate lasted from
1946 to 1964 and the group of people born during those years are now referred to as the
“baby boomers”. The baby boomers however, do not alone account for the increase in
the number of people forecast to be amongst the aged in years to come. As stated above,
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people are living longer and, because people of child-bearing years are having fewer
babies, the proportion of older people is forecast to increase further.

In Australia the majority of seniors live independently at home, either with a partner
only (46%), family (17%) or alone (28%) (ABS, 1999). With the demands the forecasts
are expected to place on aged-care provisions, governments around the world are
looking for ways to keep seniors in their homes and out of institutions as long as
possible.

1.2 Technological implications of an ageing society
The rise in ageing populations in Western nations also has implications for technology
use among seniors, a topic which will be explored throughout this thesis. One aspect of
this topic is that more seniors than ever before will be accessing technology. This trend
is likely to be encouraged as governments and other agencies involved with seniors
require more and more electronic interaction in order to save costs. For example, the
BBC reported that in Britain, voting, access to news and learning were increasingly
being provided over the Internet, and that seniors were disadvantaged by this because
only 28% of people 65, and older, had Internet access at home (BBC, 2006).
Nevertheless, in Britain the number of people using the Internet aged 65, and over,
increased 47% between 2000 and 2004 (Pfeil, 2007a).

Technology uptake amongst seniors in Australia has been growing rapidly and
continues to do so. ‘Senior surfers’ were among the fastest growing groups on the
World Wide Web at the end of the last century (Scott, 1999). ABS figures showed a
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220% increase in Internet usage between May 1998 and May 2000 for persons aged 55
or older (ABS, 2001). That situation continued according to Galacho (2002, p. 31) who
stated that amongst registered online banking users in Australia those “aged 50-plus
recorded the biggest growth rate of 113 percent” for the year ending March 2002. These
results were qualified by the comment that the proportion of active, rather than
registered users, was quite small.

In addition to the increasing size of the ageing population, there is a related rise in the
numbers of people with age-related disabilities. Vanderheiden (1994, 1997) reported
that by age 55, 25% of the population in the USA would experience functional
limitations, 50%, by age 65, and 70%, by the time they reached 70 years of age.
Australian data shows that 54% of over 65 year olds in 1998 had a disability, rising to
84% of people over 85 (ABS, 1998). This implies that, not only will many more seniors
be interacting online, but that their particular access requirements may need to become a
focus of technology design.

Many seniors are technologically capable. Whilst a major discussion of online
communities is found in the next chapter, it is important here to briefly recognise that
seniors are making use of such communities. They are using social networks
(Karahasanovic et al., 2009; Pfeil, Arjan, & Zaphiris, 2009), they engage with each
other online and they participate in online communities (Ito, Adler, Linde, Mynatt, &
O'Day, 1998; Lepa & Tatnall, 2002b; Pfeil, 2007b; Pfeil et al., 2009; Xie, 2008a; Xie &
Jaeger, 2008). There are also many online communities that cater to the needs of
seniors. Examples include SeniorNet (based in the USA), OldKids (based in China) and
various ones in Australia, including Australian Golden Girls, Silver Surfers, and Seniors
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Helping Seniors. The particular online community that is the focus of this study is
greypath.com.au (GreyPath). It is detailed below in Section 1.4.

1.3 The purpose of the study
The purpose of this study was to explore the online social interaction of seniors within
the GreyPath community. In particular, this study sought to discover and understand the
social and moral values that were most critical to GreyPathians (as several interviewees
called themselves), when interacting socially online. GreyPath was chosen for this study
because it is the largest online community for seniors in Australia. Furthermore,
because of its Melbourne origins and headquarters, many of its long-term members are
located in or near Melbourne. That was convenient to the researcher, who was also
located in Melbourne when this research began (although, during the course of the
research, he relocated to country New South Wales).

The key or principal question for this study was: What do participants in an online
community for seniors value about their online social interaction and what are the
implications for design? The purpose of the research was thus to explore what
GreyPath participants valued most about their online social interaction, so as to inform
HCI designers about how to improve the design of online community technologies for
seniors.

Online communities involving seniors were under-researched when this study began,
with the few studies that had been carried out all recommending further research was
needed (Ito et al., 1998; Ito, O'Day, Adler, Linde, & Maynatt, 2001; Lepa & Tatnall,
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2002b). Since that time, a few further studies have examined online communities
involving seniors (Jaeger & Xie, 2008; Pfeil, 2007b; Pfeil et al., 2009; Xie, 2008a; Xie
& Jaeger, 2008). Nevertheless, scope remains to extend knowledge about the values of
seniors participating in online communities, given that the literature on incorporating
values in design is relatively new and, to date, no work in the area has specifically
focused on seniors and ICT (Borning, Friedman, & Kahn, 2004; Flanagan, Howe, &
Nissenbaum, 2008; Flanagan, Howe, & Nissenbaum, 2005; Friedman, Kahn, &
Borning, 2002).

Whilst values as they relate to this study are carefully defined according to the literature
in the following chapter, a brief definition may be helpful at this point. The design
methodology called value sensitive design (VSD) (Friedman, 1996; Friedman, Kahn, &
Borning, 2006) follows the premise that better systems design requires that, in addition
to current HCI design guidelines, designers need to find out what the key (most
important) values of the intended users are, and also incorporate those values in their
designs. VSD is therefore a methodology that exists in addition to other design
strategies and helps to inform better design through its focus on values. Values are not
clearly defined in the literature, as will be seen in the next chapter. However, for the
purposes of this study, values are things or objects (including abstract objects such as
actions) that are important to users of technology artefacts. Whilst values can be
economic, or of other types, the focus of VSD has been on moral values (such as trust)
and in recent times (Nissenbaum, 2010) has expanded the definition to include social
values (such as online friendship).
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The literature revealed that, until seminal work by Friedman (1996) and Nissenbaum
(1996) a little over a decade ago, interaction design, as understood within HCI research,
did not take into account the values of users. Since then, HCI designers and information
and communications technology (ICT) philosophers have explored various aspects of
incorporating values in design. While ICT philosophers have focused on moral values,
such as trust, privacy, and integrity, HCI design researchers began with a focus on
moral values and have increasingly included social values in their research. For
example, online friendship-building reflects a social value, yet such friendships cannot
form without underlying moral values, such as trust. Given the importance of moral and
social values in the literature, including their implications for design, the sub-questions
for the study are as follows:

•

What are the most important moral and social values for online social interaction
by seniors?

•

How are the values of seniors in an online community similar to, and different
from, the moral and social values discovered in studies of other user groups and
contexts?

•

How can interaction design better support what seniors value most about their
online social interaction?

It was decided that the key question, and its sub-questions, outlined above would satisfy
the purposes behind the research. Engaging in these questions would lead to a rich
description of social interaction values within the GreyPath community. This decision is
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also in harmony with interpretive research that uses qualitative research methods – the
approach of this study.

In summary, the research sought to discover online social interaction values with
implications for design. Nevertheless, specific design issues are not directly examined
in this thesis because they are considered to be beyond its scope. Only a research project
that is dedicated and tailored towards investigating design issues could tackle them.
However, informing designers about how to aid senior social interaction was an
intention behind study.

1.4 GreyPath
GreyPath Pty. Ltd. manages the portal, greypath.com. Membership is restricted to
people aged 50 and over, i.e., the portal is for seniors. In sociological terms,
participation is not spatially determined, as traditional communities have been
(Wellman & Leighton, 1979), but ubiquitous (Wellman & Hogan, 2004). That is, the
community has members in every state and territory of Australia, including some who
are travelling (have no fixed address) and others who live overseas. The chat rooms
regularly include participants from Europe, the Middle East, Asia, and North America,
as well as from all parts of Australia. GreyPath has 35 volunteers who freely give their
time and skills to maintain the site. All contributors, managers, administrators, technical
support personnel, as well as ordinary members, are seniors.

A significant feature of the GreyPath portal is its hybridity (Arnold, 2007), that is, its
multi-faceted approach. It allows for all manner of users, from novice technology users
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to people who are very technologically literate. It has members who rarely use the site
and then only to find specific information, and others who use the site for many hours
every day for social interaction with other members. GreyPathians can enrol in free or
nominal-cost courses, and they can contribute to, or receive, information on a wide
variety of topics. The online destinations of GreyPath members are dictated by their
interests and time constraints. GreyPath is also a safe place, in that it is moderated by
volunteer contributors who have placed their names and photographs on the site.

There is also the possibility for members to participate in a number of different options
such as the forums, blogs and chat rooms. GreyPath management continues to innovate,
with the development of video editorials, a new multimedia seniors’ course
development engine, and a possibly unique approach to a three-dimensional (3D)
seniors’ game, currently under development. The most recent innovation has been the
first simple broadcasts of GreyPath Internet TV.

As at August 2009, there were approximately 100 million web sites worldwide.
GreyPath traffic ranked approximately 1.3 millionth according to the web information
organisation Alexa (2009), placing it in the top 1.5 percent of world-wide sites by
traffic. Compared to sites such as TripAdvisor or Facebook, the traffic on GreyPath is
miniscule. However, when one considers that this is a site dedicated to Australian
seniors, then it indicates that this is indeed a popular site with a particular age cohort.
Within Australia, it is claimed to be the largest site for seniors. In August 2009, it had
more traffic, as defined by Alexa (2009), than any other site for seniors in the world at
that time.
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According to site management, pre-October 2006 membership was approximately
45,000 seniors. In October 2006, GreyPath administrators changed their site
dramatically from the initial design, introducing a new structure with a more accessible
and easier-to-maintain interface. However, that 2006 restructure cost the GreyPath
community dearly in terms of membership. Prior to the restructure, the majority of
active members had been in their late 70s and early 80s, whereas the majority of the
active members in 2008 were in their late 60s. It seems that many previously active
members ceased participation as a direct result of the restructure. Possible explanations
for this generational change in site membership are explored in Chapters 2 and 8.

1.5 Significance of the study
As stated in the introduction above, substantial growth has been forecast for ageing
populations in Western nations. That makes any study that helps increase awareness of
the needs of seniors significant.

While some studies have examined online communities for seniors, none of those have
looked at what seniors value. Amongst the studies conducted, some have looked at
communities for seniors from an actor network theory point of view (Lepa & Tatnall,
2006); others have studied cultural differences between seniors (Xie & Jaeger, 2008);
some have looked at inter-generational comparisons in online behaviours (Arjan, Pfeil,
& Zaphiris, 2008; Pfeil et al., 2009); still others have looked at specific issues such as
social support (Pfeil, 2007a, 2007b); and there have also been case studies of particular
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communities (Ito et al., 2001), as well as of online multimedia use amongst seniors
(Xie, 2008a).

Several recent studies that have involved ICT and seniors have recommended that
significantly more research be carried out in this area (Pfeil, 2010; Pfeil & Zaphiris,
2010; Sayago, 2009; Sayago & Blat, 2010). For instance, Sayago and Blat (2008, p. 47)
reviewed the papers of four leading HCI journals and one leading HCI conference in
early 2008, and concluded “that no studies have been published to date reporting on
real-life usability of ICT for older people”. Later they reviewed ethnographic
contributions to HCI design involving seniors and pointed out that much more
ethnographic research was required, because of its effectiveness in revealing the social
context of use. They concluded that “very little is known about how older people
interact with and make use of ICT in their daily lives” (Sayago & Blat, 2010, p. 107).
Dickinson, Arnott and Prior (2007, p. 344) explained the lack of knowledge about HCI
and seniors as the result of the difficulty experienced in recruiting senior participants for
HCI studies. They surveyed three leading HCI journals in 2006 and found that, of 39
papers published, 18 involved highly educated young people up to age 34, and only two
papers involved seniors, even though in the Western world over 20% of the population
is made up of people over age 60. They accounted for this anomaly as resulting from
the ease of recruiting university students to participate in studies. They further pointed
out that this results in an age bias in HCI papers in that they predominantly focus on the
characteristics and attitudes of highly educated young people. Similarly Kurniawan and
Zaphiris (2005, p. 129) claimed that one reason seniors tend “to shy away from the Web
is the lack of understanding from Web developers that older people have different needs
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from their younger counterparts, both in the reasons for which older people use the Web
and also in the way older users interact with it”.

Very few HCI studies to date have examined the interface design of online communities
for seniors and in the few that have, there has been an assumption that seniors want to
be like their younger counterparts on the Internet. This has resulted in a focus on using
technology to overcome age-related functional limitations, so that interaction for seniors
approximates that of younger people (Sayago, 2009). However, several studies have
questioned these assumptions and called for more research involving senior participants
(Arjan et al., 2008; Dickinson et al., 2007; Hawthorn, 2007; Pfeil et al., 2009; Sayago,
2009; Xie & Jaeger, 2008).

The Australian Research Council (ARC, 2009, p. 1), the body that funds most of the
research carried out through the nation’s tertiary institutions, has four “Designated
National Research Priorities and associated Priority Goals”, one of which is “Research
Priority 2: Promoting and Maintaining Good Health.” Within the latter, are four priority
goals, the second of which is “Ageing well, ageing productively.” This is described as
follows (ARC, 2009, p. 1):
Developing better social, medical and population health strategies to improve the
mental and physical capacities of ageing people.
Australia’s population is ageing, with a significant projected increase in the number of
people aged over 65 and over 85. While Australia is relatively well placed compared
with many OECD nations, major shifts in cultural expectations and attitudes about
ageing are necessary to respond constructively, at both an individual and population
level. A healthy aged population will contribute actively to the life of the nation
through participation in the labour market or through voluntary work.
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In the opening sentence of the above quotation, social aspects of ageing are indicated as
a priority area for Australia’s research in the immediate future. The present study is
about informing the design of online sociability systems involving seniors and as such
is well placed to make a significant contribution to the literature, both in the areas of
gerontology and more importantly, in the domain for this study, the literature on HCI.
Whilst there was a perceived need to investigate sociability involving seniors when the
study began (Hawthorn, 2000), that need remains, as can be seen in the following recent
quotation concerning research into social networking sites, which claims that to date
“there is little research on how older people use and adopt these new arenas for social
interaction” (Pfeil et al., 2009, p. 643). Furthermore, in summarising the contributions
made to a special issue of one of the top HCI journals (by citations), on the topic of
‘Information Systems for an Aging Society’, Hiltz and Czaja (2006, p. 312) stated:
Clearly computer and information technologies hold promise for improving the
independence and quality of life for older adults and their families. However, for the
full potential of technology to be realized for these populations, their needs and abilities
must be considered in system design.

Finally by adopting an interpretivist/constructivist paradigm (detailed in Chapter 3) and
triangulating data that were collected through different techniques, this research will
contribute to the development of methodology for research focussed on online
communities.

1.6 Outline of contents
The thesis consists of nine chapters. This first chapter has provided the background to
the study, showing where the gaps in the literature exist and how this study contributes
significantly, and uniquely, to the closing of those gaps. It also gives an overview of the
online community, GreyPath, that is the focus of this study.
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Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature in five main areas of relevance to the thesis.
Because the study focuses on a particular online community, that chapter begins with an
exploration of the concept of community. The next two sections focus on seniors, that
is, on the users in the study. The first of the sections on seniors is a detailed discussion
of the theories of ageing that are most relevant to this study. The second of these
sections is a discussion of digital divide issues most pertinent to senior users of
technology. User-centred design (UCD) is the focus of the last two sections, with both
exploring the relationship between values discovery and informing design.

Chapter 3 discusses research design and method. The chapter explores the possible
research approaches, with interpretivism being the underlying philosophy, and
constructivism the research paradigm adopted in this study. It discusses the
ethnographic techniques used to collect data involving observations and interviews. The
discussion includes contextual factors, sampling, and data analysis. The chapter
concludes with a discussion of the researcher’s epistemology.

Chapters 4 to 8 present the findings of the study, discussing them in relation to the
literature. Chapter 4 describes the transition from the observation phase to the interview
phase and the differences and similarities between those findings. Chapter 5 addresses
findings related to the overall research question. Chapters 6 to 8 then deal with findings
related to each research sub-question, in the order given above. Chapters 4 through 8
not only link the findings to the relevant literature, but also show where the findings
disagree with the findings of other studies, as well as where the findings confirm and
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support previous studies. These chapters also show how several of the gaps in the
literature identified in previous studies have been answered in part, or in whole, through
this study.

The final chapter discusses the conclusions, contributions and limitations of the study.
Its major focus is on showing how the research questions that directed the research were
answered. It ends with a section exploring avenues for further research.
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Chapter 2: Literature review
The overall research question indicates that this was a study of a particular online
community and therefore, this literature review begins with an examination of
conceptions of community. The overall research question also makes it clear that this is
a study of seniors. Therefore, the next two sections begin with a discussion of theories
of ageing, followed by a discussion of digital divides (DD) that can pose barriers to
online participation for seniors. The major focus of both the overall research question
and the three sub-questions is the notion of ‘values’. Values in the context of this study,
are central to two user-centred design (UCD) methodologies called value sensitive
design (VSD) and values at play (VAP). Therefore, of necessity, the UCD, VSD and
VAP literature is discussed first, before a detailed discussion of the values literature.

2.1 Theories about online communities
The term ‘community’ has been understood in various ways. It has been seen in
neighbourhood terms (Hampton & Wellman, 2000, 2003; Wellman & Leighton, 1979),
in computer network and group terms (Arnold, 2007; Wellman, 1996), in community
networking terms (Denison, Hardy, Johanson, Stillman, & Schauder, 2002; Fernback,
1999), as a form of networking, and in various ways, as an expression of sociability
(Maloney-Krichmar, 2002; Preece, 2000; Quan-Haase, Wellman, Witte, & Hampton,
2002). Its origin and current definitions in the literature, particularly relating to online
communities, are explored in the following sections.
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2.1.1 Neighbourhood communities
The equation of neighbourhood as community first emerged in the pre-Internet work of
Wellman and Leighton (1979), who traced sociological research over the preceding 15
years. They contended that there were a number of reasons why the 19th century notion
of neighbourhood, was replaced in the 20th century with that of community. They drew
on sociological literature to show that the 19th century neighbourhood concept was
flawed in terms of describing social interaction. Whilst a neighbourhood could be easily
identified, such as a street corner, people related to each other in multiple networks.
Traditionally it may have been true that work, kin and friends lived in close proximity,
but with modern telecommunications (note Wellman and Leighton were writing this
prior to the advent of personal computers, let alone the Internet), the nature of the
neighbourhood-as-community was changing. The traditional neighbourhood formed just
one of multiple social networks in which people participated. The writers further
contended that definitions of community in sociological literature typically had three
parts. These were “networks of interpersonal ties (outside of the household) which
provide sociability and support to members, residence in a common locality, and
solidarity sentiments and activities” (Wellman & Leighton, 1979, p 365). In other
words, they claimed that identifying community with neighbourhood was limiting in the
(then) modern, urban experience.

Wellman and Leighton’s (1979) argument is pertinent to recent considerations of online
communities (Hampton & Wellman, 2003; Wellman, 2001b). A neighbourhood is
usually limited by spatial determinism, that is, it assumes the a priori organising power
of space. Rather than spatial determinism, Wellman and Leighton (1979) claimed that
communities were spheres of interaction. This is readily evident in that people often
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have employment outside of the spatial bounds of their neighbourhood. In those places
of employment, people engage in work relationships that possibly have nothing to do
with relationships within their neighbourhoods. Sociological researchers, who studied
neighbourhood behaviours, would observe people leaving their neighbourhood in the
morning and returning at night. By restricting their observations to the neighbourhood,
these researchers were missing vital relationships that people within that neighbourhood
participated in, on a daily basis. Wellman and Leighton claimed that this focus on the
neighbourhood gave undue significance to spatial parameters as causal variables for
social interaction. Yet in sociological research until then, community was deemed not to
exist, if it were not found in a neighbourhood.

From images of community as a closely-knit, spatially determined neighbourhood,
community came to be understood in terms of a social network (Preece, 2000; Wellman
& Wortley, 1990). The social network perspective took as its starting point the search
for social linkages and flows of resources. It was not an anti-neighbourhood view so
much as a view that extended the definition of a community beyond that of a
neighbourhood; that is, a neighbourhood was seen as merely one form of the expression
of a community. Interestingly, Wellman and Leighton (1979) argued that viewing
communities from a social network perspective liberated the definition of what
constituted communities from constraints of space, distance and travel time.
Communities from this perspective are aspatial. However, one could argue that
communities that span large distances also lose something. They lose the usefulness of
quick local access; the type of ‘popping next door’ ability that people in a densely knit,
tightly bounded neighbourhood have.
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2.1.2 Pre-Internet electronic communities
The next expansion of the community perspective was that of the introduction of
electronic social networks. Pre-Internet, the dominant views here were those of
researchers studying computer-supported cooperative work (CSCW) (George, Iacono,
& Kling, 1995; Kling & Star, 1998). CSCW brought together researchers in computer
science, social informatics and in sociology. They explored work-based communities
around applications such as Lotus Notes. Computer networks and stand-alone
applications meant that community was seen in terms of densely-knit, small groups
focused on particular tasks. However, Boase and Wellman (2006) found that people did
not just participate in online activities. They also related to people in offline social
networks. This required an expanded view of the community concept. Communication
with others was not limited to computer-mediated communication. It also involved inperson communication, telephone, fax and written letters (Haythornthwaite, 2005;
Wellman, 1996; Xie, 2007).

2.1.3 Virtual communities
The next step in the defining of community came with the Internet and with it the
possibilities of greatly expanded communities, including virtual communities. Virtual
communities have come to be seen as domestic (they tend not to operate in public
spaces, but rather from one’s home or possibly one’s workplace), private (participation
is personal), specialised, sparsely-knit (most members are not strongly connected to
each other), and fragmented (members participate in multiple social networks)
(Wellman, 1997, pp. 3-5). Despite the prevalence of online social networks, the term
‘virtual community’ has been contentious (Crystal, 2001, p. 17). In the main this is
because researchers have sought to distinguish mere activity on the Internet from
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activities that promote a sense of belonging and identity, which are more in keeping
with the concept of ‘community’. Kling (2001) claimed that virtual communities
promoted inclusionary practices. The Internet enabled peer-to-peer communication,
where people could correspond without limits of time and space. Internet-based
communication was not subject to, nor limited by, organisational hierarchy. Kling
further claimed that this reinforced earlier research in social informatics, which revealed
that computer networks were able to subvert centralising tendencies and encourage
lateral communication. Communication via email, newsgroups, web-logs (blogs), multiuser domains and other virtual communication became possible, and then common.
Social interaction within a virtual community can involve many media, such as email
and online chat, in messaging applications or chat ‘rooms’ (Xie, 2008a). Crystal (2001,
p. 171) pointed out that, with few exceptions, the social interaction that took place was
about “real things in the real world”. He argued that good social interaction online did
not just happen; instead, the system had to be designed to facilitate social interaction.
Researchers soon discovered that in order to understand communication in online social
networks, they could not limit their conception of community to the Internet (Al-Saggaf
& Begg, 2004; Jones, 1998; Walther, 1995; Wellman, 2001a). People, at any given
time, belong to multiple social networks. Therefore any study of an online community,
must also examine the social networks that members of that community participate in,
which may have bearing on the social interaction that takes place in the online
environment (Quan-Haase & Wellman, 2002; Wellman, 1997).

Another issue in studying virtual communities is that to study the relationships in an
online community in isolation means that one can misinterpret social interactions. One
example is a situation involving social interactions to do with power and status. A
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member of an online community for example, could be the employer of another
member in an offline setting. Researchers ignorant of the offline relationship between
these members could draw inaccurate conclusions about the nature of the online social
interaction between them. As with the limitations of the neighbourhood view of
communities above, the formal boundaries of a social network can be important analytic
considerations, but are not a priori constraints. In other words, an investigation of a
social network needs to examine relationships that extend beyond the boundaries of that
social network. (Haythornthwaite, 2006; Wellman, 1997; Xie, 2007)

2.1.4 Online communities as an expression of sociability
Researchers have seen three basic influences of the Internet on ‘community’ (QuanHaase & Wellman, 2002). One view is that the Internet decreases community by
drawing people away from kinship and friendship ties and by encouraging a global
viewpoint, in which local community affairs and politics are less important. Research
however, into online social networks (communities) has tended to dispel these fears
(Maloney-Krichmar & Preece, 2005, pp. 219-224). The online environment according
to Boase and Wellman (2006) does not lure people away from face-to-face contact, or
make them less sociable and less able to relate to other people. Instead, research has
shown that online community involvement encourages greater social contact via other
means, especially face-to-face and telephone. People still visit their neighbours,
relatives and friends, and people still help each other (Arnold, 2007; Hampton &
Wellman, 2003; Wellman, 1997; Wright, 1999; Xie & Jaeger, 2008).

The second view is that the Internet transforms community, providing the means for
inexpensive communication, especially with people far away. This is well-supported by
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the digital divide (DD) literature (discussed later in this chapter) that shows distance
barriers have been largely overcome, except in respect of economic barriers between
richer and poorer countries (Ito et al., 1998; Ito et al., 2001; Kiel, 2005; Montagnier,
Muller, & Vickery, 2002).

The third view is that the Internet supplements community, by being an additional
resource that facilitates social relationships (Arnold, 2007; Pfeil, 2007b; Williams &
Durrance, 2008; Wright, 2000a, 2000b). This view is supported by recent research into
online communities, which has shown that (Boase & Wellman, 2006, p. 716):
[Frequent] users of the Internet have a more positive sense of online community with work
colleagues, friends and family … [However, the same research has also shown that] frequent
Internet users have neither a higher nor a lower sense of overall community.

2.1.5 Social network analysis
Whilst not a focus of this study, some of the insights derived from the literature come
from researchers who study communities using the sociological methodology, social
network analysis (Pfeil, 2010; Wellman, 1996; Wellman & Leighton, 1979). In this
sense, the Internet can be viewed as a social technology (Quan-Haase & Wellman,
2002; Wellman, 2001a). As Wellman (1997, p 179) pointed out: “When a computer
network connects people, it is a social network”. A social network, in turn, is a set of
social entities (people or organisations) connected by a set of socially-meaningful
relationships.

Social network analysis is concerned with descriptions of the underlying patterns of
social structures, their impact on other variables and how to make sense of changes in
social structures (Berkowitz, 1982; Garton, Haythornthwaite, & Wellman, 1999;
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Wellman, 1996). In social network analysis terms, the study of a particular online
community such as GreyPath, means that the GreyPath community is the first order
zone, also referred to as the focal zone. Social network analysis also recognises that any
one person can engage in multiple social networks (other zones). To gain real insight
into the study participants, some understanding of those other zones was therefore
necessary. According to social network analysis, the impact of other zones on the focal
node declines exponentially, with the number of effective zones being limited to two or
three (Haythornthwaite, 2005; Wellman, 1996, 1997; Wilson & Nicholas, 2008).

Thus social network analysis is an appropriate methodology in the study of online
communities. One strength it brings is that it helps researchers understand the patterns
of relationships that people have online and offline, as well as the extent to which the
design of the online community supports or hinders social interaction. As Wellman
(1997) argued, it is the relationships social network members have with other people,
which strongly affect their social resources, mobility, happiness, and many other
important aspects in their lives.

2.1.6 Social capital
Social capital theory has been described as “distinct from, but convergent with, social
network theory” (Williams & Durrance, 2008, p. 8). It is a concept that has been shown
to be useful in social network analysis (Plickert, Wellman, & Cote, 2005; Stone, 2003),
and the related concepts of human capital and network capital are discussed in research
involving many types of online communities (Acevedo, 2007; Pfeil et al., 2009;
Williams & Durrance, 2008). Social capital involves social contact (interpersonal
communication patterns) and the concept of civic engagement (the degree to which
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people become involved in their community), thus enabling researchers to examine the
vitality of an online community from these perspectives (Arnold, 2007; Williams &
Durrance, 2008).

Indeed social capital has been described as the glue that holds social collectives
together. It is concerned with the social relationships in a community and how such
relationships enable the production of outcomes that benefit individuals within the
community, as well as groups of people or even the whole collective (Arnold, 2007;
Sum, Mathews, Pourghasem, & Hughes, 2008). Given that a partial definition of
community is the social interactions members engage in, researchers have examined
whether online communities are contributing to new forms of interactions which cannot
be measured using standard indicators of social capital (Quan-Haase & Wellman, 2002;
Williams & Durrance, 2008).

Acevedo (2007) claimed that network capital is a type of social capital specific to the
context of e-enabled human networks. He said it is characterised through a combination
of attributes, not all of which will be present in every community. These attributes of
network capital are shown as bullet points below (Acevedo, 2007, pp. 2-3), with their
relevance to the GreyPath community indicated after each bullet point.
•

Cooperation via electronic networks.
Members cooperate with each other through the GreyPath portal, which is an
electronic network.
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•

Volunteer actions and contributions.
GreyPath management, who are themselves volunteers, rely on the services of
35 volunteer contributors.

•

Communities of interest.
GreyPath is a community of seniors, run by seniors and for the benefit of
seniors.

•

People organised as a virtual community.
As will become evident in the discussion in Chapter 5, the majority of
participants in this study viewed GreyPath as a community.

•

Asynchronous communication.
GreyPath members can post messages to several forums and get both
synchronous and asynchronous responses.

•

Knowledge generation.
Not applicable to GreyPath, with the possible exception of courses created for
members in the GreyPath Lyceum.

•

Participation of people in matters of common interest.
As seen in the discussions of the study findings (chapters 4 to 8), GreyPath
members participated actively in matters of common interest.

2.1.7 Online communities for seniors
There have been many studies to do with online communities, yet relatively few have
looked at communities of seniors and none have looked at what seniors value about
interacting in such communities. Although there have been several studies involving
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specific applications, such as email (Hawthorn, 2000, 2007; Sayago & Blat, 2010), only
a few have examined senior participation in online communities (Arjan et al., 2008; Ito
et al., 2001; Notess & Lorenzen-Huber, 2007; Pfeil et al., 2009; Xie & Jaeger, 2008). It
should be noted that the majority of these were published after the start of the research
presented here and that all of them called for further research in this area. Moreover,
none have examined how design can be informed through studying the values of seniors
participating in online communities.

The socio-technical complexities involved in online communities also include ones
involving seniors, as has been shown through several studies of the USA-based
SeniorNet (2009) community. It is a not-for-profit organisation, that provides both
online and offline courses, and incorporates over 500 discussion boards covering a large
variety of topics of interest to users. Studies of SeniorNet have looked at the social
support offered to members (Arjan et al., 2008; Pfeil, 2007a, 2007b; Pfeil et al., 2009;
Wright, 1999, 2000a); online identity and the effects of the digital divide (DD) on
seniors (Ito et al., 1998; Ito et al., 2001), as well as other issues reported in crosscultural comparative studies (Xie & Jaeger, 2008). Ito et al. (2001) reported that, while
for the general public Internet use is individualistic, for members of SeniorNet, Internet
use is centered around social activity and social exchanges with other people. Other
research into online communities involving seniors seems to confirm these findings
(Arjan et al., 2008; Lepa & Tatnall, 2002b; Pfeil et al., 2009; Xie, 2008a; Xie & Jaeger,
2008).
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2.1.8 Implications of the online community literature for the present study
The discussion, above, has focused not on the technology, but on inter-personal and
social interaction, where the technology is the medium of such interaction. Arnold
(2007) has shown that diverse socio-technical systems such as online communities
depend for their success more on the social interaction between the people involved,
than on any particular technology. That is one reason why a study such as the one
presented here, should strive to inform design in ways that are not dependent on any
particular technology. Another reason is that online communities represent complex
socio-technical systems in which interaction between users and technology can be
highly distributed. The user population is frequently only partially known and is also
heterogeneous in nature. Yet another reason is that the technology employed by such
users can be highly variable, which further adds to the complexities involved.

The literature reviewed, above, addresses a part of the overall research question behind
this study, in that the study focused on a particular online community. In the next two
sections literature on theories of ageing and literature on the DD as it relates to seniors
is discussed.

2.2 Theories of ageing
Attention now turns to the users in this study, members of an online community of
seniors. Seniors as defined by the eligibility policies of GreyPath, included anyone aged
50 and over. Nevertheless many GreyPath members are much older than 50. Thus it is
relevant to consider approaches to how old age is defined and in so doing, to consider
theories of ageing.
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There are four main approaches to determining the onset and characteristics of old age.
These include medical models that view ageing pathologically, and psychological
models that examine various aspects of adult life, including the changes that take place
during a person’s lifespan. There are also sociological models, which focus on changes
in the way people relate to society as they age. Then there are other studies that define
old age in arbitrary ways, the most common of which are chronologically-based. An
additional approach is to combine psychological and social factors in psycho-social
models. Since this approach is particularly important for the present research, it is dealt
with in a separate section below.

2.2.1 Medical models
Early theories of ageing, and those most prevalent in the 20th century, have been
medical or biological in nature. They saw ageing in terms of pathologies. According to
Luszcz (1999) these theorists categorised older people into four main, nonchronological segments. These were normal or primary ageing (also known as usual or
typical ageing), successful or optimal ageing, secondary or pathological ageing, and
tertiary ageing. Biological theories looked at diseases and functional limitations that
arose as a result of the ageing process. Normal ageing was seen, as the word suggests,
as normative, that is, people could experience some age-related problems, such as
arthritis, but were generally healthy. Optimal ageing concerned people who were seen
as enjoying old age, with no age-related difficulties. Secondary or pathological ageing
referred to people experiencing significant age-related problems. Tertiary ageing related
to people who were diagnosed as terminally ill.
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Within the medical or biological approach, researchers have defined people as being
‘old’ if certain functions are no longer possible. However, as Kausler (1982) pointed
out, defining age based on functional abilities could mean that the same person is
defined as old by one criterion and as not old by another. As he also pointed out, the
same functional limits can make a person too old for some activities and not others. For
instance, Kausler pointed out that Olympic gymnasts are old at 25 and professional
baseball players at 35, whereas Olympic yachting participants are still ‘young’ at 45,
with Sir Eyre Massey Shaw for example, winning a gold medal in the 1900 games in
yachting at the age of 70 (Kausler, 1982, p. 19).

Theories involving functional limitations are pertinent to this current study in areas that
relate to a person’s ability to participate fully in an online community. Vanderheiden
(1994) pointed out that age-related disabilities that affect the use of technology are more
likely to be found amongst those in the secondary ageing segment (people with agerelated pathologies that limit their functioning in society), but that some evidence of
functional limitations affecting technology use was found even amongst those in the
normal ageing category; that is, people with few functional limitations other than those
common to an ageing population, such as arthritis (Summer, 1999, 2000). Arthritis is
not considered part of normal ageing if it is debilitating to the point that it necessitates
the use of assistive technologies, such as voice-activated software, because those
affected cannot use their hands to type on a computer keyboard. Other age-related
functional limitations are specifically associated with secondary ageing. These include
partial paralysis resulting from stroke, which can necessitate the use of one-handed
keyboards, and the inability to sit at a computer for long periods due to various
degenerative bone problems, often resulting in problems such as hip fractures.
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2.2.2 Psychological and sociological models
As mentioned above, particularly relevant to the present study have been various
psycho-social theories of ageing. The precursors to these were psychological and
sociological studies, which are briefly described here.

Psychological researchers have tended to focus on various characteristics to do with
cognitive processing. Kausler (1982) reviewed late 20th century psychological theories
and found that some focused on decision making, others on learning and reaction times,
others on attitude changes, and still others on strategies employed for making haptic
(tactile) discriminations, and more. All these were examples of psychological research
examining different aspects of cognition that may or may not be significant in ageing.
This is relevant to the present study in that designers need to understand how agerelated cognitive limitations can affect technology use.

Sociological researchers, on the other hand, have tended to focus on the way relations
with society change with age. Old age was identified by social roles and patterns of
behaviour (Stokes, 1992). It was also seen as a social construction, with society having
norms and prescriptions associated with later life, which vary historically. Sociological
theories of ageing have also shown that patterns of sociability established earlier in life
are perpetuated as people age (Crosnoe & Elder, 2002; Elder, 1998). This is relevant to
the present study in that an online community dedicated to seniors has the potential to
make sociability patterns established earlier in life, easier to maintain.
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2.2.3 Chronological approaches
In addition to the approaches outlined above, there are other researchers who use
arbitrary criteria, with the most common choice being chronology. This is an arbitrary
criterion in that it defines a particular chronological age as the defining moment at
which a person becomes old. Kausler (1982) remarked that the common choice of 65 as
the retirement age, originates with Otto von Bismarck, in Germany in 1889, when
actuarial studies at that time showed that a not-too-costly retirement pension program
could be instituted for people at the age of 65. Kausler also claimed that in 1935, the
USA adopted 65 as their retirement age based on this criterion. Rowland (1991, p. 9)
reported that “chronological age is the simplest, most comparable, and widely used
measure of age. It is relevant to policy making as the basis of ‘retirement age’ and
‘pensionable age’.” Research on older cohorts from a range of fields has mostly, also
been based on an arbitrary chronological starting point for ‘old age’, as well as other
chronological markers for the ageing process. For example, research into ‘older
workers’ has studied the employability of people aged 45 and older, who for any reason
lose their employment (Logie, Hogan, & Peut, 2004). Another example was an
ethnographic study of Australian seniors by Lepa and Tatnall (2006, p. 1) who defined
seniors as “sixty-five years of age and over, no longer in the full-time workforce.”
Chronological sub-categories common in the literature include the ‘young-aged’ (60 to
74 years), the ‘old-old’ (75 to 84 years) and the ‘very-old’ (85 years and over)
(Williamson, 1995). Thus, selecting any specific chronological age is arbitrary in that
retirement age has shifted with the global phenomenon of an ageing population. It has
also been called into question, because it defines all people as old from a certain age
onwards, whilst researchers have shown that people age differently and that abilities
also vary with age (Vanderheiden, 1983).
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One reason why chronological age is an inappropriate measure of ageing is that the
length of time human beings live, is changing. Of particular relevance to the present
study is that a multitude of factors have combined, especially in the developed nations,
to increase the life expectancy of adults. Such factors include, but are not limited to,
advances in medical technology, advances in institutional care, better government and
other financial support structures for the aged, and better awareness amongst the aged of
the longevity benefits of a healthy and active life style. This increase in life expectancy
in developed nations has meant that same age people have comparatively fewer agerelated functional disabilities than their counterparts 30 years ago. Thus, today’s 70 year
olds enjoy the health of 65 year olds of 30 years ago (Williamson, 1995).

To sum up, it is important “to recognise the great diversity of people in the older age
group and the complexity of their needs” (Williamson, 1995, p. 50). For our purposes,
in this thesis, seniors are defined as ‘people aged 50 and over’, following the age
restriction which GreyPath places upon membership. Nevertheless, as also stated above,
many members of GreyPath are much older than 50 years which means that an
understanding of physical, psychological and sociological theories of ageing are
relevant. Given that the focus of this study is on sociability, psycho-social theories of
ageing appeared the most relevant for an understanding of gerontological issues
pertinent to this study. They are therefore expanded upon in the following sections.

2.2.4 Psycho-social theories of ageing
The diversity of factors, related to the ageing process, has given rise to numerous
psycho-social theories about ageing. An early model, based largely on a pathological
view of ageing, was the disengagement theory, which viewed ageing as a gradual
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withdrawal from functioning in society. It has largely been discredited and replaced
with various theories such as activity theory, which views ageing not as an inevitable
process of disengagement, but instead as one of maintaining and developing physical,
mental and social activity (Davis, 1994). Although, as mentioned above, biological
theories of ageing predominated initially, social gerontology began to be taken seriously
towards the end of the 20th century. In particular, continuity theory, based on
longitudinal studies, showed that many psychological and social characteristics remain
constant during a person’s life (Crosnoe & Elder, 2002; Elder, 1998).

Another psycho-social theory is that of life-span development, which like continuity
theory, holds that ageing needs to be understood as a continuum from birth to death,
with no stage more or less important than any other (Baltes, 1997; Marsiske, Lang, &
Baltes, 1995). Stokes (1992) stated that life-span development theories have been the
most influential psycho-social theories of ageing. One expression of life-span theories
was the contextualist, life-span development perspective (Baltes, 1997). Accepting that
there were many valid ways of viewing behaviour, this perspective saw pluralism as the
best approach to understanding age change. The argument was that people’s actions
have multiple causes. Change with age is both multidirectional (people gain, stay the
same, and decline) and multidimensional (some abilities improve, others stay the same,
others decline). This perspective also recognised that people differ significantly from
one another, and that their patterns of ageing differ as well. Development over a
person’s lifetime is shaped by a variety of influences, and forms the context of who they
are at a particular time in their lives. This is yet another confirmation of the earlier
mentioned findings that patterns of sociability, established early in life, are likely to be
continued as people age. Relating this back to the present study, it is important to
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recognise that seniors are not a homogeneous group, particularly given that some are
older than others and that, within any online community there can be generational, and
disability differences, as well as many other types of differences. Online seniors, as
seniors in general, are therefore a heterogeneous group.

2.2.5 Life-span theories concerning cognition
One area of ageing that has received particularly little attention in the design literature is
that of cognitive limitations that are age-related. Two life-span theories relevant to this
study and which relate to cognition, are selective optimization with compensation
(SOC) and cognitive reserve. At the turn of this century, SOC, a psycho-social theory of
ageing, began to gain credibility (Baltes & Carstensen, 1996; Baltes, 1997; Baltes &
Baltes, 1990; Baltes & Smith, 2002b; Marsiske et al., 1995). SOC arose out of attempts
by P. B. Baltes to develop a meta-theoretical framework, that combined ageing research
in biological-evolutionary, as well as lifespan psychological, perspectives (Baltes, 1997;
Baltes & Smith, 2002b). The evolutionary perspective showed that selection pressures
operated in the first half of an individual’s lifespan, to ensure reproductive fitness, as
well as effective parenting behaviours. According to this theory, progression to
successful ageing meant one had to go beyond reliance on evolutionary biology, to
cultural influences. Successful ageing was less a function of biology and more one of
increasing the culturally-based resources available to people to help them find
supportive compensations for biological losses.

SOC is a theory which takes an integrative approach to multiple factors affecting
seniors as they age, combining individual, social and institutional perspectives. It
describes the selection of areas most important to the individual’s personality, so as to
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focus that person’s energy optimally in those areas; it also recognises that people cannot
do everything themselves and that they compensate for this by relying on external
supports in those areas (Baltes, 1997; Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Marsiske et al., 1995).

As an example of SOC at work, Baltes and Smith (2002b, p. 21) cited the example of
the celebrated 80 year old pianist Arthur Rubinstein, whom they interviewed in the
course of their research:
When Rubinstein was asked how he continued to be such an excellent concert pianist, he named
three reasons. He played fewer pieces, but practiced them more often, and he used contrasts in tempo
to simulate faster playing than he in the meantime could muster. Rubinstein reduced his repertoire
(i.e., selection). This allowed him the opportunity to practice each piece more (i.e., optimization).
And finally, he used contrasts in speed to hide his loss in mechanical finger speed, a case of
compensation.

The SOC studies in the development of cognitive abilities show that change in adaptive
capacity occurs in two related areas, which are referred to as mechanics and pragmatics.
Mechanics describes the biological intellectual functions, such as “reasoning, spatial
orientation, or perceptual speed”, whilst pragmatics describes the “cultural systems of
inheritance”, for example “verbal knowledge (e.g. semantic memory) and certain facets
of numerical ability” (Baltes, Staudinger, & Lindenberger, 1999, p. 487).

This is captured in the figure below from Baltes, Staudinger and Lindenberger (1999, p.
487). The categories are defined in the left part of the figure, with the right part
illustrating the differences between these two cognitive categories.
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Figure 2.1: Mechanical and Pragmatic Cognition

Figure 2.1 shows that pragmatic abilities are not affected by increasing age, although
there is some evidence of decline in the very old. As noted above, psychological
research (Baltes et al., 1999, p. 491) indicates that in:
contrast to the mechanics, the pragmatics of cognition direct the attention of lifespan
developmentalists toward the role of culture … Positive developmental changes in the pragmatic
component reflect the acquisition and lifelong practice of culturally transmitted bodies of
declarative and procedural knowledge that are made available to individuals in the course of
socialization and lifetime experiences.

The ‘role of culture’ may be addressed in the culture of an online community. One point
put forward in SOC is that, where mechanical losses do occur, they are subject to the
environment, and that it is possible to provide resources to individuals that help them to
compensate for these losses (Baltes et al., 1999). This is relevant to the online
‘environment’ in that online communities catering to seniors can create a culture that
provides some of those compensatory resources seniors require.

Although there is evidence in psychological, epidemiological and other medical
literature for various types of cognitive decline, the link between pragmatic cognition
and verbal knowledge is also supported in this literature. Pragmatic cognition relates to
the previously mentioned studies that show that patterns of sociability established early
in life can be continued as people age. One form of maintaining such pragmatic
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cognition is through social communication, as has been evidenced particularly in
research on verbal communication. Such research is claimed to have originated with the
Nun Study, which was a longitudinal study of aging and Alzheimer's disease, and which
followed 678 “Catholic sisters 75 to 107 years of age who [were] members of the
School Sisters of Notre Dame congregation” (Snowdon, 2003, p. 450). These nuns
either kept journals of their daily activities, thoughts and feelings, or did some other
non-verbal tasks. The researchers found that the nuns who focused on the verbal task
had significantly lower rates of dementia and Alzheimer’s than the nuns who were not
verbally oriented (Snowdon, 2003; Tyas, Snowdon, Desrosiers, Riley, & Markesbery,
2007).

Similarly, another study found a link between communication skill maintenance (not
limited to verbal communication) and mental health (Worrall, Hickson, Barnett, & Yiu,
1998). Again such research reinforces the positive mental health benefits of using ICT
for social interaction and communication.

As mentioned at the start of this section, there are two life-span theories concerning
cognition that are relevant to the present study, SOC and cognitive reserve. Cognitive
reserve is a theory that claims that over the course of the lifespan, individuals can build
up a reserve that helps to protect them against impaired cognitive function, even if there
are underlying neuropathologies present (Stern, 2002, 2009). A related theory, that of
the scaffolding theory of aging and cognition (STAC), states that, whereas cognitive
reserve is concerned with disease, non-disease processes need not decline with age
(Park & Reuter-Lorenz, 2009, p. 173):
Scaffolding is a normal process present across the lifespan that involves use and development of
complementary, alternative neural circuits to achieve a particular cognitive goal. Scaffolding is
protective of cognitive function in the aging brain.
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The implications of these two life-span cognition-oriented theories are several-fold for
the present study. One implication is that they lend support for the notion that social
capital available to seniors through dedicated online communities, can engage them in
the types of cultural and communication activities that increase the likelihood of
maintaining, at the least, the pragmatic cognitive function which they have built up over
their lifespan. Similarly, previous research has shown a link between communication
skill deterioration for socially isolated seniors and both physical and mental health
deterioration (Worrall et al., 1998), which further suggests that the type of
communication members of an online community engage in can help them to maintain
their mental health.

Finally, the SOC research in relation to cognition also has a chronological element to it.
Addressing what they termed the “Cognitive Reserves of the Aging Mind” Baltes and
Smith (2002b, p. 9) cited work by Schaie (1996) to claim that, in developed countries,
people maintain mental achievement levels until about age 70. However, beyond that
age, new learning can be severely impaired for some seniors: these researchers later
claimed that sizeable losses in people’s ability to learn can occur for people over 85.
Although in his various writings, Baltes claims that chronological ageing is
inappropriate for characterising the aged, it appears that, where age-related cognitive
ability is concerned, there are exceptions. This has implications for ICT designers, in
that it means particular care needs to be taken with those seniors over the age of 70,
who may require help to cope with the cognitive demands that interacting with
technology can place upon them. Such design considerations increase in importance the
older users are, and become particularly critical for some senior users over the age of
85.
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2.2.6 Implications of the ageing literature for the present study
The literature on ageing, discussed above, revealed that psycho-social theories and in
particular, life-span theories, are most relevant to the present study, in better
understanding the users of the GreyPath community. In addition, there were at least two
implications that can be drawn from these theories of ageing for the present study.

One concerns the fact that learning impairment increases over the age of 70. One could
expect therefore that, over the age of 70, fewer new participants would join an online
community than seniors below that age. Older participants are thus more likely to be
long-time members, people who have learnt to navigate the online structures and the
processes involved in online social interaction within that community. It could be that
changes in online interaction technologies could alienate older seniors, due to the new
learnings involved. For example Hawthorn’s (2000) research indicated that some
seniors experience difficulties when attempting to learn new (for them) menu structures;
Hawthorn described this as a cognitive barrier. These problems contributes to the
learning divide, seen as part of the digital divide (DD), discussed below.

Another implication for this study is that online communities may be able to address the
cultural resourcing issues raised by the SOC research, in the way network (social)
capital is made available to members. Baltes and Smith (2002b, p. 22) argued that
cultures which “offer older persons ways of selecting, optimizing, and compensating are
the cultures which assist best in maximizing the gains of older age.” They link this to
the value of human dignity. That is, society is according older people greater dignity
when it provides resources that enable them to maximise the gains of age. Could online
communities make a contribution through extending the resources available to people as
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they grow old? Whilst some studies have been reported concerning the contributions to
social support provided to seniors by online communities, they are few and are focused
on China (Xie, 2007, 2008a), the USA (Ito et al., 1998; Ito et al., 2001; Xie & Jaeger,
2008) and the UK (Arjan et al., 2008; Pfeil, 2007a). This study extends that knowledge
to the Australian context.

2.3 Theories to do with the digital divide
This section extends the previous discussion of the users of the present study, seniors, to
consider the possible barriers that could prevent them from participating fully in the
online social interaction available in their online community. Three digital divides are
found to be particularly relevant to the present study. The first of these addresses a
socioeconomic divide, the next a learning divide and the last an age-based divide.
However, in order to better appreciate these three divides, and their implications for the
present study, it is necessary to briefly describe the DD literature in general terms.

Given that the focus of the current study is an online community, some might argue that
there is no DD, at least as far as these older users are concerned. That is, in order to be
members of the GreyPath community, these users have access to the necessary
technology such membership requires. However, as seen in previous discussions of
literature in this chapter, the members of an online community for seniors may not be
homogenous. Also there is not one DD, but instead, there may be numerous divides,
depending upon the group of people being investigated. These divides, based on a range
of factors, may have the potential for inequitable distribution of resources and
inequitable access for members of that online community.
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The DD concerns perceived or real separation between those with access to ICT, and
those without, or with only limited access. Various activist groups and researchers have
argued that many minority groups are on the ‘wrong’ side of the divide. Such arguments
have been made on the basis of gender, age, race, lack of a developed ICT
infrastructure, disability, economic disadvantage and many others (Al-Saggaf, 2007;
Chen & Wellman, 2004; Fong, Wellman, Kew, & Wilkes, 2001; Haythornthwaite,
2006; Herring, 2007; Ito et al., 2001; Liff & Shephard, 2004; Loges & Jung, 2001).

Montagnier, Muller and Vickery (2002) argued that the many differences exhibited in
such a list really come down to issues of income and education, although they point out
that urban areas tend generally to have fewer DD concerns than rural and isolated
populations. It should be noted, however, that their study was a comprehensive review
covering the OECD countries only, and that these researchers did not appear to consider
the possibility of a divide caused by age and age-related disability.

The literature is itself divided, between those who see social injustices in the DD
(Oliver, 1990) and those who see the DD as a historical anachronism, that will be
eradicated in the future (Compaine, 2001). Montagnier et al. (2002) claimed that in
OECD countries, access to a personal computer in households more than doubled from
the mid-1990s to the time of their report in 2002. By 2001, more than half of the
households in OECD countries had access to a personal computer. Add to this the drive
of Western governments to provide public access to ICTs, such as those located in

Page 61 of 366

schools and libraries, and it can be seen why arguments have been mounted claiming
that the DD will soon be overcome (Compaine, 2001), at least in the Western world.

Montagnier et al. (2002) revealed three important impacts of the DD on society: the
impact on efficiency and productivity; the impact on social equity; and, the impact on
network economics. They made the point that, what is unique about the DD, compared
with other divides in society, is the area of network economics. They argued that
participation by more people in other areas does not impact the benefits derived by all
participants. They gave various examples, such as that of luxury goods: the more people
who have luxury goods, the less the perceived value of those goods. Yet in the case of
ICTs, the collective economic benefits increase dramatically, the more people are
involved. In the sections below, there are three divides that warrant particular attention
for the present study, are examined in more detail. The first of these is the
socioeconomic divide, which has been addressed in several contexts, not only that of
seniors using ICT. The second is the learning divide, which, in the ways discussed, here
is part of what generally is seen as an education divide. The third is the age-based
divide, which has only had limited discussion in the wider DD literature.

2.3.1 The socioeconomic divide
One significant socioeconomic barrier identified in the literature concerns the cost of
ICTs for seniors (Kiel, 2005). The majority of seniors are solely or partly dependent on
retirement pensions. Many experience an economic divide which affects their
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technology acquisition, causing them to rely on ‘hand-me-ups’, 3 because they do not
have sufficient funds to purchase hardware, software and adaptive equipment. Some
writers have argued that the DD is diminishing in this regard (Quan-Haase & Wellman,
2002), but others see this as remaining a significant area of technological apartheid
(Kiel, 2005). Montagnier et al. (2002) presented a variety of statistical data showing that
the less income people have, the less likely they are to have Internet access at home.

One way that this socioeconomic divide has been addressed by Western governments, is
to provide public access to ICT, mostly through facilities in public libraries and schools.
There is also some public availability of adaptive technologies to help people with
disabilities, including age-related disabilities, access ICT resources. Such public access
has resulted in greater participation in the information society by many previously
disadvantaged groups. It has been argued that public library access to ICT, especially
where such access caters to the needs of people with disabilities, age-related or
otherwise, has reduced the DD (Williamson & Stillman, 2000).

Whilst public access may solve some of the disadvantages of the DD, it may not do so
where certain online communities are concerned. One of the characteristics of online
communities is their tendency to be ‘domestic’ (Wellman, 1997). Members of online
communities tend not to use public interfaces to socialise online. One reason for the
‘domestic’ preference may have to do with public displays of competence. Research by
Scott et al. (2002) revealed that Australian seniors prefer using EFTPOS to ATMs,
because they often lack confidence to use the technology and do not like the public
3

While many people are familiar with hand-me-downs, where a younger sibling gets clothes formerly
belonging to an older one, a hand-me-up in this context is a colloquial expression for a situation where a
senior gets pre-used technology from a son, daughter or grandchild.
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display of incompetence that goes with using ATMs. On the other hand, where
EFTPOS was concerned, there was usually a skilled operator who did most of the work
for them. Transferring this to the context of public library access to ICT, one can
appreciate that many seniors are embarrassed by a public display of incompetence in
using ICT. In addition, even where access through a public library exists, commuting to
such a venue may present difficulties for some seniors, especially those with
disabilities. They also might face time constraints on computer use in public access
situations – indeed, they are likely to.

The issue of the amount of money seniors have also raises the possibility of a gender
divide within the socioeconomic divide. Sax (1993) pointed out that, while women
predominate at older ages, they have lower incomes than male seniors because they are
likely to have experienced frequently disrupted working lives and, as a result,
inadequate superannuation coverage. He pointed out that, in 1993, women accounted
for 70% of all recipients of age pensions, and that, for many women, the age pension
was their only means of income. This further emphasises the argument, above, that the
cost of ICTs for seniors, particularly female seniors, and therefore their ability to
participate in an online community, is one possible socioeconomic divide.

Warschauer (2004) argued that there are degrees of access to ICT, rather than a binary
division between the haves and the have-nots. Similarly, research about SeniorNet by
Ito et al. (2001, p. 17) claimed:
The digital divide metaphor suggests a single crossing, a single moment of
transition from no access to access. But it is not just newcomers who need help,
since Internet technologies and service arrangements continue to change rapidly.
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Crossing the digital divide is something that has to be done many times, not just
once.
In other words, the socioeconomic divide, described above, and other divides described
below, are not between the haves and have-nots, suggesting two sides, but rather there
is a scale with extremes at each end of people who have or have not, and various
degrees in-between.

2.3.2 The learning divide
The discussion of theories of ageing, above, included research concerning the
diminished capacity of some seniors to learn as they become older (Baltes & Smith,
2002b). Nowhere in the DD literature is this matter addressed, as far as this researcher
could determine. However it has bearing on participation in online communities for
seniors because, poor design will prevent them from participation. This is because new
members of an online community need to learn how to navigate within the community,
what the policies are for participation, and they need to use technology that is likely to
be unfamiliar to them, to communicate with other members of that community. In other
words, new participants in an online community of seniors need to learn many ways of
interacting that will often be new to them.

The learning divide is a sub-set of a wider DD to do with education. For example, after
reviewing the DD literature, Montagnier, et al. (2002) concluded that all DD literature
could be generalised as addressing either some form of socioeconomic divide or some
form of education divide. Although the education divide literature is not specific to
seniors, one can extrapolate from it that, it is possible that less well-educated seniors are
likely to face more of an age-based learning divide than better-educated ones. It is also
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possible that the kind of work undertaken by seniors during their working lives, will
have an influence on their ability to participate online.

2.3.3 The age-based divide
As mentioned above, the DD literature has little to say in regards to an age-based
divide, although it could be argued that the two divides discussed, above, are closely
related to this one. However, there are illustrations of such a divide outside of the DD
literature. For example, in their introduction to a special issue of one of the top HCI
journals (by citations), on the topic of ‘Information Systems for an Aging Society’,
Hiltz and Czaja (2006, p. 309) claimed that: “Recent data of the U.S. indicate that
although the use of computers and the Internet among older adults is increasing there is
still an age-based digital divide.” Earlier Montagnier et al. (2002, p. 3) argued that
compared to other age categories, “older people have lower rates of access to PCs and
the Internet.” In 2006 fewer British people aged 60 and over used a computer (in
percentage terms) than other age groups, and fewer still, used the Internet (Pfeil,
2007a). Montagnier et al. (2002, p. 31) developed comparisons of ICT penetration by
age for various OECD countries in 2000, including Australia. These comparisons
showed that for people aged 18 to 24, close to 90% of them accessed the Internet, whilst
for people aged 55 to 64 it was less than 50% and for people aged 65 and over, it was
well under 20%. 4 Finally however, a recently released report of ageing in Germany has
claimed that rather than placing unreasonable demands on seniors, the situation is
changing, and that there are indications that technology can make a significant
contribution to ageing successfully (Joint Academy Initiative on Aging, 2010, pp. 62-

4

The exact percentages were not given, so the figures reported here were estimates from the graph shown
in the OECD report.
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66). In other words, there are indications that the age-based divide may soon be
overcome, at least in the developed world.

An example of the age-based divide, related to the discussion of the socioeconomic
divide above, is the fact that some seniors experience access limitations due to agerelated disabilities. Montagnier et al. (2002) reported that in 2000 people with
disabilities only enjoyed half the benefits of Internet access at home, compared to those
without a disability. Given the prevalence of disability with increasing age
(Vanderheiden, 1994, 1997), public access through schools and libraries, alone, does
not sufficiently overcome the challenges faced by seniors with age-related disabilities.
Such access must also cater to the needs of people with disabilities, in order to ensure
equitable access for all members of the public (Williamson & Stillman, 2000).

One explanation for the age-based DD is that, with increasing age, there appears to be a
diminution of power (purchasing power, political power, and position in society).
Nevertheless, as also mentioned above, some research dispels the notion of an agebased divide (Ito et al., 2001; Quan-Haase & Wellman, 2002). It seems that the DD may
be closing as more seniors use the Internet, email and other electronic forms of
communication. Sociological research has shown that ‘experience counts.’ That is, the
longer people have engaged in online activities, the more use they find for the Internet.
In this respect, the DD is closing, both on an age and gender basis, as more seniors and
more women use the Internet (Quan-Haase & Wellman, 2002).
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2.3.4 Implications of the digital divide literature for the present study
The three divides, addressed above, have an impact on the present study. One can
expect that many members of GreyPath, particularly female seniors, experience
socioeconomic issues that prevent their full participation in community activities and
that some seniors are unable to participate in the GreyPath community at all, due to
such issues. Some older GreyPath members will experience learning difficulties which
may prevent them from fully participating, and may even prevent them from joining the
GreyPath community. In addition, age-related disabilities may further limit the ability
of some seniors to fully participate in the online community or to participate at all.

2.4 Theories of User Centered Design (UCD)
This section traces the development of UCD as it pertains to this study. It starts by
looking at the historical development of the field, tracing through information systems
failures that highlighted the need for greater user involvement. It shows that UCD
specialists either focus on user studies as a means to informing design, or see
themselves as systems engineers for whom design is but one step in a larger process.
The present study fits the former specialisation focus, in that it is a user study concerned
with informing design. This section on UCD ends with a discussion of participatory
design and contextual design, which are foundational to the values methodologies
employed later in this study.

2.4.1 The historical development of UCD
Before discussing UCD specialisations and before describing participatory design and
contextual design in detail, it is necessary to give a brief overview of how ICT design
came to focus on user studies and how that led to the development of UCD. This brief
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historical review also serves to illustrate that while UCD arose in a context of studying
users in their workplaces, UCD methodologies are increasingly being employed in
studies of sociability amongst users. The latter is important to the current study, which
focuses on studying the social interaction of users.

The history of ICT design shows a lack of understanding of the needs of most users of
technology (Karat & Karat, 2003). Lederer and Prassad (1992) showed that 63% of
software projects exceeded their cost estimates, with the top four reasons all related to
product usability including: frequent requests for changes by users; overlooked tasks;
users' lack of understanding of their own requirements; and insufficient user-analyst
communication and understanding. Smith (1997) argued that many ICT failures were
not due to technical matters, but rather end-user and organisational acceptance. He
claimed that, as ICT systems became more interactive, so the need for user acceptance
became more important. Similarly, Holtzblatt (2003) argued that it was only in the mid1980s that industry started to pay attention to ways to make technology products more
usable. She argued that this was the time when usability first emerged as a field, with
the focus on the end of the design process. Holtzblatt went on to argue that, as research
and practice developed into the 1990s, and earlier usability considerations were taken
into account, the more usable was the final product. Similarly Schneiderman (2002, p.
64) claimed that “in the old days, designers were prohibited from talking to users or just
didn’t bother, but the new computing requires it.” It was findings such as these that led
to increased focus on communication with users and eventually to involving users as
collaborators in the design process.
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Although early UCD studies concerned environments in which people carried out some
type of work (Karat & Karat, 2003), recent studies, particularly those involving online
communities (Preece, 2000), have extended UCD to considerations of sociability. This
is perhaps best illustrated in the introduction to a special issue on HCI design in the
ACM Transactions on Computer-Human Interaction, one of the top journals in the field
(by citation rankings). In it, it was claimed: “That there is commitment to social
concerns is not in doubt. In recent years, for example, the ACM CHI Conference has
seen papers, panels and workshops on a range of socially-oriented topics” (Jones, Nardi,
& Mynatt, 2005, p. 147). Whilst that concern for sociability is evident generally in HCI,
it is even more important in the context of design for seniors. For instance, as Sayago
and Blat (2008, p. 52) suggested: “We found out that older people use computers as a
hobby, not for productivity purposes”. It has been recognised that the contributions
UCD makes to interface design apply also in other situations, such as learning
communities, entertainment design and other forms of design for sociability, including
that which involves seniors.

2.4.2 UCD as a means of informing design
UCD is a process whereby the design ideas are, in part, generated by users and where
design evaluation criteria are sourced from users. Karat (1996, 1997) after reviewing the
first decade of UCD work, concluded that it was not a well defined process. His (1996,
p. 20) resultant definition of UCD was: “an iterative process whose goal is the
development of usable systems, achieved through the involvement of potential users of
a system in system design.” Although user involvement is a key element in UCD, the
level which is necessary in the process is a contentious one. UCD varies from the high
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involvement of users (Vredenburg, Mao, Smith, & Carey, 2002), through to a greater
emphasis on ‘usage’ rather than the ‘user’ (Constantine & Lockwood, 2001).

All UCD techniques recognise that users are not designers, but still have valuable
insights into the design process through their intimate association with the usage for
which the technology is being designed. The user plays an important part, but not
necessarily the central part, as is implied by the ‘C’ of UCD. It has been argued that the
word ‘centred’ in UCD is inappropriate (Karat, 1997). That is, while users bring certain
domain knowledge to the design task, they are also ignorant of other domains; they play
a part, but are rarely central to the process. No single perspective is central. Karat
argued that by “placing anything at the ‘center’ can lead to a perception that the other
elements are somehow less important” (Karat, 1997, p 37). Perhaps a more suitable way
to describe the involvement of users, is as co-creators in the process of design
(Karahasanovic et al., 2009).

In reviewing the evolving nature of UCD from 1985 to 1997, Karat (1997, p 35)
claimed that in “general, the activities of UCD are focused on understanding the needs
of the user as a way to inform design.” This sums up well the intent of the present study
too, which is to inform design, rather than to develop design guidelines, for online
communities involving seniors.

Informing design versus designing
The role of the UCD specialist can be contentious. Siegel and Dray (2003) distinguished
between UCD specialists who focused on user studies and usability, and others who
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thought and acted more like designers and engineers. They claimed that specialists who
focused on user studies and usability often made comments such as “I’m not a
designer,” seeing their role purely in terms of user requirements, whereas the latter
group saw user studies as just one aspect of their design and system building work.

While user studies are a critical aspect of UCD, significantly more is involved in the
engineering of a successful information system, including an online community. A
well-architectured information system requires the complex integration of multiple
considerations. These include organisational and market factors, technology
considerations, as well as performance and other trade-offs. The UCD specialist,
whether focussed purely on user studies, or on design as well, is but one of the people
involved in a multi-disciplinary process. In this sense, I view myself as a UCD
specialist who is focused on user studies and who, while appreciating that design is the
eventual goal, is not focussed on the design of the eventual system, but on
understanding the requirements (needs) of the users of that system.

2.4.3 User needs assessment
For some researchers, the goal of all technology development is the service of human
needs. Schneiderman (2002) for example, saw the discovery of human needs, and the
solving of those needs with technology, as a driver of innovation. Technology shapes
what it is possible to do now, but the solutions to people’s needs should not be defined
merely in terms of what is currently available. In the present study’s focus on
discovering the online sociability values of seniors, this can be restated along the lines
of Preece, Resnick, Schuler and De Souza (2002, p. 567): “The challenge we face is
how to develop universally usable systems that also effectively support sociability.”
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Whilst user needs assessment is concerned with discovering all the needs of the user,
the present study is interested only in a subset of those needs, namely the values of the
users involved. Although this represents a narrower focus, the research that supports
user needs assessment in general, also supports the discovery of what users value most
about their online sociability.

User needs can include the need to obtain certain types of information, as well as the
need for relationships with family and friends. Internet studies have shown that more
than 80% of users report needs in terms of information gathering and communication
(Schneiderman, 2002). Schneiderman concluded that few computer users were
interested in ICT per se; their interests were in using ICT to meet their information and
relationship needs.

User needs assessment is focused on involving users in design. There are two main
approaches to accomplishing this within UCD. The first of these is participatory design,
which is discussed below in Section 2.4.4, and the other is contextual design, which is
discussed in the section that follows, Section 2.4.5.

2.4.4 Participatory Design
In participatory design, users are co-designers and equal partners in the design process
together with the developers of the ICT, with users having active roles in many design
activities. Participatory design is a set of practices that draws on multiple disciplines,
including graphic design, software engineering, psychology, sociology and political
science (Borning et al., 2004; Levinger, 1998; Muller, 2003; Muller, Wharton, McIver,
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& Laux, 1997). This multiplicity of disciplines has led to participatory design being a
collection of approaches to design, rather than one unified theory. According to Muller
(2003) most participatory design practitioners and researchers value workplace
democracy, seen most notably in situations which strengthen disempowered groups.

As with the other approaches to UCD, participatory design grew out of work practice,
but it has been applied in many other contexts, including that of sociability. It stems
from Scandinavian philosophies, where workers exercised their rights to be involved in
the design of their work environments, known as the Collective Resource Approach to
systems development (Levinger, 1998; Muller, 2003). The Collective Resource
Approach recognizes the importance of understanding multiple-user perspectives,
interests and conflicts in the design process. Technology benefits people
disproportionately. Adverse consequences are potentially ignored when those who
might be affected are not included in the process (Levinger, 1998, p 1).

As mentioned above, there are numerous participatory design approaches or methods,
all aimed at greater collaboration between all stakeholders, particularly that between
software professionals and users. Participatory design is seen as a hybrid space between
software professionals and end-users, in which they can learn from each other.

Unlike contextual design, participatory design does not require that user behaviour be
studied in the context of use. For participatory design, it is sufficient for users to
describe their context, without designers necessarily observing that context. While the
present study can be described as participatory, it was also concerned with
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understanding contextual influences on sociability. In this regard, there is a need to
consider another UCD approach, namely contextual design.

2.4.5 Contextual Design
The review by Karat’s (1997, p. 33) of UCD development mentioned earlier led to him
propose that “system design is increasingly seen as requiring attention to the
environment into which the system must fit”. He believed that, in order to build usable
interfaces between humans and machines, designers must also understand the complex
interplay certain artefacts may have within the home or work environment. This was
one of many expressions of the realisation that context can play a pivotal role in the
design process. The UCD approach that pays particular attention to the environment in
which usage of a system takes place is that of contextual design.

Contextual design grew out of a technique called ‘contextual inquiry’, now seen as the
first of six steps in the contextual design process (Beyer & Holtzblatt, 1998). As with
the other approaches to UCD, the focus has been on work practice. Hence, many of the
researchers reporting on this approach do so with a view to organisational, business and
related concerns. As contextual design is a front-end design process, it starts with
gathering data about users in the field. The focus on work practice becomes evident in
the steps after contextual inquiry. Given that the focus of the present study is sociability,
rather than work practice, those further steps are not detailed here. They are described
by Holtzblatt (2003, p 946).
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Contextual design is a recognition that the environment of the user influences the way
they see their world of work and their own role within it. It is an ecological approach to
design that treats the users as an important organism within a complex socio-technical
environment. Like participatory design, a central notion of contextual design is that of
partnership between the user and the developers (Dix, Finlay, Abowd, & Beale, 2004).
Dix et al. described contextual design as employing ethnographic techniques that seek
to view the user in context. It is about collecting unbiased views of the user’s work
practice, including the organisational culture involved.

According to contextual design proponents, end-users develop a mental model, a worldview of how their organisation and the tasks they perform within it operate. To properly
understand users, contextual inquiry advocates that designers attempt to see the world
as the user sees it, by taking the context into account. Where participatory design brings
the user to the designer, to aid in the design process, contextual inquiry advocates that
the designer engage in field work, going to the places where the user engages with the
system to be designed. The user is observed operating in the environment in which the
system is to be utilised. In this way contextual variables, that cannot be learned any
other way, can be observed and incorporated into the design of the ICT. Following these
principles the researcher for the present study observed GreyPath users engaging in
online social interaction.

Thus, contextual inquiry has as its central focus, the gathering of end-user data. It is
interested in the collection of rich, reliable data about user practice. Holtzblatt (2003, p
944) believed that users “are not aware of what they really do. Because the things
people do every day become habitual and unconscious, people are usually unable to
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articulate their work practice.” It is therefore necessary to observe their behaviour.
Similarly, carefully scripted interviews can elicit information about their practice, which
may otherwise be hidden. That is, although users do not deliberately hide information
from designers, it is because of their unconscious and habitual behaviours, that users
can neglect to articulate pertinent issues which designers ought to consider. Beyer and
Holtzblatt (1998, p. 47) described contextual inquiry as a means of gathering the
ongoing experience of users, rather than representing the summary experiences brought
by users to the participatory design session.

2.4.6 Community-Centered Development
UCD principles that have recently been applied to studies of online communities, have
been labelled community-centered development (CCD) (Maloney-Krichmar, Abras, &
Preece, 2002; Preece, 2000; Preece & Ghozati, 1998; Schoberth, Preece, & Heinzl,
2003). The strengths of CCD for the present study are its focus, at least in its first step,
on contextual understanding of users, and its focus beyond work practice to sociability.

Online communities are complex socio-technical systems, involving many stakeholders.
Their purposes are many and varied. There are communities that seek to provide
support for various ailments, learning communities, work-based communities and
communities for all types of specialist interests, including ‘hate’ groups of various
persuasions (Al-Saggaf, 2006; Al-Saggaf & Weckert, 2004; Flanagan & Nissenbaum,
2007; Preece & Ghozati, 1998; Xie & Jaeger, 2008). For whatever reason an online
community exists, it is nevertheless a virtual gathering of people. In such situations,
even if the purpose of the gathering is work-related, promotion of social interaction is
an important part of its design. How social norms are influenced by the design of
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community artefacts is a complexity that has only recently become the focus of
interaction design research, seen in particular in what has become known as CCD.

In describing the difference between CCD and other methods, Preece (2001) defined
online communities as consisting of four aspects: people, purpose, policies and
computer systems. People strive to fulfil their own needs, whilst interacting socially.
Purpose relates to the shared interests and needs of members, and the reason why the
community exists. Policies for online communities are to do with rituals and protocols
that guide interaction, with computer systems encompassing all the technology needed
to support social interaction. Preece argued that all these aspects must form the focus of
design, before decisions are made regarding the technology to be employed. She
suggested that this required investigating the needs of the community, including social
needs, and the tasks that members of the community engaged in. In her view, while the
focus of UCD is on the user, the focus of CCD is on the community. Otherwise, as with
UCD, the focus is on the people who use technology, not on the technology per se.
Nevertheless, CCD is a technique that borrows substantially from other variants of
UCD, particularly from participatory design and contextual design. It borrows from
participatory design in that it advocates end-user involvements and community
participation in the process of design. It borrows from contextual design in that it
emphasizes the need to understand the context of the user.

CCD is a five-step process that is strongly iterative. That is, the steps are not done once,
in sequence, but rather repeatedly and sometimes in parallel. The steps are: assessing
community needs and analysing user tasks; selecting technology and planning
sociability; designing, implementing, and testing prototypes; refining and tuning
Page 78 of 366

sociability and usability; and, welcoming and nurturing the community (Preece, 2000).
These steps reflect the philosophy that an online community is organic, evolving and
changes over time.

Of particular relevance to this study is the first of the five steps. It is concerned with
understanding community needs and the types of tasks members of the community
engage in. To achieve this, it is important to understand the makeup of the community
and its purpose, as has been shown through numerous studies into the usability and
sociability aspects of online communities (Denison et al., 2002; Preece & Ghozati,
1998; Schoberth et al., 2003; Wellman, 1996). One such study, examining the failure of
a particular online community, concluded that critical to the success of CCD and of the
online community itself, is that members have input into what is deemed good for the
community (Maloney-Krichmar et al., 2002).

An online community, although web-based, is different from other developments for the
web (Preece, 2000) in that the social needs of the community influence development.
Preece argued that good usability design required a deep understanding of community
needs, through a community needs assessment and an analysis of the activities (tasks)
people engage in online. Such a discovery process can take various forms. MaloneyKrichmar et al. (2002) argued for the use of surveys and interviews. Preece (2000)
contended that all of the UCD techniques for user needs assessment apply, including
ethnographic observation, interviews, and questionnaires. As with other variants of
UCD, CCD insists that end-users should be involved throughout the development
process for the online community.
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2.4.7 Implications of the UCD literature for the present study
Whilst the dominant research focus for UCD is that of work practice, UCD also makes
an important contribution to designing for sociability. Building on its UCD foundations
of participatory design and contextual design, CCD is particularly pertinent to this
study, not only because of its concern with sociability, but also because of its focus
upon online communities.

As stated above, Siegel and Dray (2004) distinguished between UCD specialists who
focused on user studies and usability, and others who thought and acted more like
designers and engineers. As also mooted, this present study falls into the former
category of user studies. Put in the terms Karat (1997, p. 35) used, this study has
concerned itself with understanding the values of the users “as a way to inform design.”
The engineering of an eventual system that implements the values discovered in this
study was beyond the scope of the study.

2.5 UCD methodologies related to values in design
Arising from the foundations of UCD, and particularly participatory and contextual
design, are two methodologies that focus on values, namely, value sensitive design
(VSD) and values at play (VAP). Because these methodologies form a critical part of
the foundational background to the present study, they are presented separately. This
section begins with a review of the development of VSD and VAP, followed by a
review of these two methodologies, including the differences and similarities between

Page 80 of 366

them. Following those reviews, an overall definition of what constitutes ‘values’ is
presented.

The earliest references to values in ICT design date back to the 1980s (Kling, 1980;
Winner, 1986). For instance, Winner (1980, p. 134) referred to technology artefacts as
having “political qualities”, which he described in ways that later researchers discussed
as values. The first attempts to engage in ICT designs that explicitly incorporated values
involved research called value sensitive design (VSD) (Friedman, 1996). Since that
time, several researchers have addressed the importance of values in design (Bowern,
2005; Brey, 2000; Gilmore et al., 2008; Introna & Nissenbaum, 2000; Leitner,
Wolkerstorfer, & Tscheligi, 2008; van den Hoven, 2006; Van Gorp, 2005). Particularly
pertinent to the development first of VSD, and later VAP, was research in computer
ethics (Johnson & Miller, 1997), social informatics (Kling & Star, 1998), and CSCW
(Kling & Star, 1998). These various contributions to research into values and
technology all follow a fundamental premise, namely, that technological artefacts
embody values.

Like Winner (1980) before them, both VSD and VAP researchers have added an
additional premise to the field, namely, that values may be embodied in technological
artefacts by design (Flanagan et al., 2005). This is another way of saying that morality
can be extended beyond people, to include the tools they employ. This is not to say that
technology has values, but rather that the moral and social actions of users can be
influenced, directed or channelled along certain paths, using technology. For instance,
Weckert (2007) described technology as teleological, meaning that technology serves a
purpose or/and that it is employed by humans to make their lives better. He claimed that
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both social and moral values can provide development direction to technology
designers, and went on to state that technology can facilitate certain behaviours and
hinder others.

Such directing of behaviour with technology has been seen as a form of social
engineering. Williams and Durrance (2008, p. 23) claimed that “the technology that
shapes the social networks/social capital can be said to represent the social engineering
of that community.” The issue of social engineering arises repeatedly in the context of
software design for social purposes. It has been referred to by values researchers
interested in games design (Flanagan, Nissenbaum, Belman, & Diamond, 2007);
researchers interested in the design of online communities where sociability is a design
focus (Lazar & Preece, 2002; Preece & Maloney-Krichmar, 2003); and in other
software engineering research (Davis, 2006; Friedman et al., 2008; Kling & Star, 1998).
For example, in her keynote presentation at HCI International 2003, Preece (2003, p. 1)
postulated that: “People’s behaviour in online communities cannot be controlled but it
can be influenced by software design.” Similarly, in the context of VSD, Davis (2006,
p. 7) claimed that “technologies shape (but do not rigidly determine) individual
behaviour and social systems.”

That technologies can shape behaviour had been increasingly recognised when VSD
was first proposed, but what had been considered is that such shaping ought to be based
on user, not designer, values. Friedman and Nissenbaum (1996), although sharing a
common research purpose, developed their research into incorporating user values in
the design process along different lines. Friedman (Miller, Friedman, & Jancke, 2007)
has continued along the lines of VSD, expanding the methodology, defining it and,
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together with other researchers, has attempted to prove its efficacy in the design process
(Friedman et al., 2008; Friedman et al., 2006). Nissenbaum has built on the foundations
laid by VSD, together with other researchers, to develop VAP (Flanagan et al., 2005;
Nissenbaum, 2004a, 2010). Like Friedman, Nissenbaum has attempted to define the
methodology involved in her approach and prove the concepts in design examples. In
the following sections, the two approaches of VSD and VAP are explored in further
detail.

2.5.1 Value Sensitive Design (VSD)
VSD draws on philosophical and sociological research for the development of
technological artefacts (Friedman et al., 2006). The focus is on the discovery and
implementation of user values in ICT systems in a principled and comprehensive
manner. This broadens the criteria for judging the quality of socio-technical systems
beyond usability, to include ethical considerations in terms of user values. As a
theoretically grounded approach, VSD accounts for values as part of its systematic
design process. It can be described as a tripartite methodology consisting of conceptual,
empirical and technical investigations (Friedman et al., 2002, 2006). These three
perspectives are iteratively applied in the task of design.

The first of the three phases is that of conceptual investigation. This is concerned with
identifying stakeholders, values and trade-off considerations. In particular, conceptual
investigations involve developing a philosophical understanding of the most important
or ‘key’ values. That is, during this phase, key values are identified and then the
philosophical literature is explored to define how those values have traditionally been
understood. It is this first stage of VSD that is most directly relevant to the present
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study. As Jonsson (2004, p. 17) pointed out, conceptual investigation includes “careful
consideration of whom your design will affect, in what way they will be affected and
what values it should support.”

The second phase, empirical investigation, builds on the conceptual investigation to
consider the human and organisational context within which the information system
will operate (Friedman et al., 2006). That is, during conceptual investigation only key
values are the focus, whereas during empirical investigation a more comprehensive
approach to discovering values is taken. Also, during the conceptual investigation,
philosophical definitions alone are the basis of understanding identified key values,
whereas empirical investigation adds the contextual interpretation that stakeholders
have of those values. Empirical investigations also enable investigators to discover how
stakeholders weight different values, which becomes important later in the design
process, when trade-offs between design choices may result in choosing between
conflicting values. Having stakeholder weighting in such situations can help resolve
which values should have priority over others in certain circumstances.

The third phase, technical investigation, can involve two forms. One form focuses on
existing systems and the other on new systems. In both forms, the intent is to find out
how the technology can support the values identified from the conceptual and empirical
investigations (Friedman, 1999; Friedman & Kahn, 2003). Friedman, Kahn and Borning
(2003) pointed out that, while technical investigation is very similar to what is done
during empirical investigation, what is being analysed is very different. During
empirical investigations the focus is on individuals or groups who are affected by
technology. During the technical investigation, the focus is on the technology itself.
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VSD has been described in terms of eight features (Friedman & Kahn, 2003). First, it is
a proactive attempt to influence technology design. Second, it expands consideration of
values beyond work practice to other areas such as sociability. Third, it iteratively
employs the tripartite methodology described above. Fourth, VSD focuses on values
with moral import. Fifth, it distinguishes between usability and values. Sixth, it
distinguishes stakeholders as being either direct or indirect 5 . Friedman and Kahn (2003)
defined direct stakeholders as people who interact with the information system and
indirect stakeholders as those other people who are in some way affected by use of the
information system. Seventh, VSD is an interactional theory meaning that values are not
embedded in the technology, nor simply transmitted as social forces, but arise
contextually in the interaction between the technology and the social forces. Eighth,
VSD holds that there are certain universal values, although these may be culturally and
temporally interpreted.

Thus VSD is, as described by Jonsson (2004, p. 18), a method that “handles values in a
conscious way.” She summarised the goal of UCD as fulfilling stakeholder needs,
including the values that they consider important, whereas “VSD provides a way to be
more careful when designing a system, to ensure that the needs and values of all
stakeholders are considered” (Jonsson, 2004, p. 18). Davis (2006) made a further
observation concerning VSD, namely that it not only impacts the technology being
designed, but also the process of design. Such a notion is similar to those of others, who
have advocated that both HCI (Schneiderman, 2002; Schneiderman & Plaisant, 2004;
5

This was a departure from related literature on value investigations, such as that of Van Gorp (2005),
who did not distinguish between different types of stakeholders. Furthermore, Van Gorp included
organisations as stakeholders, whereas Friedman and Kahn (2003) appeared to only view stakeholders as
individual people.
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Schneiderman & Rose, 1995) and software engineering (Gotterbarn, 1999) processes
need to be ethical.

An early attempt to elucidate ethical theories associated with VSD, called ‘disclosive
ethics’ by Brey (2000), was first further developed by Introna (2005) and then
questioned as being too moralistic (Messerly, 2007). Whereas VSD researchers discuss
human values in ways that equate them with moral and social values, Brey discussed
moral values and non-moral values. Messerly (2007) however, rejected Brey’s view that
ethicists should be involved in design issues, arguing instead that the work of ethicists
was to examine the consequences of technology use, not to be involved in its
development. On the other hand, there are the views of Manders-Huits and van den
Hoven (2009, p. 51) who claim that: “Both ethics and computer science demonstrate a
converging development towards interest in the relation between values and technical
design, respectively coined by us as ‘The Value Turn’ in (information) technology and
‘The Design Turn’ in ethics.” The latter suggests that Messerly’s (2007) argument about
discounting design from an ethics viewpoint, has since been challenged, at least by
some.

Not all views of VSD have, however, been positive: VSD has received some criticism
for the vagueness of its theoretical underpinnings, particularly from ICT ethicists.
Albrechtslund (2007, p. 67) claimed that, although VSD drew on ethical theories and
was purported to incorporate universal values, “it is not exactly clear what theories and
which values this includes” (italics in original). Albrechtslund was generally supportive
of the intentions of VSD but suggested that these two areas needed further work. The
latter of these is in part addressed by the present study.
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Regarding the development of ethical theory to support VSD, Manders-Huits and Sollie
(2007, p. 1) effectively argued that a normative ethical approach would solve the
problem:
What is lacking in VSD is a normative point of view for evaluating values and outcomes of
social scientific research. A fundamental reflection is lacking within VSD upon the normative,
ethical status of its approach. As a result, human values and ethical considerations can only be
recognized and described in technological practices but cannot be criticized, let alone be shaped
using VSD.

Attempts to resolve this criticism of VSD are currently the focus of research by some
ICT ethicists (Manders-Huits, 2010; Manders-Huits & Sollie, 2007; Manders-Huits &
van den Hoven, 2009). These attempts seek to undergird VSD with ethical theory for
the stated purpose of ensuring that it is “a useful methodology for ethics of technology”
(Manders-Huits & Sollie, 2007, p. 1). Moreover, recent literature in the field has taken
issue with the “eclectic” manner in which VSD defines “moral” values, and has sought
instead to be much more rigorous in both defining the term and basing it on
understandings in philosophical ethics and ethical theory (Manders-Huits, 2010, p. 4).

As shown above, particular ethicists have discussed VSD in terms of moral values.
They have, however, made scant mention of social values, except when directly
referencing the work of researchers in the VSD area (as is seen, for example, in the
above quotation from Manders-Huits and Sollie). Their predominant focus is on moral
practice and they have sought to undergird VSD with the ethical theory they deemed it
lacks. They have redefined VSD in their own terms, such as: “VSD focuses primarily
and specifically on addressing values of moral import” (italics in original) (MandersHuits & van den Hoven, 2009, p. 55). However, in my view that not only ignores the
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social values that are a focus of VSD, but also that in recent descriptions of their work,
both VAP and VSD researchers increasingly emphasise the social over the moral in
their design work 6 . The present study was not focused on developing ethical theory, nor
on moral values only. It is primarily a study of sociability, and as such, social values are
an important consideration as well.

2.5.2 Values at Play (VAP)
VAP shares many things in common with VSD, given that it was a development arising
from VSD. As stated above, Friedman and Nissenbaum (1996) started advocating the
incorporation of values into design processes together, in what was initially called VSD.
Friedman has continued to develop VSD, but Nissenbaum diverged in her work, to a
point where the dissimilarities led to her calling her approach by a different name
(VAP). VAP builds on VSD and its underlying theories, as well as other theories,
particularly “Reflective Practice and Critical Technical Practice” (Flanagan &
Nissenbaum, 2007; Nissenbaum, 2004b). Despite the differences, Nissenbaum
continues her involvement with VSD as can be seen in a recent collaborative
publication with VSD colleagues (Flanagan et al., 2008).

In the early stages of both methodologies, the approaches are very similar and, given
that the present study is focused on those early stages, both VSD and VAP approaches
are important to this study. The two methodologies diverge after the initial stages, but in
both cases, such further work was beyond the scope of the present study.

6

See for example how the latest/current VAP research projects are defined (Nissenbaum, 2010).
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Instead of describing VAP fully in this section, the pertinent aspects of VAP for the
present study are best seen through a comparative review of both VSD and VAP. Hence
the following section which discusses the similarities and differences between the two
methodologies.

2.5.3 VSD and VAP: Similarities and differences
Like VSD, VAP follows the premise that values are embedded in design. Also like
VSD, VAP departs from previous literature which proposed the inclusion of values in
design as an aspiration. Instead, (Flanagan et al., 2005) describe it as a methodology for
accomplishing that aspiration. VAP has been predominantly applied in games systems,
hence its name. It began as a proof of concept project on a publicly available online
system, called RAPUNSEL, after the fairy tale of the same name. This was an ethical
system developed to teach young girls to write computer programs (Flanagan et al.,
2005).

As the VAP approach began its separate existence, Flanagan, et al. (2005, p. 1) admitted
that “we are still at the shaky beginnings of thinking systematically about the practice of
designing with values in mind.” Both VSD and VAP are relatively new approaches in
the design space and researchers in both areas advocate that significant research is still
needed to better understand how design can incorporate values.

Flanagan, et al. (2005) described VAP as the systematic application of three activities:
discovery, translation and verification. These three constitutive activities operate
iteratively. During discovery, the focus is on developing a list of values, by examining
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sources of values and defining which values are the key ones in the particular context of
the information system to be designed.

The translation phase is divided into two parts, operationalization and implementation.
Operationalization is concerned with taking the values identified as relevant during
discovery and defining them, making them concrete. Implementation then completes the
translation process, being concerned with specifying design features that correspond to
these values. Practical factors are also considered because standard design
methodologies do not make it explicit how values, once determined to be relevant,
should be incorporated into the design of software systems. The activity of translation
also involves the process of resolving conflicts amongst values from a design
viewpoint. That is, as with the empirical investigation of VSD, consideration is given to
the possibilities of trade-offs for values that were identified during the discovery
process.

This line of reasoning is supported by the work of Van de Poel (2000), in the context of
engineering design. Van de Poel argued that design choices involve trade-offs, which
ought in part, at least, be based on values. Both VSD and VAP researchers advocate the
need for trade-offs between values; for instance, between autonomy versus security, and
anonymity versus trust (Friedman & Kahn, 2003). Design constraints at times, mean
that all values cannot be implemented, or at least, not equally. To this end it is helpful to
have a means of prioritising which values are more or less important, and in which
situations. Such weightings of values can help designers in situations where trading off
one value against another needs to be considered.
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Lastly, the VAP activity of verification is concerned with assessing whether the project
successfully implemented values in a way that enhanced, not detracted from the design
goals. This is a form of quality assurance, verifying that the end product meets the
values design specifications.

Flanagan, et al. (2005) saw two sets of factors contributing to an understanding of VAP
and making it different from VSD: epistemological factors and practical factors. The
epistemological concern had to do with the idea that, in order for designers to
incorporate values in design, they needed to incorporate contextual knowledge about
values, when such knowledge was not readily available to them. Designers need to be
able to interpret which values are relevant in particular contexts. Yet correct contextual
understanding might involve an in-depth ethnographic study of a group of users and the
expertise required to carry out such a study is not likely to be within the fields of
expertise of many designers. Standard design methodologies do not provide a means of
inquiry for discovering such values, nor for determining their relevance in particular
contexts.

Flanagan, et al. (2005) described the set of epistemological factors as involving three
modes of inquiry. They use the metaphor of ‘balls in play’ to describe the idea that all
three modes are needed, that any of them can be either a starting or end point, and that
this inquiry process is iterative. The three modes are the technical mode, the
philosophical mode and the empirical mode. The technical mode requires that designers
are familiar with state-of-the-art knowledge concerning the design space for which they
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are designing. The philosophical mode requires investigation of the origin and scope of
values relevant to the context and system being designed; in other words, contextual
inquiry must be undertaken (Beyer & Holtzblatt, 1998; Nissenbaum, 2004b). Lastly, the
empirical mode investigates the relevance of values to a particular project. As Flanagan,
et al. (2005) show, it has the advantage of resolving conflicts between values. Further,
they believed that empirical inquiry, such as that involved in interviews and field
observations, can help in this regard, because of the contextual understanding it brings
to how values are relevant to a particular project.

In summing up the VSD and VAP approaches, it can be seen that they share early
stages in common and that both place a premium on user studies, so that the values of
users, not designers have a strong influence on the design process, reflecting their UCD
roots. VAP articulates the discovery process to a greater extent, but shares the discovery
framework with VSD (Flanagan et al., 2005). Furthermore, the UCD influences of
participatory and contextual design are clearly evident.

In putting forward new design considerations, VSD and VAP researchers were not
seeking to usurp existing design methodologies, but rather to extend them. Flanagan,
Howe and Nissenbaum (2005) stated their goal as supplementing existing, wellestablished design methodologies. They sought to have values considered as one part of
what constitutes technical design excellence. They argued that, while measures of
design excellence included terms such as reliability, usability, functional efficiency, and
safety, values were not considered. However, for them, values are part of what
constitutes design excellence.

Page 92 of 366

The following table summarises the main similarities and differences between VSD and
VAP. The discussion following Table 2.1 summarises how those similarities and
differences relate to the present study.
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Table 2.1: Similarities and differences between VSD and VAP
Value sensitive design (VSD)
Values at play (VAP)
Premise that values are embedded in design.
Focus on socially-oriented environments.
Concerned with value considerations throughout the entire system development life cycle.
Supplement existing design methodologies.
An interactional theory meaning that values are not embedded in technology, nor simply transmitted
as social forces, but arise contextually in the interaction between the two.
From an ICT ethics viewpoint these methods are vague in terms of their theoretical underpinnings.
Focuses on values with moral import, but also
Focuses on values with moral and social import.
considers values with social import.
Recently the focus has shifted to predominantly
values with social import.
Built on participatory design and contextual
Built on VSD and its underlying theories, as well
design.
as other theories.
Tripartite methodology consisting of
Systematic application of three activities:
conceptual, empirical and technical
discovery, translation and verification.
investigations.
Iteratively employs the tripartite methodology.
The three activities operate iteratively.
Conceptual investigation is concerned with
During discovery the focus is on developing a list
identifying stakeholders, values and trade-off
of values, by examining sources of values and
considerations. It involves developing
defining which values are the key ones in the
philosophical understandings of key values, and particular context.
only key values are the focus.
Empirical investigation builds on the conceptual Epistemological factors are involved: the
investigation to consider the human and
technical mode, the philosophical mode and the
organisational context within which the
empirical mode. The concern is for designers to
information system operates.
incorporate contextual knowledge about values.
During the conceptual investigation,
The philosophical mode investigates the origin
philosophical definitions, alone, are the basis for and scope of values relevant to the context of the
understanding key values, whereas empirical
system.
investigation adds the contextual interpretation
that stakeholders have of those values.
The technical mode requires that designers are
familiar with state-of-the-art knowledge
concerning the design space for which they are
designing.
Empirical investigations enable designers to
The empirical mode and translation activity
discover how stakeholders weight different
enable designers to resolve conflicts between
values.
values.
Translation is divided into: operationalization and
implementation. Operationalization defines the
values, making them concrete. Implementation
specifies design features that correspond to these
values.
Practical factors focus on making explicit how
values, once determined to be relevant, should be
incorporated into the design of software systems.
Technical investigation: whereas during
empirical investigations the focus is on people
affected by technology, during technical
investigation the focus is on the technology
itself.
Verification is concerned with assessing whether
the project successfully implemented values.
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Table 2.1 shows the similarities and differences between the two main bodies of the
values literature that have influenced the present study. Where the two approaches are
largely similar ,the two cells of a row are merged. Where they are similar with only
slight differences, they appear on the same row, but in different cells. Where there are
differences, those differences are registered by the lack of an entry in that row for the
other approach. The greatest similarities exist in their early stages, when the two
approaches are almost identical; given that the present study was focused on the early
stages, both approaches were used to inform this study.

2.5.4 Defining the term ‘value’
As described at the start of this chapter and at the start of this section on the values
literature, all information presented on design methodologies was viewed as necessary
to understanding the complexities involved in defining the term ‘value’, as it is used in
the present study. As yet, there is no consensus in the values literature as to what values
are and are not. It is surprising that more than one decade after Friedman (1996) first
proposed VSD, Manders-Huits (2010) was able to write that she was disappointed that
Friedman had moved directly to describing how values impact technology design, and
had merely assumed what values are, without rigorously defining them. She claimed
that VSD researchers only briefly defined their terms and that the resultant definitions
were “obscure and fuzzy” (2010, p. 6). As stated earlier, ICT philosophers and ethicists
such as Manders-Huits tend to only address VSD, ignoring VAP; however, these
criticisms of VSD are also applicable to VAP.

Furthermore, neither VSD nor VAP researchers provide an authoritative list of
philosophical literature from which to source definitions. That is, whilst researchers
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from both methodologies advocate using philosophical understandings to define values,
the literature of neither group lists authoritative philosophical sources whom designers
could turn to for help in understanding discovered values. That further complicates
matters when attempting to define both the term ‘value’, as well as specific values.
There does not appear to be a consistent and systematic definition applied to the term
value in general, in the values literature.

For the VSD camp, Friedman, Kahn and Borning (2003) used dictionary definitions to
show that, whilst the term ‘value’ could refer to economic worth, their particular use of
the term related to the definition of value as something that is important to a group or an
individual. Moreover, by drawing on philosophical writings on value-oriented discourse
from Plato to the present day, and on ethical theories of values, they postulated that:
“values cannot be motivated only by an empirical account of the external world, but
depend substantively on the interests and desires of human beings within a cultural
milieu” (Friedman et al., 2006, p. 349). Whereas in 2003 their focus was on values with
moral import, there was a slight refinement by 2006 to “human values with ethical
import that are … implicated in system design” (Friedman et al., 2006, p. 349). That is,
not all stakeholder and designer values need to be recorded and defined, but only those
that are deemed to be important to the design task. How that determination of relevance
to design is made, was not described. However, as in their earlier writings, part of the
function of values discovery was to limit the list of discovered values to key values,
although how key values were to be distinguished from other values was also not
described. Friedman et al. (2006, p. 349) did, however, draw on computer ethics
literature to say that key values are those that “lie at the intersection of computer
technology and human lives”.
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From the discussion above, and the earlier comparison of VSD and VAP, it can be seen
that a shift in emphasis had occurred. VSD began with a focus on values with moral
import and that shifted to including values with social import. Some values, such as
justice, were seen as moral values; other values, such as friendship, were labelled social
values. Researchers sought human values and the predominant focus was on values with
moral (ethical) import. Recently the focus, at least for VAP, has shifted to be
predominantly on values with social import. From this process, as far as this researcher
can assess, VSD and VAP define values with moral or social import as things,
properties or objects (including abstract objects such as actions) that are important
either to an individual or to a group.

Some researchers list values and many share a common set of values. What remains to
be seen by future research is whether there are certain universal values, or whether these
are all culturally- or contextually-bound. Some researchers (Flanagan et al., 2005; 2002;
Schneiderman & Plaisant, 2004) give the following examples of universal values:

•

human well being

•

human dignity

•

justice

•

welfare (Freidman et al. (2006) refer to ‘human welfare’ and Leveson (1991)
refers to ‘physical welfare’, which this researcher saw as a sub-categories within
‘welfare’); and
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•

human rights (such as equality of access).

In some cases, the lists of values that are considered important in design are identical, in
other cases, the lists vary. As more values in design studies are published, the list
grows. In addition to the above list of supposedly universal values, the following values
have been identified in the literature: 7
•

accountability (Friedman & Kahn, 1992)

•

autonomy (Suchman, 1994)

•

biophilia (Flanagan et al., 2008)

•

calmness (Friedman & Kahn, 2003)

•

courtesy (Wynne & Ryan, 1993)

•

democracy and support for a democratic society (Davis, 2006; Friedman et al.,
2002, 2006)

•

environmental sustainability (Brundtland, 1987)

•

fairness (Jonsson, 2004)

•

freedom from bias (Davis, 2006; Friedman & Nissenbaum, 1996)

•

identity and identity management (Bers, Gonzalez-Heydrich, & DeMaso, 2001;
Bowern, 2005)

•

informed consent (Burmeister, 2001; Millet, Friedman, & Felten, 2001)

7

Listed here are user values only. Some researchers, for instance (Flanagan et al., 2008), distinguish user
values from designer values. In such instances, only their user values are listed here, given this study was
about discovering the values of particular users (GreyPath members).
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•

ownership and property (Lipinski & Britz, 2000)

•

privacy (Ackerman & Cranor, 1999; Allen, 1993; Bowern, 2005)

•

smart code editor 8 (Flanagan et al., 2008)

•

subversion (Flanagan et al., 2008) 9

•

trust (Fogg & Tseng, 1999; Friedman & Grudin, 1998; Friedman et al., 2006;
Friedman, Khan, & Howe, 2000; Friedman et al., 1999)

•

universal usability (De Giere & Burmeister, 2002; Schneiderman, 2001, 2002),
and

•

walkable neighbourhoods (Friedman et al., 2002, 2006). 10

Another approach is to look at values research in related disciplines. Research
conducted by Van Gorp (2005) in the field of engineering ethics, in part relied on VSD
and also examined the sources of values for engineering design. Her main sources
apparently were Kantianism, virtue ethics and utilitarianism. She also showed a heavy
reliance on works by Thomas Nagel. In her research, Kantianism was expressed in the
form of universal rights, whilst virtue ethics were expressed as concentrating on the
“perfectionist end of self-development” (Van Gorp, 2005, p. 14). Values based on
utilitarianism concerned situations of utility, defined in this context by Quinn (2009, p.
74) as “the tendency of an object to produce happiness or prevent unhappiness for an
individual or a community.” Van Gorp preferred to use the term ‘ethical issue’ rather
8

In their RAPUNSEL case study (a game teaching girls to write computer programs) the authors discuss
giving users transparency and self-expression in the design of game characters through what users valued
as a smart code editor (Flanagan et al., 2008, p. 338).
9
While playing the RAPUNSEL game the users (young girls) valued subverting the game-play rules.
10
The list of discovered values continues to grow as more studies are undertaken. The list provided here
includes all values published prior to the submission of this thesis, but not including the values
discovered in this present study.
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than utilitarianism, virtue ethics or Kantianism, because frequently values could be seen
from multiple perspectives. Much of her research focussed on issues of safety and
sustainability in engineering projects.

An empirical study by Lloyd and Busby (2003) had similarities to the work of Van
Gorp in that it showed that engineers used three ethical theories to carry out ethical
decision making. These were deontology (rules-based moral choices), virtue ethics (the
Aristotelian view of moral choices, made in order to be a person of good character) and,
less frequently, consequentialism (utilitarianism – the greater happiness principle, for
the greatest number of people). They argued that, whilst engineers make many small
design decisions which, of themselves, do not appear to have ethical import, the sum of
their design decisions frequently do have ethical consequences.

Van Gorp’s (2005) use of ‘ethical issues’, rather than reference to a particular
underlying philosophical source, could be seen to support the VSD use of the term ‘with
moral import.’ That is, values that are incorporated into technological artefacts by
design are values that address ethical issues. The terms, ‘ethical’ and ‘moral’, are here
used interchangeably, as is common in the literature (Bowern, 2005; Van Gorp, 2005).
Van Gorp defined ethics for the purposes of her research in terms of values. She states:
“I will call a problem an ethical or moral problem if moral values are at stake” (2005, p.
14). Further, she defined moral problems in terms of harm caused to people, citing
engineering design disasters, where trade-offs between economics and safety caused
significant harm to many people, as examples of moral problems. Van Gorp claimed
that, “Decisions made during design processes shape the possibilities and risks of
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products. These decisions are ethically relevant. Some decisions, for example, can have
a large influence on the safety of people using the product” (Van Gorp, 2005, p. 13).

Furthermore, Van Gorp (2005) made the point that, in the area of sustainability,
decisions regarding efficiency can have ethical relevance. She distinguished her
research, into values in engineering ethics, by affirming that she was concerned with
values with moral import [following Friedman, Kahn and Borning (2002)]. Similarly
some values that might, at first, appear to be economic or usability values, could also
have moral or social properties (Marcus, 2002). For example, in games design one
consideration is engineering ‘fun’ into the design, so that it is not only technically
robust, but also fun to play. But the usability value of ‘fun’ can also be seen as a social
value, particularly in games that involve multiple players, where cooperation between
two or more players is required to achieve a successful outcome.

Deciding whether certain discovered values have either moral or social import can be
difficult. For example, without trust (typically seen as a moral value), friendship
building (typically seen as a social value) is difficult. As well as the blurring of social
and moral values, there is the potential to blur values and facts (Winner, 1986, p. 144).
The latter point was also made by Borning, Friedman and Kahn (2004) who employed a
long-held philosophical position, namely that ‘is’ does not imply ‘ought’, to VSD to
argue that facts do not logically entail value. They argued that, if values were the same
as facts, then empirical accounts of the external world would suffice. Instead values
“depend substantively on the interests and desires of human beings within a cultural
milieu” (Borning et al., 2004, p. 2).
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Outside the design literature, values have been defined slightly differently. The
Australian Department of Education, Science and Training published a list of ten values
that were required to be implemented into public school curriculums across the nation
from 2004 to 2008 (Curriculum Corporation, 2003). They sought to create a definition
of values, specific to the educational context. Their definition was as follows
(Curriculum Corporation, 2003, p. 155):
In ethics a value can be seen as something that is worthy of esteem for its own sake, which has
intrinsic worth … It signifies the ‘excellent’ status of a thing, object, situation, person,
performance, achievement, etc, or the estimate in which it is held, according to its real or
supposed worth, usefulness or importance, as ‘excelling’ (standing out from, being above, other
things) in a particular class of comparison with other objects of a similar kind [sic]. Thus, to
assess the value of something is to consider a thing as being of some worth, importance or
usefulness, in a class of comparison in which, by the application of criteria, we rate it highly,
esteem it or set store by it. It also relates to the particular principles or standards of conduct by
which a person seeks or chooses to live.

An equivalently thorough definition of ‘value’ is not evidenced in the HCI values
literature; however, following the guidelines of both VSD and VAP, for values to be
considered for this study, they had to be restricted to those that had moral and/or social
importance to the users being studied. A relevant value is therefore something that is
important, morally or socially, to an individual GreyPath member, or to a group of
GreyPath members.

2.5.5 Classifying values
One observation that Flanagan, Howe and Nissenbaum (2005) made in relation to VAP,
was that designers would be helped by what they referred to as a library of analysis.
They envisaged this as a way of relieving the burden on designers to carry out
philosophical inquiry, when often this was out of their field of expertise. If, instead of
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having to grapple with abstract conceptions of values, designers were able to refer to a
library of concrete definitions, that would help them significantly in the task of design.
Bowern (2005) made a similar point in relation to VSD when he argued that developers
were burdened by existing methods for developing systems and that there would be
resistance to adopting yet further requirements, especially when value considerations
were outside of the expertise of many developers.

These critiques of VSD in terms of the extra burden placed on designers, is increased
even further when one considers designing systems for seniors. Hawthorn (2007)
argued that there was a generational gap between senior users and ICT designers, who
are usually much younger. He said that UCD asks designers to consider the
requirements of the users of the system and that, hidden within that approach to design,
are certain assumptions which include that users are similar to the designer. He argued
that, for “older people this implicit assumption of similarity to the designer breaks
down” (Hawthorn, 2007, p. 335). When designing for seniors, Hawthorn argued that
designers need to do several things, such as learn about seniors, observe their real-life
interaction, and involve them in the design process as co-developers. This adds yet
further to the burden on designers.

The proposed library of analysis has the potential to help all designers, whether they are
focused on senior users or just on incorporating values in design and, in the course of
the present study, one tool for such a library was discovered. During the research for the
present study it became apparent that some researchers use various classifications for
values. They use terms such as dimensions or factors, or they use descriptors that
suggest temporal relationships or some form of abstraction, or higher and lower levels
Page 103 of 366

of values. Table 2.2 attempts to capture the disparate aspects of value classifications in
the literature. Although this is a synthesis of kinds, such a classification as this has not
previously been attempted.

Table 2.2: Value Classifications
Class

Distinction between values of a class

Direction

Toward and away-from values.

Expression

Explicit and implicit values.

Order

Higher and lower order values.

Purpose

Means and end values.

Scope

Thick and thin values.

Temporal

Emergent and enduring values.

Type

Stakeholder and designer values.

The classifications in table 2.2 are listed in alphabetic order. The following discussion
gives examples of each of the classifications from the literature in order to illustrate
how each one can be useful to designers considering the implementation of values in an
information system.

Direction
Robbins (1996) described values in terms of their direction. Toward values are those
that people strive to achieve, such as trust and privacy. Away-from values are more
difficult to discover, and can include avoiding danger or avoiding a loss of face such as
asking what others might perceive to be ‘dumb questions’.
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Expression
Some values are expressed explicitly (Davis, 2006; Friedman et al., 2002, 2006) and
others implicitly (Flanagan et al., 2005; Flanagan & Nissenbaum, 2007). Explicit
values, such as privacy protection, can be seen in numerous ICT systems. Implicit
values, such as colour choices or the way people are depicted in pictures on a website,
are ones that might deliberately (or not) attempt to socially engineer a given outcome.

Order
Order allows for abstraction of values, where some values are more general or more
specific representations of other values. Flanagan, Howe and Nissenbaum (2008) used
the term ‘higher order’ for values such as ‘equity’, ‘autonomy’ and ‘liberation’ (p. 12),
and ‘cooperation and fair representation’ (p. 14). Jonsson pointed out that, as they sifted
their list of discovered values to determine key ones, they considered ‘freedom from
bias’ as a specific version of the more abstract value of ‘fairness’ (Jonsson, 2004, p. 19).
Bowern (2005) saw trust as an ‘overarching’ value, with related values associated with
it. That is, there can be little trust in some situations and greater degrees of trust in other
situations suggesting that values in this class, such as trust, are context-sensitive. In
other words, in some contexts there is more trust than in others.

Purpose
Robbins (1996) addressed purpose when he distinguished between ‘means’ values and
‘end’ values. This is similar to the way instrumental (means) values are distinguished
from intrinsic (end) values in the dictionary definitions of values alluded to above. An
example Robbins used to illustrate this distinction was that a person may say he or she
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valued their car but, when pressed, it was the freedom that driving the car afforded the
driver that was really valued. The car then was the means value, and freedom was the
end value.

This distinction between means and end values is not evident in the HCI values
literature, although it is readily found in the philosophical literature. For example, in the
Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Zimmerman, 2010) intrinsic values are
distinguished from extrinsic values. Intrinsic values are ones that have value in and of
themselves, whereas extrinsic values, such as the instrumental or means value of the
‘car’ in the above example, are valued, but not really values in, and of, themselves.
Instead such instrumental values are associated with intrinsic values.

As was seen in the list of values in the HCI values literature above, the distinction
between something that is valued and a value, is not made; see, for example, the value
“smart code editor” (Flanagan et al., 2008). Similarly, in the present study, several
things were described as values, that were in reality, extrinsic values; they were means
values that led to one or more end (intrinsic) values.

Scope
Thick values relate to a larger group and thin values to a smaller sub-group within the
larger group. In the context of this study, thick values could include values generally
held by most Australians, whilst thin values could be those of GreyPath members. Thin
values can either conflict with thick values, or they might be redefinitions of those thick
values.
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A study conducted in 2002, based on an interview with the founder of GreyPath, gives a
possible example of how a thick value can influence website design (Lepa & Tatnall,
2002a). The colours on the original site were “predominantly red, white and blue” and
the reason given was that this “appealed to his audience’s cultural heritage and
patriotism” (Lepa & Tatnall, 2002a, p. 6). They pointed out that the way the colours
were used made the site clear and the text easy to read. However, the choice of colours
was not based on HCI recommended colour schemes, but on the broader cultural
heritage (i.e., a thick value). The choice could also be seen as an implicit value,
deliberately designed into the site, yet not stated anywhere, other than through the
interview with the site’s founder and main designer, reported in the above study.

Temporal
Another way of conceptualising values is to think of their temporal nature. Flanagan, et
al. (2008) described some values as ‘emergent’, such as game players developing a
long-term value of subversion, in which they deliberately broke the rules of the game.
Another example comes from Bowern (2005), who envisaged identity management in
temporal terms, as people’s self-understanding changed over time. Friedman and Kahn
(2003) also used temporal terms to describe VSD as an approach concerned with
designing systems that account for ‘enduring’ values.

Type
Type distinguishes the values of stakeholders (those who use the product directly or
indirectly) and designers. A possible short-coming of the early stages of VSD and VAP
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is that the purpose of values investigations is to discover the values of stakeholders, but
not those of the designers. That is, it is a departure from UCD in which designers, users
and other stakeholders all participate in the design process. The consideration of value
type, which includes both stakeholders and designers, addresses this short-coming.

Flanagan, Howe and Nissenbaum (2008) give an example from the RAPUNSEL game,
for 11-13 year old girls, in which the users (the girls) wanted sexy character
representations, but the designers refused to accommodate this, because they felt it
would reinforce stereotypical negative views of girls. Effectively, they mounted an
argument in favour of being able to veto the discovered user values. That is, whilst most
values research advocates discovering user values and embedding those in the design of
systems, rather that the designers’ values, here the argument was that professional
judgment may at times override the implementation of some user values. The end result
in the case of the RAPSUNSEL game was that the designers changed their characters
from geometric shapes into ones that resembled young girls. However, whilst the
characters looked like young girls those characters were not stereotypical sexy
depictions. In other words, a compromise was reached, between the designers and this
particular group of users.

Similarly, referring to stakeholder values in the VSD design process, Davis (2006, p.
26) stated: “we as designers of the system may hold some of these values, but not
others,” and she then asked the question: “Should our role as designers let us privilege
our values over those of stakeholders who may have a far greater stake in the decision
that is made?” In the VAP situation of games design, above, the answer was at least
partially ‘yes’, in that designers did not implement stakeholder values, but a
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compromise of stakeholder and designer values. Such classifications are used in
chapters 4 to 8 to help tease out the significance of some of the values that were
discovered during the course of the investigation reported in this thesis.

2.5.6 View of the present study within the UCD and values literature
The following figure attempts to capture the complexities of the discussion presented in
Sections 2.4 and 2.5, that is, the UCD and the values discussion. This is done so that the
reader can more easily recognise where the present study is positioned within the wider
literature.
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Figure 2.2: Situating values research within the UCD literature

User-Centred Design

Inform Design

Design and Engineer

Early stages of

Later stages of
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VSD
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Values Literature (Values with moral and social import)
Other UCD
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Methods

Methods

Participatory Design

Contextual Design

User Needs Assessment

CCD

User Involvement

Some ICT Philosophers/Ethicists
focus on consequences of technology use
(Moral and non-moral values)

The shaded box within Figure 2.2 represents the focus of the present study. As seen in
Table 2.1, both VSD and VAP are very similar in their early stages. It is in the later
stages that they follow different paths for designing and engineering systems, although
the double-headed arrow in Figure 2.2 shows that there is still significant overlap
between them. [As also depicted in Table 2.1.]
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Within Figure 2.2 it can be seen that the present study is focused on ‘inform design’
rather than on ‘design and engineer’. As can also be seen in the diagram, this study is
built on that part of the UCD literature that is concerned with user involvement and
draws on the foundations of participatory design and contextual design.

The parts of Figure 2.2 represented by broken lines show the influences on the present
study, that otherwise do not neatly fit into the diagram. CCD is not part of the values
literature, but like VSD and VAP it is built on a foundation of contextual design and
user involvement. Furthermore, some of the values literature is informed not by HCI
researchers, but by philosophers and ethicists who believe that it is their role to address
the consequences of ICT implementations. Their focus is on moral and non-moral
values, as opposed to the focus of VSD and VAP, which is on values with moral and
social import. Figure 2.2 also shows that there are other UCD methods, some of which
are focused on informing design, and others on designing and engineering systems.
However, such approaches to UCD are beyond the scope of this present study and are
therefore not articulated.

To sum up, this present study is a UCD study, based on the early stages of VSD and
VAP. The focus is on discovering values with a view to informing design. The extent to
which VSD and VAP were employed in this study is discussed in the following section.

2.5.7 Implications of the ‘values in design’ literature for the present study
Sociological literature shows that people do not relate in a value-free or value-neutral
world (Boase & Wellman, 2006). Similarly Hedström (2007, p. 4) made the point that
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neither technology “nor the development process can be seen as value neutral.” A key
feature of UCD generally, and the values in design literature in particular, is its focus on
the early stages of design. The earlier in the design process user involvement occurs, the
better (from a HCI standpoint) will be the end product. A system designed that way will
be more usable, efficient and have greater user acceptance, than would otherwise be the
case.

Whilst the present study focused on the early stages of VSD and VAP, it also diverged
from those methodologies in one significant way. Following the traditions of UCD, and
for methodological reasons that are detailed in Chapter 3, the meanings associated with
values in the present study did not derive from philosophical literature, as is advocated
in both VSD and VAP, but from the users themselves. An example of defining value
meanings in VSD can be seen in the work of Friedman et al. (2006, p. 350). During a
conceptual investigation they described the value ‘trust’ as a human value with ethical
import, that had system design implications. They drew on philosophical writings for
their initial sense-making of the value, deriving “a philosophically informed working
conceptualization of trust” (Friedman et al., 2006, p. 350). They then distinguished that
definition of trust from others in the ICT literature, because their definition envisaged
trust as “fundamentally a relationship between people (sometimes mediated by
machines)” (Friedman et al., 2006, p. 350), whereas in other ICT literature trust referred
to what one could expect of the ICT in terms of its performance. The definition they
thus derived for trust was that it “refers to expectations that exist between people who
can experience good will, extend good will toward others, feel vulnerable, and
experience betrayal” (Friedman et al., 2006, p. 364). Whilst their trust value arose in the
context of the system to be designed, these VSD researchers did not seek to define it in
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user terms, but rather used traditional philosophical understandings. This is where the
present study takes a different approach, choosing to define discovered values using the
meanings associated with those values by the users of the system.

J. L. Davis (2006, pp. 27-33) gave a detailed example of the influence of philosophical
understandings for her VSD-based PhD research, when she described the discovered
value “support for a democratic society”. She then used the literature to define the
concept of a deliberate democracy, and also to contrast it with classic liberal theories of
democracy. She further drew on Habermas’ political philosophy. She concluded that
one of the most important ways to support a democratic society was that, “By informing
citizens, we intend to not only help foster more informed opinions, but also to support
values and attitudes that are conducive to democratic engagement” (Davis, 2006, p. 33).
In this way she gave meaning to the stakeholder value that had been discovered. Given
her two supervisors were Professor Alan Borning and Professor Batya Friedman, both
seminal writers in VSD (for example, Friedman invented VSD), one is left to assume
that this approach is the approach advocated for defining the meanings of values
discovered during the conceptual investigation phase of VSD.

Whilst philosophical understandings dominate, there are examples in the literature that
other means to defining values have been used as well. For instance Jonsson (2004)
used three sources to define values, which were the ‘literature’, the results of two
interviews and through reviewing Benefit-Cost Analyses (BCA). Both this study by
Jonsson and the previously mentioned one by Davis (2006), show that there is precedent
for VSD proponents to explore means other than the philosophical literature for values

Page 113 of 366

definitions. That, in turn, strengthens the case for the present study to focus on user
rather than on philosopher interpretations of values.

For the present study, values were primarily understood according to the meanings the
users themselves associated with them, and only secondarily, were those meanings
supplemented, compared and contrasted with the literature. That is, whilst adhering
closely to the UCD focus of both VSD and VAP, this study adopted an interpretivist
philosophy that sought, above all, to determine not only which values were important to
users, but also how those same users defined those values.

2.6 Chapter conclusion
This chapter has presented a review of the literature in five main areas of relevance to
the present study. Because the study focused on a particular online community, the
chapter began with an exploration of the concept of community. The next two sections
focused on seniors, that is, on the users in the study. The first of the sections on seniors
involved a discussion of psycho-social theories of ageing, seen as the most relevant to
this study. The second of the sections on seniors was a discussion of DD issues most
pertinent to senior users of technology. UCD was the focus of the last two sections, with
both exploring the relationship between the discovery of values and the informing of
design. Together, the five areas of literature reviewed in this chapter are drawn on, as
appropriate, in the discussion of the study findings in Chapters 4 to 8.
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Chapter 3: Research design and method
The research design of the thesis is based on the interpretivist research philosophy and
qualitative research method. This chapter begins with a discussion of the philosophical
foundations of the study, and then discusses in detail the research design and the
method chosen, including the choice of sampling techniques, the process followed in
conducting the research, and the data analysis for each part of the research undertaken.

3.1 Introduction
There are at least three major traditions (or philosophies) of research, of which the two
most widely accepted are positivism and interpretivism (Williamson, 2002). Many
scholars have added the critical tradition as another major one (Oliver, 1990; Patton,
2002), although others have seen it as part of the interpretive tradition (Saule, 2002;
Schwandt, 2003; Williamson, 2002). Positivism and interpretivism are seen as closely
aligned with quantitative and qualitative research respectively, although both can
employ mixed methods. Positivism is characterised by a focus on a single reality,
objectivity (the facts) and causal explanations, when the researcher is an ‘outsider’ in
the research. Interpretivism is characterised by multiple (constructed) realities,
subjectivity, sense making, and values, where the researcher provides an ‘insider’
perspective (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Glesne, 1999). The critical tradition focuses on
social groupings within repressive stratification systems, such as restrictive work
environments and their influences on people with disabilities (Oliver, 1990; Schwandt,
2003). The goal of research in this tradition is to change views and to initiate positive
improvements for the groups in question.
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3.1.1 Reasons for philosophical choice
The reasons that the interpretivist/constructivist philosophy was chosen to underpin this
research, were based on the nature of the data to be collected and the purpose of the
study. It was a study to discover the values of seniors in a chosen online community and
therefore their perceptions of their values were crucial.

Why were other philosophical options rejected? The nature of this study meant that a
positivist approach was inappropriate as it would necessarily entail an emphasis on
quantitative data. Such an approach might have sought to survey members of the online
community and possibly other seniors using web-based technologies, to elicit their
values. Given that no prior studies had been reported of seniors’ values when using
technology, such a survey could not have been reliably scripted. In order to quantify and
then generalise the findings of a survey, the values themselves would first need to be
established. Therefore, in order to discover those values, an inductive approach
involving in-depth interviews with seniors was seen as more appropriate.

Patton (2002) described the interpretivist researcher as more focused on depth, than
breadth. He said that in conducting research, researchers need to decide whether the
most appropriate way forward is through breadth, typically requiring some form of
positivist, quantitative research, or depth, typically requiring some form of qualitative
research. Given the interest in this research was to gather subjective views of
participants in an online community, the methodological approach had to be one where
the researcher did not come to the research task with preconceived categories of
responses. Rather the goal of this study was to understand how participants in an online
community perceived and constructed their own values.
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The choice for this research was therefore interpretivist philosophy with the
constructivist paradigm being the one chosen. Within the interpretivist tradition there
are several paradigms, of which constructivism is but one. Others include
phenomenology and critical theory, although some researchers, as mentioned above, see
critical theory as a tradition in its own right. For the purpose of this study, a paradigm is
a “systematic set of beliefs, together with their accompanying methods” (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985, p. 15). Interpretivists/constructivists emphasise the meanings of
participants within the social phenomenon under study (Al-Saggaf, Williamson, &
Weckert, 2002; Glesne, 1999; Sudweeks & Simoff, 1999; Wilhelm Jr, 2003;
Williamson, 2002; Williamson 2006). This was appropriate to the present study of an
online community because the aim was to understand the ‘meanings’ of participants
with regard to their values. For example, in the study it was important to know how
people in the particular social context interpreted social actions such as friendship,
respect or trust; the researcher needed to understand the meanings that constituted the
actions, that is, the meanings of the people engaged in the social setting (Schwandt,
2003).

Interpretivist/constructivist researchers use an inductive approach, where “researchers
develop concepts, insights and understanding from patterns in the data” (Reneker, 1993,
p. 499). Field work is typically carried out in natural settings. In the case of the present
research, it was considered that the meanings people associated with moral and social
values would have been personally constructed and/or influenced by others, that is,
within the online community or the wider society. In other words, both personal
constructs (Kelly, 1963) and social constructs (Berger & Luckman, 1967) were likely to
be involved.
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In order to develop a theoretical description of values within a particular online
community, while at the same time grounding the description in the data (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985), an inductive approach was used. Patton (2002) distinguished inductive
analyses from the hypothetical-deductive approaches of positivism, based partially on
the requirements of the latter to be variably specified before data collection. The fact
that this study was to explore descriptions of values not previously identified in other
studies, meant that variable specification would have been inappropriate, apart from not
being in keeping with the interpretivist/constructivist approach. Through an inductive
approach, themes related to values would emerge during analysis and would be
grounded in, and checked against, observations and interview transcripts.

3.1.2 Constructivist paradigms
As mentioned above, there are two approaches to constructivist theory, both of which
are relevant to this study. Kelly (1963) proposed personal construct theory, the focus of
which is on individual interpretations of the world. In other words, reality is determined
by the perceptions of each individual, with interpretations usually differing between
individuals, at least, to some extent.

The other kind of constructivism is underpinned by social construct theory of which
Berger and Luckmann were early proponents (1967). Social construct theory
emphasises the impact of the social environment on individual perceptions. This theory
says that meaning is developed through the interactions of social processes. In other
words, social constructivists argue that meanings are developed collectively. Lincoln
and Guba (2003, p. 271) used the phrase ‘intersubjective social knowledge’ to describe

Page 118 of 366

this constructivist approach, often referred to in recent times as ‘social constructionist’ 11
(Schwandt, 2003). They argued that, in addition to active construction of knowledge by
individuals, there is the co-creation of knowledge that takes place through social
interaction.

3.1.2.1 A social constructivist view of online social interaction
It has been argued that traditional views of social constructivism need to be reexamined in the light of virtual social interaction (Paccagnella, 1997). Berger and
Luckman (1967) argued that people have multiple realities, such as dream states and
different states of consciousness when awake. They saw everyday life as being the
reality that for most people was ‘par excellence’ (Berger & Luckman, 1967, p. 35). A
social constructivist, in their view, needed to understand the everyday life
interpretations of the people being studied. Paccagnella (1997, p. 2) argued that the
everyday-life-situated perspective remains an integral part of social constructivism, but
that the “interpretretive flexibility” is also an integral part of it. Paccagnella studied
Internet Relay Chat, multi-user domains and Usenet newsgroups, and reviewed several
constructivist studies. He concluded that communication in virtual spaces facilitates,
and possibly even enhances, the same types of social relationships that have been part
of traditional interpretations of social constructivism since the time of Berger and
Luckman (1967).

Berger and Luckman (1967, p. 40) claimed that everyday life had two main structures:
spatial and temporal, although they viewed the spatial aspect as ‘quite peripheral’ to
their arguments on the social construction of knowledge. The reason for this was that, at

11

Although ‘social constructionism’ is increasingly being used in the literature, in this thesis the term
‘social constructivist’ is used unless quoting source material.
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the time they wrote, location meant one physical locale. While they saw that influence
as important, it was significantly less so than the temporal aspect of social interaction.
The way people interacted socially over time was the predominant focus for them. For
the current study however, spatial influence was considered to be of greater
significance, than afforded it by Berger and Luckman. In the virtual space, people can
be ‘present’ in multiple locales simultaneously, interacting with people in each location.
People can arrange their electronic desktops such that multiple windows are open at the
same time, or are accessible through a task bar (typically at the bottom of the screen for
Windows and Apple users). For instance, a senior in the GreyPath community could be
participating in a Bridge tournament in the US, emailing an ePal in Canada, and
checking a Melbourne-based GreyPath forum periodically for new postings. Thus the
limitation of one location, as was the case at the time Berger and Luckman wrote, is no
longer the case.

In other words, at the time of their writing Berger and Luckman did not value the spatial
influences because they did not have a virtual environment such as exists today. They
argued that face-to-face was the ‘prototypical case of social interaction’ (Berger &
Luckman, 1967, p. 43) and that all other forms of social interaction were derivatives of
it. Many forms of online social interaction can be described as derivatives of face-toface interaction. However, many long-standing members of GreyPath have never met
another member face-to-face offline, nor have they any desire to do so. Therefore in the
online context, face-to-face interaction is no longer the prototypical form of social
interaction.

The arguments outlined above indicate that the way social construction of reality or
knowledge takes place, as traditionally interpreted, needs to be adapted for an online
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context. In this sense, greater attention needed to be paid to spatial aspects of social
interaction, and less attention to face-to-face interaction.

3.1.2.2 Constructivism viewed epistemologically
Knowledge of the foundations and presuppositions of each form of construction helps in
the understanding of how the meanings of users evolve. Epistemology is a branch of
philosophy that is concerned with the nature of knowledge, including its scope and
limits, and how it is formed. Schwandt (2003) proposed that, on the one hand, positivist
epistemologies conceive of knowledge as representing an independent, single reality
and are predominantly concerned with the validity of scientific knowledge claims. On
the other hand, epistemologically, the constructivist paradigm consists of a number of
methodological concepts built on the idea “that human beings do not find or discover
knowledge so much as we construct or make it” (Schwandt, 2003, p. 305). As already
discussed, this occurs through individual construction of reality, or collectively through
the context of shared understandings, language and culture.

It might seem that the social constructivist approach is best suited to understanding
social interaction within an online community, and that the personal constructivist
approach is best suited to understanding individual responses. However, it is frequently
not possible to analyse precisely whether a user’s construction is predominantly, the
result of personal or social influences. The data in this study were collected from
individuals who provided their personal perspectives about a social phenomenon where
interaction with others played a key part.

From an epistemological perspective, something also needs to be understood about the
researchers and their purposes in conducting their research. In the current study, the
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influences on the researcher which could have affected his interpretations are discussed
at the end of this chapter.

3.1.2.3 Methodological implications for this study
For constructivists, the study of the phenomenon should be conducted in the field where
it occurs (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 1987). They recognise the influence of the everyday
settings in which people’s experiences take place and the need for settings to be
understood by the researcher. This is based on the notion that researcher and participant
influence the research process and that contextual knowledge is important to
understanding the meanings people construct about the social phenomenon. Within the
natural setting, constructivists have the goal of eliciting the perceptions people have of
their experiences.

There are three implications for conducting research using a constructivist framework
(Saule, 2002). These are, firstly, that constructivists accept that one cannot adequately
and categorically use existing theory to explain the nature of a given phenomenon.
Instead, constructivists attempt to build theory from the research data. Secondly, as
shown above, constructivists recognise that researchers cannot be objective. Therefore,
influences on constructivist researchers are made explicit. Lastly, constructivists take
the view that the nature of personal and social constructs are elucidated through
researcher interactions with their research participants.

Both social and personal construct theories have been used in the literature to help
understand online communities (Al-Saggaf, 2003; Costigan, 1999; Dodge & Kitchin,
2001; Fernback, 1999; Markham, 1998; Wilhelm Jr, 2003). With regard to the former,
Jones (1998) viewed social construction in online communities as not constituted by the
Page 122 of 366

technology, but by the interaction between the people using the technology. Online
social interactions result in the development of emotional, social and psychological
support. It is in such interactions that the social construction of reality of the online
community takes place. Views such as those of Jones fit well with Berger and
Luckmann’s (1967) social construct theory.

With regard to the latter, Fernback (1999) took a personal constructivist view of online
communities. For Fernback, reality existed mainly in the minds of the individual
participants. Similarly, Markham (1998) believed that through the exchanges of text
(such as on the GreyPath forums), participants construct their individual accounts and
their individual experiences. Individual constructs of reality about their online
community may differ from one person to another, giving the reality about the
phenomenon a multiple focus (Costigan, 1999; Hammersley, 1995; Kelly, 1991;
Markham, 1998; Saule, 2002).

It is not a question of choosing one or the other construct theory, but of recognising that
both have a part to play in the development of an understanding of social interactions
online. Personal construct theory is useful for understanding how individual members
develop their sense of community and their perception of their online experience. On
the other hand, social construct theory is useful for understanding how individuals
develop shared meanings about their community.

Thus, this research draws on both construct theories to facilitate understanding. One of
the key purposes of an online community is group participation and sharing, which
suggests social knowledge construction is likely to be an aspect of community life.
Social construct theory was therefore, considered particularly appropriate to
Page 123 of 366

understanding the ways that seniors expressed and constructed their meanings regarding
values. However, personal constructs are always involved in individual expressions of
meaning. As mentioned above, it was individual perceptions that were particularly
sought in individual interviews.

3.2 Ethnographic Method
The method used to carry out research depends on the type of qualitative research being
undertaken. Within the interpretivist framework, ethnographic method was deemed
most appropriate for implementing an inductive approach to understanding community
interpretations of values. The use of ethnographic method within an interpretivist/
constructivist framework is well supported in the literature over the last 20 years. (See
for example Myers (1997), Jones (1998), Fernback (1999), Marshall and Rossman
(1999), Glesne (1999), Saule (2002), Williamson (2006), Hine (2000), Janesick (2000),
Locke, Spirduso and Silverman (2000), and Trauth (2001)).

For writers such as Delamont (2004) the terms ethnography, fieldwork and participant
observation are seen as closely related and are, at times, treated synonymously in the
literature. Ethnography originated with anthropological fieldwork studies. For example,
Geertz (1973, pp. 5-6, 9-10) described ethnography as “thick description”, which for
him meant describing not only human behaviour, but also the context in which that
behaviour took place, because, with contextual knowledge, outsiders could better
understand the behaviour. Ethnography has also been used widely in sociological
fieldwork studies. Fielding (2001) described contemporary ethnography as inheriting
from its traditions the importance of doing fieldwork and of contextualising research,
but indicated that it no longer has its anthropological roots of actual/physical immersion
in a culture. Now, it is about being involved in the daily world of the people being
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studied. As Bow (2002) pointed out, modern ethnography is often seen as synonymous
with participant observation and enables the use of a range of techniques such as
observation and interviews.

More recently, ethnography has become a mainstream method for many disciplines,
including HCI, and those describing virtual settings (Costigan, 1999; Dodge & Kitchin,
2001; Fernback, 1999; Manaszewicz, Williamson, & Mckemmish, 2002; Markham,
1998). Sayago and Blat (2010, p. 107) for example, claimed:
The main virtues of ethnography in HCI are (i) to make visible the context of system use, social
practices of interactions and communities’ sensibilities which might not otherwise be
encountered … and (ii) to provide explanatory frame-works for whatever is observed that offer
us new ways of imagining the relationship between people and technology.

Button (2000, p. 319) on the other hand argued that ethnography is too time-consuming
for HCI design and that it focuses on how things are done, without adequately
accounting for what people need to accomplish. However, researchers such as Sayago
and Blat have challenged that earlier opinion, arguing instead that ethnography has
important contributions to make to the understanding of HCI design. The
interpretivist/constructivist ethnographic approach, as employed for the present study,
has not been widely used in HCI, which has tended to follow a more classical
ethnographic approach. It is likely to be the classical ethnographic approach to which
Button (2000) was objecting. Nonetheless, Button’s point about how time-consuming
ethnographies can be is quite valid. A 30 month ethnographic investigation, such as the
one described in the present study, is not practical for most HCI work.

Fielding (2001, p. 154) summarised the ethnographic approach to gathering and
analysing data in a simple graphic depicting four stages. The first stage involves field
notes and/or transcripts. The second is a search for themes and categories. The third
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stage involves the mark up or cutting up of data. Finally, there is an outline construction
or re-sequencing. Fielding claimed that, while there are several approaches to
ethnographic research, they all pass through these four stages or variants thereof. In the
case of this research, field notes were first made from the observations (Appendix B)
and transcripts from the interviews undertaken (Appendix D). Fielding’s second stage is
demonstrated in Appendices C and D. The third stage, or mark up stage, took place for
both observation data (Appendix B and C) and for interview data (Appendices D and
E). The fourth or outline reconstruction process constitutes the description of results in
chapters 4 to 8 of this thesis.

Fielding’s (2001) description, and particularly his second and third stages, were not as
neatly separated in the current research as his approach suggests, but instead followed
more closely a process described by Morse (2008). Morse saw that the analytic process
for identifying categories and themes was different. According to her approach, the
researcher starts by identifying categories. The identification of themes comes at a later
stage in the analytic process, employed to tie categories together. They emerge from
reflection on the categories that have been identified. As she pointed out, qualitative
researchers cut similar chunks of data from observations and interviews by various
methods, and paste them together, ordering them into a separate document. That was
accomplished with the use of voice sheets for interview data in this study, as seen in
Appendix E.

For the present study this resulted in a four step analytic process for both phases of the
research. The first step, following Morse (2008), involved the search for categories. For
this study all categories were values and therefore they are called ‘value categories’
throughout this thesis. The clustering of categories into themes was the second step. The
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next two steps followed the VSD and VAP literature as detailed in Chapter 2. The third
step was to reduce the total list of value categories by determining if a value category
was a specific instance of a larger category. The final step was to identify the key value
categories amongst the many value categories that emerged. This four step process was
followed in both the observation and interview data analysis, and is shown
diagrammatically in Figure 3.1 below.

Figure 3.1: Four-step analytic process used in the present study
Step 1
Search for
value
categories

Step 2
Cluster
value
categories
into themes

Step 3
Reduce the list of values by
determining if a value is a
specific instance of a larger
value category

Step 4
Identify the key
values within each
theme (value cluster)

3.2.1 Data collection techniques
The specific data gathering techniques used were observation and interviews. The use
of multiple techniques, such as observation and interviewing for this study, is common
in ethnographic research, to ensure trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 1987;
Patton, 2002). Each of the two techniques are described in turn, including sampling,
data collection and analysis.

3.2.1.1 Observation
The purpose of the observation phase of this study was to enable the researcher to
become aware of the nature of the activities, the characteristics of participation and the
general behaviour of the participants of the community.

There are several types of observation, generally categorised under the heading
‘participant observation’, ranging from almost no participation, to full immersion in the
Page 127 of 366

culture being observed (Bow, 2002; Delamont, 2004; Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Jones &
Somekh, 2005; McKechnie, 2000; Patton, 2002; Walther, 1995). Glesne and Peshkin
(1992, pp. 16-17) described this as a ‘continuum’. One end of the continuum is the
‘complete observer’, where the researcher has little or no interaction with participants.
This has also been called unobtrusive participant observation (McKechnie, 2000). From
there the continuum goes to the ‘observer as participant’ (where the researcher primarily
observes, but has limited interaction with participants), to ‘participant as observer’ (the
researcher interacts extensively with participants), and finally to ‘full participant’ (the
researcher is a full member of the group being studied). Typically, the last is in
situations where the researcher is already a member of the group being studied, prior to
commencing the research.

Full participation was not an option in the present study, in that participation required
membership of the online community, which in turn required a minimum age of 55
when the study started; later, GreyPath amended entry to 50 and over. The researcher
was under both of these age limits. More importantly for the study, it was important to
observe interaction in as natural a setting as possible, without this being influenced by
the researcher. In other settings, it has been observed that the researcher or the process
of observation may influence the behaviour of those being observed (Delamont, 2004;
Jones & Somekh, 2005; McKechnie, 2000; Patton, 2002). This is what is termed as the
Hawthorne Effect, although there has been some controversy about whether the effect
exists (Jones, 1992). Studies by Futrell (1999) suggested that people’s behaviour does
change when they are aware that they are being observed.

This researcher chose the ‘complete observer’ end of the Glesne and Peshkin (1992)
continuum for the following reasons. The first was to do with the ethics approval
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process. The Charles Sturt University Ethics Committee only required permission from
the GreyPath administrator to observe the public spaces of the GreyPath community,
whereas to enter private chat rooms required obtaining permission from every
participant in that environment at that time. That was simply not practical. By observing
in public spaces only, without the knowledge of those being observed, the researcher
was able to see natural interaction between members take place. Another reason for the
choice of ‘complete observer’ was so that the negative influences of the Hawthorne
effect (Jones, 1992) were not a concern, because community members were unaware of
the observation taking place.

Whilst observing behaviour in public spaces yielded many useful findings about the
social and moral values of the GreyPath community, not being able to enter private
areas of the site or to interact with GreyPath members, limited the range of values that
could be discovered, which was another reason for not limiting this study to observation
only.

Observations were not made according to reduced forms of ethnography, which seek to
speed the discovery process, and thus to address concerns, such as those expressed by
Button (2000), that classical ethnographies take too long to carry out. Instead,
observations of online activities, as opposed to observations of users engaging in online
activities, included the many different types of activities, over an eleven month period.
Such activities included various forums (threaded email discussions, a forum on issues
important to members, another on jokes, and another on daily life issues), online
learning initiatives, message boards, online community editorials, information on jobs
for seniors, the types of advertising permitted on the site, site statistics, arts and crafts,
links to related areas, house swaps, ePals, question and answer segments (such as
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computer help, gardening tips, exchange of recipes, and travel advice), messages from
GreyPath management, site policies and more.

By keeping to only publicly available areas of GreyPath, this researcher was no
different from the thousands of visitors to the site, who observe community interaction
every day without contributing to it. The purpose of the observation was for the
researcher to become familiar with the GreyPath culture and to discover member values
that could subsequently be explored with participants during individual interviews. This
was because, in many studies, researchers have variables of interest that they
specifically look for during observation. However, given that no prior studies existed of
this nature, there were no known variables to look for. Therefore, the inductive
approach employed for observation set out to establish initial variables of interest for
the interviewing phase. The process of collecting observation data in two stages, is
described below.

The observation sample
Sampling did not strictly apply in the study context. The observation instead, focussed
on interactions in all public areas of GreyPath. As such, all contributors to the
interaction, from management and members, were observed. The only users not
observed were those members who lurked, without contributing. This meant that many
active members were included in the observation sample. In summary, with the
exception of areas requiring registration, the whole of the site and all participants taking
part in public areas during the eleven months of observation, were included in the broad
observation sample.
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Collecting observation data
The starting point for the observation component of the study was for the researcher to
become familiar with community interaction. This was the first stage and involved
unstructured observation within the online community. This stage required looking for
events, activities, and behaviours that were salient, guided by concepts developed in the
available current literature on online communities (Al-Saggaf, 2003; Preece, 2000).
During this stage, a checklist was developed of observational categories for use in the
second stage of the observation, the structured observation, in which the researcher,
having become familiar with the community being observed, would look specifically
for how social interaction values were expressed in the GreyPath community. The first
stage lasted three months (July to September 2006) and assisted the researcher not only
to become ‘familiar with the online culture of the community [but also], its vocabulary,
history, and people’ (Al-Saggaf, 2003, p 67).

Once familiar with the online culture, the second stage could begin. It involved the
creation of an observation schedule, similar to that used by Al-Saggaf (2003), to ensure
that critical times of an activity were covered. In this case, all discussions were threaded
and archived for people accessing the site (including for non-members). As such, there
was no need to observe the site at different times, because all online activity since the
previous access by the researcher was made available. Storage on the site for most
activities was a minimum of one month and in some cases, the entire history of activity
was always available.

For both observation stages, the observations took place ‘periodically’, with the
researcher making notes about the observation during, and after, it occurred (Bow,
2002; Glesne, 1999; McKechnie, 2000). Observation was systematic in that the
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researcher observed the online activity every Monday for eleven months. Each
observation session typically lasted at least three hours. Frequently, new messages were
posted during an observation session. In other words, observation was not limited to
reviewing archival information. It also involved synchronous, real-time observation.
Observation sessions included checking the online activities of members during the
week since the previous observation had taken place. (See sample of observation field
notes in Appendix B.)

During the structured phase, as in the unstructured phase, the researcher kept a journal
of all observations and reflections on those observations, as is common practice in this
type of research (Al-Saggaf, 2003; Fielding, 2001; Fine & Elsbach, 2000; McKechnie,
2000). In addition, samples of screen captures and excerpts from forum discussions that
were deemed particularly noteworthy were collected.

Observation analysis
The observation analysis began once the initial long list of observation value categories
was compiled. The list was then grouped into themes (value clusters) before the value
categories within those themes were further refined and key values were identified. This
followed the analytic process depicted in Figure 3.1 above.

Observation value categories were identified in various ways. Some arose from forum
discussions, for instance, when new members introduced themselves and asked a
question. Such forum discourse typically showed care, concern, a willingness to help
others, respectful language (profanity on GreyPath was rare), and considered responses
(seen in their length and the fact that rarely, were abbreviations used that are common in
other communities – such as lol for ‘laugh out loud’). The rapidity of response and the
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often large number of responses showed that new members were made to feel welcome.
From such observations, values were inferred. Further observations, and later the
interviews with members, sought to confirm or deny inferred values.

Values, as defined in Chapter 1 and discussed in Chapter 2, are things or objects
(including abstract objects such as actions) that are considered important to an
individual or group. Although the focus of this study was on values with moral or social
import, initially the structured observation sought to identify all values (including
commercial and usability values). Only through later reflection was it possible to isolate
those values that had moral import, and those that were important socially. For example,
the researcher could have prematurely dismissed certain values as being only concerned
with usability, if merely on the lookout for social values or values with moral import.
However, it is also the case that some values cross boundaries and could be both
socially important and concerned with usability. Another example concerns
accessibility of interfaces which, socially and morally, is also an issue of equitable
access. Similarly, important commercial values can also have moral import, such as
some aspects of security. For instance, considerations of how much money to spend on
security features can affect the level of privacy protection for community members.

Jones and Somekh (2005) described the process involved with observations as one of
recording observations in a journal, and jotting notes; the notes should be attempts to
categorise the observations. For the present study, observations and notes about them
were recorded in an electronic journal, as seen in the examples in Appendix B. At the
conclusion of every structured observation session, or sometimes later that same week,
(that is, before the next observation session), the notes for that observation were
concluded with a categorisation of the values observed. Over time that process, and
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subsequent analysis of the value categories, culminated in the list of observed values
shown in the first table in Appendix C. It was important in the first instance, to identify
all possible values and only later, engage in the task of thematic analysis.

Although Appendix B details how observations were recorded and categorised initially,
the latter process leading to the table in Appendix C, was an interpretive one on the part
of the researcher. One example of the latter process was the derivation of values from
the online policy statements. The online policy statements contained explicit rules for
what was considered acceptable and unacceptable online behaviour by members. These
rules revealed what GreyPath management valued about online interaction.

Another example of the latter process of analysing observation data was how language
use contributed to decisions. As discussed above, language use is an important
contributor to understanding the social construction of knowledge (Berger & Luckman,
1967). It was possible to infer the presence of values from the language used. In
addition to the actual language used, the absence of other language, such as the
consistent lack of profanity within GreyPath, was also an important consideration. In
addition, GreyPath members rarely gave cryptic one-line responses to the queries of
other members. Instead their responses were several lines long and the contents often
suggested that the responder had taken time to come up with helpful, well-considered
answers. Although the word ‘respect’ was not explicitly mentioned, such responses
implied the demonstration of respect by one member for another.

Still another example of a source of values was the irregular newsletter posted to
members initially, and later sent via email. These newsletters contained many examples
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of topical issues important to members, which in turn, suggested possible values held by
the GreyPath community.

Thus, during the period of observation, a list of value categories was compiled, and later
that list was grouped into three themes containing related values. These three themes
were online behaviour values 12 , peer values and relationship values. Morse’s (2008)
process was used to develop these themes (value clusters), after the initial value
categories had been identified. The long list of value categories seen in the first table in
Appendix C, was analysed to see if themes would emerge. There were three that
appeared to form natural groupings. Firstly, there were values that expressed rules about
online behaviour, that is, about what GreyPath management and members found to be
acceptable and unacceptable behaviour. Secondly, there were also values that expressed
the concept of peers in various ways, such as peer learning, interacting with other
seniors and belonging to a group of peers. Finally, there was a cluster of values that
expressed various aspects of online relationships, such as showing respect to one
another and trust.

The third step involved further reducing the number of value categories within the
themes (value clusters). There is precedent for this in the literature. In her Master’s
thesis, reporting a VSD study, Jonsson (2004) described how she and her supervisors
questioned each value to determine if it was a specific instance of a larger category. The
example she gives is of two values that seemed closely related in her research, namely
‘freedom from bias’ and ‘fairness’, and her attempt to decide if the former was a more
specific version of the latter (Jonsson, 2004, p. 14). Similarly, for this study, each value
category identified was subjected to that same scrutiny. Value categories were then
12

Throughout this thesis all themes are italicised, to make it easier for readers to distinguish themes from
values. The exception is where themes are referred to in tables or figures.
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checked against the observation journal (Appendix B) to determine which value
categories were specific instances of a larger value category. Through the process of
scrutiny, all the value categories that appear in the final list of key value categories
emerged. That final list is presented in the next chapter as Table 4.1.

An example from the present study, of specific and larger value categories, can be seen
in the theme peer values. The initial thematic analysis revealed several related value
categories that, when examined, appeared to be more specific versions of the larger
value category ‘belonging to a community of peers’. The more specific ones included
‘being with peers’, ‘belonging’, ‘empowering seniors (management)’, ‘feeling at home
in the community/group’, ‘keeping the community going (management)’, ‘other
seniors’, and ‘seniors issues.’ In Table 4.1, these specific values were encompassed in
the larger value category of ‘belonging to a community of peers’, which, in turn, was
part of the theme of peer values.

The final step in this analytic process was the determination of key value categories, as
depicted in Figure 3.1 above. As shown in the descriptions of both VSD and VAP in the
literature review (Chapter 2), both methodologies stress the importance of
distinguishing key values from other values, but offer no guidance on how to do this.
Instead, the way some of the research is described, frequency of mention and the extent
of subjective, emotional commitment to a value, appear to be determinants (Bolchini,
Garzotto, & Paolini, 2008; Jonsson, 2004). Therefore, for the present study, the
determination of key values was achieved as a result of examining the volume or
frequency with which certain values were mentioned, and by examining the emotional
intensity with which certain values were expressed. Key value categories were taken to
be those which were expressed by at least four participants, and those which appeared
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to provoke the most emotional commitment. Gauging emotional commitment was a
subjective judgment, resulting from an analysis of the language used, and how it was
expressed. Examples of this process are detailed in Chapters 5 to 8 below. Seven key
value categories emerged from the observation data and those became the basis of the
values discussion in the interview schedule (Appendix F p. 5). Table 4.1 in Chapter 4
shows the end product, once the key observation value categories had been identified.

3.2.1.2 Interviews
Of itself, observation was inadequate for this interpretivist/constructivist study. To
understand a particular social value such as online friendship, the inquirer must grasp
the meanings that constitute the value gleaned directly from participants. Thus, the
interview phase was essential to clarify the meanings GreyPath members associated
with social and moral values. Put another way, whilst observation could identify values,
it had a limited ability to capture members’ interpretations of what those values meant
to them. The move from observation to interviewing was consistent with the
ethnographic method, as discussed above. Through the interviews, immersion in the
community continued and intensified. As suggested by Patton (2002), the move from
observation to interviews frequently occurs so that the researcher can enter into the
other person’s perspective.

Interpretive interviews can be either semi-structured or unstructured; Patton (2002)
refers to the latter as an informal conversational interview. For this research, the semistructured interview was deemed the more appropriate, so that each interview followed
the same schedule. This interviewing technique, also called focused interviewing, has
the interviewer using an interview schedule developed around a list of issues that are
central to the research questions. The key element is the ability to use follow-up
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questions which enable in-depth interviewing (as do unstructured interviews). In-depth
interviewing was deemed particularly important for this research, because of its ability
to gain rich accounts of the interviewee’s perceptions by focusing, not on the
researcher’s perspectives, but on the informant’s account. It is a means of enabling
participants to articulate their understandings, using language that is natural to them.
Semi-structured interviews take the form of every day conversations, but they are
conversations that are always controlled and geared to the interviewer’s research
interests (Spradley, 1979).

The initial interview script was developed following the discovery of the seven key
values that emerged from the observation data. It was guided by the available literature
on conducting these types of interviews. The interview schedule was then adjusted as
progressive interviews were conducted and analysed as recommended for this type of
research (Al-Saggaf & Williamson, 2004; Charmaz, 2006; Patton, 2002). Adjustments
were first made in response to interviews that piloted the interview schedule (discussed
below), including the demographic questionnaire which was the first step in each
interview, and later, in response to issues that arose from interview analysis. In all
cases, the adjustments to the interview schedule were minor and did not affect the
comparisons of answers across participants. In the next section, the selection of
interviewees through a particular form of purposive sampling is described.

The interview sample
The thirty interviewees for the study were chosen through purposive sampling, a term
which literally means a sample suited to the purposes of the study. Patton (2002)
described fifteen different variations of purposive sampling, including criterion
sampling. The latter uses a particular set of criteria to guide sample selection, and was
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selected, because no prior study in the domain existed, and there were no known
specific variables to focus on. In this study, the criteria for selection of participants were
determined prior to selection, in order to facilitate as wide as possible an understanding
of GreyPath members’ social and moral values. The criteria for the present study are
described below.

Determining sample size
One important aspect of sampling is the size of the sample. For qualitative sampling
such as is described here, there is no equivalent to the computational analyses and
random sampling that are carried out in some quantitative studies, to enable
generalisation of research results. Instead, with the purposive sampling used in this
study, judgment was required to determine the adequacy of the sample.

The quality of the sample is particularly crucial. Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 202) in
discussing sampling for example, stated:

In purposeful sampling the size of the sample is determined by informational considerations. If
the purpose is to maximize information, then sampling is terminated when no new information is
forthcoming from newly sampled units; thus redundancy is the primary criterion. Naturalistic
sampling is, then, very different from conventional sampling. It is based on informational, not
statistical, considerations. Its purpose is to maximize information, not facilitate generalization.
(Italics in original).

Sandelowski (1995) argued that there are several factors in relation to sampling, that
also need to be considered: the aim of the sampling, the type of sampling, and the
research method. Whilst these three were the main factors she considered, another key
aspect was the intended qualitative product. She argued that ‘small is beautiful’ for
achieving qualitative intentions and that researchers should not focus on size (large or
small) per se, but rather on whether the sample was too small or too large for the
intended purpose.
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A common criterion for determining sample size is ‘saturation’ which, as Charmaz
(2006) pointed out, refers to saturation of categories, not to the common view that it is
achieved “when no new data are emerging” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 143). While
primarily in agreement with Charmaz, about the relation of saturation to categories,
according to the grounded theorists, Corbin and Strauss (2008, p. 143) there was more
involved; saturation “also denotes the development of categories in terms of their
properties and dimensions, including variation, and if theory building, the delineating of
relationships between concepts.”

Another view on sample size is given by Thomson (2004). Thomson reviewed 50
grounded theory studies involving interviews, in a three year period from 2002 to 2004.
The sample sizes varied from five to 350. Removing the outlier of 350, he found they
varied from five to 93, averaging 24. He classified the studies into four groups as
follows: fewer than ten interviews (five studies), 10 to 19 interviews (17 studies), 20 to
30 interviews (17 studies) and over 30 interviews (11 studies). Like Sandelowski
(1995), Thomson found that the more experienced researchers tended to have smaller
sample sizes. Another finding was that studies involving samples of fewer than ten
interviews tended to be ones in which participants were interviewed multiple times.
Thomson concluded that researchers claimed to reach saturation in the range of ten to
thirty interviews, and that even where it was reached in ten interviews, it was good
practice to interview a few more participants to confirm that saturation had indeed been
reached.

There are several contentious issues raised through this review by Thomson. The focus
appears to be on the numbers of participants, as opposed to the quality of the data
Page 140 of 366

obtained. How saturation is defined by each of the studies reviewed is not indicated: it
could be information redundancy as discussed by Lincoln and Guba (1985), or
saturation of categories as described by Charmaz (2006), or it could have varied – and
indeed is likely to have done – amongst the various studies examined. Therefore, while
Thomson accepted that ‘saturation’ had been reached in each study, there is no
indication that he understood that researchers may interpret saturation differently.
Lastly, Thomson’s study was limited to an examination of grounded theory interviewbased studies only.

The discussion, above, suggests that the number of participants in a purposive sample is
not important, but that the quality and the depth of the data is, although not every
researcher agrees with this view. Where recommendations are made concerning sample
size, there is little consensus among researchers. Morse (1994) recommended 30 to 50
interviews and/or observations for grounded theory and ethnographic studies involving
interviews. Charmaz (2006) recommended that, for small studies, 25 interviews were
sufficient, although more would be better. Sandelowski’s (1995) view was that, when
funding is limited and the research team is small, credible results are still achievable. In
situations where single researchers work on their own, they typically choose a small
qualitative research project, that involves a purposive sample where there is
demographic homogeneity and where the selected phenomena variation is small.
Although Sandelowski did not give actual numbers, the implication is that, in such
circumstances, sample sizes smaller than 25 can be adequate.

In the case of the present study, which did not involve grounded theory, the analytic
concept was that of informational redundancy as indicated by Lincoln and Guba (1985).
Using this concept, the researcher watches for the point when very little new or
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different information is elicited from participants. In this study, this point was reached
before the final interviews were conducted. Nevertheless, all the interviews were
analysed. In part, this was not only for completeness, but because a number of
ethnographic researchers advise that it is wise to interview three to four more people
than is needed when strictly adhering to the aim of informational redundancy, or
saturation of categories when a grounded theory is involved (Charmaz, 2006; Morse,
1991, 1994; Patton, 2002; Sorrell & Redmond, 1995; Spradley, 1979; Thomson, 2004).
The key point is that qualitative researchers are focused on obtaining deep, rich data
sets, which means that the type and number of interviews sought are ones that give rise
to such data.

Criteria for sample selection
A description of the selection criteria and the ways in which recruitment was
undertaken for the sample is discussed next. Where appropriate, tables presenting
demographic statistics for the sample are also included.

1. Gender Balance
As indicated in Chapter 2, statistics show that women live longer than men.
Therefore, while a gender balance was sought, slightly more women than men in
the sample was deemed appropriate. Of the 31 interviews conducted, 16 were
with women and 15 were with men. However one of the women later asked that
her interview data not be included, which resulted in an even balance of gender.

2. Membership Range
Familiarity with the GreyPath site was important to the study. For this reason,
the range of membership open for selection did not include first time users,
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because of their likely lack of familiarity with the online community. A range of
members was sought – from the relatively new person to experienced users of
the site. Membership itself was not a requirement, but reasonable familiarity
with the GreyPath community was a criterion. The reason for this was that, until
October 2006, membership was not a requirement for GreyPath participation.
Therefore, it was possible to obtain interviewees who were not GreyPath
members, yet were highly familiar with the GreyPath community. Given
GreyPath had about 35 volunteer contributors, it was important to include some
representation of these types of members, in the sample.

Selection of different member types was done in different ways. For new, but
not novice members, two approaches were used. One was to advertise on the
public areas of the GreyPath site; another was to advertise to a group of seniors
who used technology, but were not GreyPath members, the fact that GreyPath
existed and ask whether any of them would be willing to join and then reflect on
their experiences in GreyPath one to two months later. Both these approaches
yielded one participant each. Other types of GreyPath members were sought
through advertisements in a GreyPath chat facility, in the forums, and through
the GreyPath administrators, who advertised the call for participants of different
types in the GreyPath member newsletter and on the editorial (home page) of the
site.

A different approach was used to locate people who had been members before
the October 2006 site restructure, and had then ceased membership, as well as
those who had been members both before, and after, the restructure. Word of
mouth from current members enabled the researcher to locate three past
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members, two of whom agreed to participate in the interviews. One of these
participants had been expelled because of repeatedly engaging in heated debates
that used abusive and offensive language. This behaviour had been enabled
because there was no requirement for members to log in, prior to the restructure.

The approach to finding participants who were volunteer contributors to the site
was different again. Here, GreyPath administrators used their private email lists
first to call for participation from Special Interest Group (SIG) managers. SIG
managers tended to be people who, in their pre-retirement professional life, had
developed expertise in an area of special interest to GreyPath members. Further
uses of their private email lists were made to ask for participation from other
volunteer contributors, such as Lyceum (educational forum) contributors, editors
in the creative writing course, blog contributors and expert advisors. Both expert
computer advisors agreed to participate as well as the web master.

A ‘key informant’ (Bow, 2002) identified was the founder and at the time of the
study, the chief administrator of the GreyPath site. He was able to give historical
as well as current perspectives on how GreyPath had changed over time into its
(then) present form. In this way, a diverse purposive sample, which was as
representative as possible, was constructed for the research.

3. Breadth of site activities engaged in by GreyPath members
With the variety of activities available on the GreyPath site, it was important to
select a range of users familiar with different aspects of the site. The range of
areas included: house swaps; ePals; forums and chat facilities; jobs for seniors;
senior dating; and many other areas. The advertisements in the irregular
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GreyPath newsletters were particularly useful in achieving this goal since,
through these, it was possible to indicate what specific categories of GreyPath
participants were still being sought. As a result, study participants included
people who never used the forums, which the majority of members used
regularly, and the researcher was able to target participants from specific
locations.

4. Location
In order to conduct a national study, participants were sought from every state
and territory in Australia, including remote rural locations, those who had no
fixed location and those living overseas. More participants were located in
Victoria than any other location, which is explained by the fact that GreyPath
began in Melbourne and the majority of its members live there or in nearby rural
Victoria.

Table 3.1: Location of participants
Location
Number of participants
Australian Capital Territory
2
New South Wales
4
North Territory
1
Queensland
2
South Australia
3
Tasmania
1
Victoria
11
Western Australia
3
Overseas
1
No fixed location
2
Number of participants:
30

5. Age
When this study began, GreyPath membership was defined as 55 and over
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although, since then, membership age has been lowered to 50. The study did not
have any participants under 55 years of age. While not considered crucial to the
study, an attempt was made to include a range of ages above age 55 and this was
achieved.

Collecting demographic and interview data
Two data collection instruments were used in this study: (1) a questionnaire to collect
demographic data, and (2) an interview schedule. Both are included in Appendix F.

Although a little dated now, Spradley’s work (1979) is frequently cited in relation to
collecting interview data. Spradley saw ethnographic interviews as conversations that
were guided by the researcher to achieve particular aims. Researcher guidance is not so
controlling as to produce pre-specified results, but rather it enables the views of the
interviewee to be elicited. Similarly, Sorrell and Redmond (1995) saw ethnographic
interviews as being directed, starting with a statement of the purpose of the research. In
the case of the current study, all interviewees were given an information sheet that gave
the background to the study. Contrast questions were also used (Sorrell & Redmond,
1995; Spradley, 1979) to elicit meanings. These contrast questions were particularly
useful for eliciting what Robbins (1996) called “away-from” values. That is,
participants were not only asked to discuss what they valued, but also, by contrast, what
they valued avoiding. These were, in effect, negative values. For example, many
interview participants said they avoided heated debates with other GreyPath members.
(See the discussion on avoidance values in Chapter 7).
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The semi-structured interviews were of two types: face-to-face and telephone.
Traditionally, ethnographic interviews are face-to-face, although several alternatives,
including online and telephone interviews also exist. Powell and Connaway (2004) cited
numerous advantages to telephone interviewing over face-to-face interviews. Of these,
the ones most applicable to this study were timeliness, cost effectiveness and
geographic advantage.

The reason for employing both types of interviews was a pragmatic one. In order to
conduct a national study with representatives from all states, including remote rural
locations, it was logistically and financially impractical for the researcher to conduct
face-to-face interviews in all cases. Telephone interviews were adopted to minimise
time and costs. Face-to-face interviews were the preferred approach and in total, ten of
the thirty interviews were face-to-face.

After the initial development of the interview schedule, the testing of the data collection
instruments was undertaken with four participants who were individually interviewed
face-to-face. The piloting of the interview schedule helped to refine and focus the
questions and determine the most appropriate ordering of the questions. This piloting
was conducted in two stages. First, two people were chosen who already had experience
with online communities, and with the type of interviews conducted in interpretive
research. This was seen as important because the experience and expert advice of these
interviewees could help refine the interview questions for the main study. The next two
interviewees chosen were seniors familiar with online social communication, but not
members of GreyPath. The reason for this was a pragmatic one. From discussions with
the administrators of GreyPath, it was deemed likely that it would be difficult to obtain
sufficient volunteers from within the GreyPath community for the interviews for the
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major study. Therefore, to maximise the number of GreyPath interviewees available for
the research, it was decided to conduct the pilot interviews with seniors familiar with
web technology and online communities, but who had no experience of the GreyPath
site. As a result, the interview schedule for the piloting exercise required only minor
refinements.

The next step involved interview data collection with members of the GreyPath
community. The interview questions ranged over four main sections. The first section,
was a questionnaire, which captured important demographic information that helped
‘break the ice’, that is, to ease the participants into the discussion that was to follow.
The second section, called ‘GreyPath Interaction’, sought to explore participant
responses to the demographic questionnaire in more depth. The third, called ‘Social
Interaction’ explored different aspects of the social interaction of participants, and
focussed particularly on their online social interaction. The final section, called ‘Values
Focus,’ specifically explored the values that were important to participants about their
online social interaction, and predominantly, in relation to their social interaction within
GreyPath.

For the study proper, interviews were recorded through notes taken by the interviewer
and through audio recordings. Consistent with the requirements of the Charles Sturt
University Human Ethics in Research Committee (Appendix A), participants were all
given an information sheet ahead of the interview, informing them of the nature of the
study and that the interview would be audio recorded. Prior to their interview, each
participant was also asked to complete an informed consent form, which specifically
asked permission to audio record the interview. Each interview started with
demographic questions, followed by the interview questions proper.
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To assist the researcher to be as much ‘in time’ with participants as possible, further
informal observation was undertaken. The reason was so that the researcher refamiliarised himself with the site, and more particularly, with recent events and site
changes, prior to conducting each interview. That way anything that participants wanted
to discuss in terms of current events on the site would be known to the interviewer
(researcher) too. In this sense, these further observations were not aimed at discovering
values, but rather to ensure the interviewer appeared well-versed and up-to-date with
the GreyPath community.

After the conclusion of each interview, the audio recording was transcribed by an
experienced transcription typist and returned to the interviewee for comment. The
transcription service was provided by a company recommended to this researcher by
Charles Sturt University’s Centre for Research and Graduate Training. Transcribers
were not supplied with the names of participants. The transcription process and return
of a copy to the interviewee typically took three to four weeks; at times, this took
longer, if interstate travel was involved, as was the case with all but one of the face-toface interviews. Interviewees were then given one month to return the transcribed
interviews with their comments. Interviewees were also informed that if they did not
return the interview transcripts within the time frame, it would be assumed they were
satisfied with the transcript and had nothing further to add. Several interviewees did
amend their transcripts and added more reflections as well. Others did not return their
transcripts within the allotted time period (nor at a later stage). One participant, on
reviewing her transcript, asked that none of her interview be reported. Clearly, for
ethical reasons, this request had to be honoured. In the case of the withdrawn interview,
the interviewee was concerned that she might come across as rambling, and seemed
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embarrassed by how her transcript read. Despite assurances that no identifying details
would be reported, she preferred not to have any of her interview data included.

Interview analysis
Analysis of data was a continuous process, in which the researcher used an inductive
approach for thematic analysis. In terms of the observation data, the identification of
themes and categories is common to many forms of ethnographic interviewing (AlSaggaf & Williamson, 2006; Charmaz, 2008; Delamont, 2004; Fielding, 2001; Glesne,
1999; Hine, 1998, 2000; Marshall, 2002; McKechnie, 2000; Patton, 2002; Saule, 2002;
Sorrell & Redmond, 1995; Spradley, 1979; Williamson 2006). However, the approaches
researchers might use to identify themes and categories can differ widely. Some use a
card system, some use one of several software packages available, some use margin
notes and spreadsheets, and there are other approaches too (Al-Saggaf, 2003; Delamont,
2004; Fielding, 2001; Glesne, 1999; Hine, 2000; McKechnie, 2000; Mills, 2002; Saule,
2002; Williamson 2006). The most important consideration is that the technique
employed allows for systematic, rigorous analysis of the data (Morse, 2008).

When it was thought that the point of information redundancy (Lincoln & Guba, 1985)
had been reached, eight of the transcripts were chosen based on the representativeness
of the different views expressed by participants. Those eight were used to develop the
initial value categories, comparable to those used in the observation phase. Appendix D
shows one of those eight transcripts, with identifying details of the participant blacked
out. Once the initial value categories had been established, all interview transcripts
(including the eight) were analysed, with new value categories emerging in that process.
Then, as depicted in Figure 3.1, after identifying the value categories, the next step was
to identify the themes (value clusters).
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To begin this process, the researcher downloaded interviews to an MP3 player and
listened to each of them at least three times. This process helped in ‘hearing’ the voice
of the participants and was particularly useful when analysing individual transcripts.
The researcher would listen to the entire interview prior to analysing the transcript,
which helped clarify the way that the participant had answered questions.

Indeed, the voices of participants were important to the study, and they have been used
extensively in the presentation of the findings in Chapters 5 to 8. Their responses were
initially recorded in voice sheets according to themes (value clusters) and value
categories. Voice sheets are so named because they record the “voices” of participants,
that is, quotations from them, and because they were used in research projects whose
methodological approach was similar to the present study (Williamson 2006;
Williamson & Kingsford Smith, 2010). In the present study, quotations from
participants related to each theme and value category were copied to the relevant voice
sheets. The voice sheet itself shows a table listing value categories for a particular
theme in the left-hand column, and quotations from transcripts that address that value
category in the same row, in the right-hand column. For this study, each voice sheet
related to one theme and contained representative quotations for each value category.
This helped form the researcher’s interpretation of user meanings pertaining to each
theme. Table 3.2 gives a sample voice sheet for the theme avoidance values, containing
two representative quotations for each sample value category. Other examples of voice
sheets are included in Appendix E.

Table 3.2: Sample voice sheet.
Theme: Avoidance values
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Value
Category
Cost

Cryptic
shorthand

Heated debates

Quotations
I just hate, you know, get a virus on there and then you take it to the shop and
there's another couple of hundred dollars before you even sort of know, you
know, if I could find out how to do it myself, I'd like to do that.
I'm a war widow and I'm considered disabled ... I have to pay that amount of
money for one gig, that’s all. … I'm going to have to go back to that [dial up], so
this means that I won’t be accessing my computer except to do email, it's so slow,
and I'm going to have to go back with some prices, pricing me out, there's nothing
I can do about it.
There's no cryptic messages like you get on text messages or like the kids, you
know [where you cannot make out what is said]
I like GreyPath as it is, it's not too modern. … You're not yet sending things in
half words and you know, shorthand, you're still not doing that, you're still really
talking.
Well I do avoid the Senate [Forum] because people shout each other down and no
that’s not the word I'm trying to say but they're opinions and I haven't looked at
the Senate for probably over a year but at that time if you didn’t agree with them
they would shout you down and I do avoid that.

Loneliness

I like a good debate, but a lot of people don’t debate, they argue and they fight,
and I don’t like that.
I live alone, I get lonely. It’s only me and my cat.

Unsavoury
content
(moderation)

There's always someone to confide in, about your own problems, or your family’s
problems, or exchange recipes, or, just have a laugh, really. There's always
someone there, if you feel lonely. You cannot be lonely if you've got the Internet
and GreyPath.
I think sex is a private thing and I just don’t like – it makes me very
uncomfortable with those sites that are constantly sexually orientated or using
sexual words all the time with every second sentence they write.
I would avoid anyone that was rude if I could, that type of thing. … I haven’t
struck that a lot.

3.3 Data reliability and validity
Aside from ensuring an adequate sample size, researchers also need to ensure that the
data is trustworthy, in other words, is reliable and valid (Morse, 1991). Triangulation is
a significant means of achieving trust-worthiness. Lincoln and Guba (1985) stressed the
importance of triangulation. They argued it was important that, unless a source was
unimpeachable, each item of information obtained should be validated against other
data. Similarly, Green, Kreider and Mayer (2005, p. 274) claimed that triangulation was
a means of cross-validation, and that if data from more than one source converge “the
overall results are more likely to be valid, credible and warranted.” If interviewing is the
data collection technique employed, then more than a single interview is conducted.
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However, not only should interviews be validated against each other, they should also
be validated against other data collection methods, such as observation. Lincoln and
Guba (1985) claimed the term ‘triangulation’ derived from radio triangulation, in which
multiple reception points were used to determine the origin of the radio signal. Denzin
(1978) proposed four modes of triangulation, sources, techniques, theories and multiple
investigators. In the present study, three of the four were used: sources (GreyPath
volunteer contributors, administrators and other member types), techniques (observation
and interviews) and theories (a review of literature in related areas). Only the fourth
mode (a number of investigators to provide a variety of perspectives) was not included.

Lincoln and Guba (1985) however, took issue with the concept of triangulation,
including the use of theories. Their inductive approach to theory building from the data,
did not rely on pre-existent theories. They viewed multiple sources and techniques as
ways of achieving contextual validation, especially if a prolonged engagement with the
subjects was involved for the investigator(s). It can be argued that the research reported
in this thesis provides considerable triangulation of both data and methods.

In the section below, the influences on the researcher are examined, to help the reader
understand possible biases in the way the data were interpreted.

3.4 Researcher Influences
The epistemology of the constructivist paradigm requires familiarising readers with any
possible influences on the researcher. Constructivist researchers, who are the primary
instruments in the research process (Locke et al., 2000; Marshall & Rossman, 1999), are
expected to reflect on their own roles because they may influence the research process
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 1987). By doing so, the researchers can assist readers in
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understanding the approach taken in the research, and how analyses and conclusions
reached may have been influenced by their biases.

In the case of the present researcher, two main influences apply. Together they can be
called “a focus on human factors in ICT.” The researcher approached this study out of a
professional interest in ICT ethics and HCI. The focus on the moral and social values of
seniors arose out of these ethical interests. How such values might be communicated
through computer interfaces brings together the researcher’s HCI and ethics interests.
These interests in turn, were likely to have had a role in the kinds of questions asked
about how ICT aided, and hindered, social interaction online. It was also likely to have
influenced the direction taken by the researcher in analysing the data obtained.

3.5 Conclusion
This chapter has reviewed the research design of the thesis, based on the
interpretivist/constructivist research philosophy and qualitative (interpretivist) research
method. It discussed the research design and the method chosen, including the choice of
sampling techniques, and the processes followed in collecting and analysing the data for
each of the techniques used. The following five chapters detail the findings of the study,
discussing them in relation to the literature presented in Chapter 2.
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Chapter 4: From observation to interview findings
The main question directing this research is: ‘What do participants in an online
community for seniors value about their online social interaction and what are the
implications for design?’ The results arising from the attempt to answer this question,
and the three related sub-questions, are presented in this, and the following four
chapters. Chapter 4 begins by showing the transition from the observation results to
those of the interview phase, and contextualises these by way of discussion and
comparison with findings from the literature.

As stated in Chapter 1, the purpose of discovering the values held by GreyPath
members was to inform online design. This is in keeping with both the conceptual
investigation stage of value sensitive design (VSD) and the discovery stage of values at
play (VAP), as detailed in Chapter 2. In both cases, the initial focus is on discovering
values, to determine which of them are the most important, and then to associate
meanings with those values. Only after these processes have been completed, can the
two design methodologies implement these values in the design of ICT systems. Thus,
the initial focus of both methodologies, as well as the primary focus of this study, has
been on the discovery of the most important, or ‘key’ values, for the purpose of
informing design. One departure however, of this interpretive study from the practice of
both VSD and VAP, was to discover the users’ own meanings in relation to the key
values identified, compared with the formers’ focus on philosophical enquiry into the
traditional meanings of key values. This step was primarily achieved through the use of
an interview phase.
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As mentioned above, informing design through ethnographic studies, has been the focus
of several HCI studies (Hughes, Somerville, Bentley, & Randall, 1993; MaloneyKrichmar & Preece, 2005; Sayago, 2009; Sayago & Blat, 2010). An ethnographic
approach was chosen for the current study. Although, as has been made clear, the
purpose was to inform online interaction design, rather than provide specific design
guidelines, several design implications arise from this research and are discussed in the
next four chapters. This research is therefore an initial step toward the process of
designing systems for online social interaction that involves seniors.

The present chapter, which provides a transition between the method (Chapter 3) and
the detailed results (Chapters 5 to 8), begins by showing how key values were first
discovered in the observation phase. It then shows how these same key values were
confirmed through the interview phase and supplemented with many more key values.
The remainder of the chapter, and the focus of each of the next four chapters, is the
elaboration of those key values, by exploring their meanings and what the literature has
to say in relation to them. The chapter ends with a discussion of the results arising from
the demographic questionnaire, which was employed at the start of every interview.

4.1 Key values
The focus of this study was on identifying the values most critical to seniors when they
interacted socially online. The literature on values, outlined in Chapter 2, shows that not
all values are equal (Borning, Friedman, Davis, & Lin, 2005; Flanagan et al., 2008).
While both the observation and interview phases revealed many values, the ones
detailed here are those considered to be key values. Other values are briefly described,
in order to show how the key values were identified.
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4.2 Values arising from the analysis of the observation data
The observation results relate to the second phase of observation discovery, that of
structured observation. As detailed in Chapter 3, the primary purpose of the
unstructured phase was for the researcher to become familiar with the online culture of
the GreyPath community, its vocabulary, history, and people (Al-Saggaf, 2003). Also,
as outlined in Chapter 3, field notes were compiled during this phase, an example of
which is seen in Appendix B. It was in the second phase that the researcher specifically
sought to identify values of importance to the community under study, concentrating on
values with moral and social import.

The analytic process followed the four steps detailed in Chapter 3 and depicted in
Figure 3.1. The first two steps followed Morse (2008) by first determining categories
(referred to as value categories in this thesis) and then determining themes (value
clusters). The next two steps followed the VSD and VAP literature as detailed in
Chapter 2, to determine firstly whether certain values were specific instances of larger
value categories, and secondly, to determine which of the remaining value categories
were key ones. The results of the first two steps in this process were discussed in
Chapter 3 and are shown in Appendix C, in the form of two tables. The first is the result
of the search for value categories, and the second is the result of the search for themes.
The next steps were to reduce the number of value categories and to determine the key
ones in the observation data. The results of this analytic process are discussed in the
following section.

4.2.2 Key observed values
The end result of the four step analytic process of the observation data is shown in
Table 4.1.
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Table 4.1: Key observed values
Theme (Value clusters)
Online behaviour values

Peer values

Relationship values

Value categories (key values * asterisked)
Art
Computer literacy
* Freedom of expression
Innovation (management)
International reach (management)
Keeping informed
Life long learning
Meeting legal requirements (management)
Money
Profitability (management)
Protecting others from harm
Pursuing hobbies
Recency (management)
* Respect
Technical leadership (management)
Technical skills
Travel
Usability
* Belonging to a community of peers
Cooperation
Corporate identity (management)
* Enriching each others’ lives
Health (mental and physical)
* Fairness
* Friendship and avoiding loneliness
Human well being
Not getting embarrassed
Online identity
* Trust

Table 4.1 reveals that many values were observed in this online community. For
example, GreyPath had a set of rules for acceptable and unacceptable online behaviour,
from which could be inferred a number of values. Another example of how values could
be discovered was by examining the structure of web site. GreyPath management
appeared to value ‘recency,’ which was evident in several ways. For example,
discussion threads and jokes were consistently listed from the most recent to the oldest.
Together, with other analysis of the observation journal data, such values became part
of the theme online behaviour values. This theme had two key values which were
‘freedom of expression’ and ‘respect.’ However, although the themes peer values and
relationship values appear very similar, the difference is that peer values included value
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categories expressing relationships with peers, or as part of this community of seniors,
whereas the relationship values theme included values about other types of
relationships, including relationships with self (such as being lonely) and values to do
with relationships generally, such as the value category ‘trust.’ Another distinction
between these two themes can be seen in the nature of certain values. For instance, the
value ‘Health (mental and physical)’ reflected concerns members had for their own
health and that of other seniors. They sought to inform others of health issues pertinent
to seniors. That value reflected a concern for senior peers, but did not necessarily have
anything to do with building specific relationships; hence, its placement in the theme
peer values.

Identifying key values involved an interpretive process by the researcher who sought to
determine which values the users saw as most important. That is one reason why this
study was not restricted to observation only. By interviewing GreyPath members, their
judgements of importance, rather than the researcher’s judgements, were revealed.
Avoidance values, for example, were difficult to identify from observation alone. Based
on observation data the researcher could infer certain values were being avoided, but
only by interviewing members could such values be identified with greater certainty.

Few values emerged during the observation phase that suggested avoidance. One
example was the value of ‘avoiding spammers’ (see Appendix C). This was evident in a
number of ways. One instance was someone who joined as a member only to promote
his products. The very first time he did this, he was ‘flamed’ by many members. After
that, the researcher never saw any further postings from him, which presumably meant
that GreyPath management removed his access privileges.
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The value of ‘avoiding spammers’ is not included in Table 4.1 because, in line with
Step 3 of the analytical process (see Figure 3.1), it was merged into the larger value of
‘freedom of expression.’ As can be seen from Table 4.1, the end result of the
interpretive process was the distillation of an initial long list of observed value
categories, into a smaller list of key and other value categories, grouped within themes
(value clusters). Following the VSD and VAP methodologies, only the key values were
focused on beyond that point.

Although not the product of a sole researcher in identifying key values, the work by
Bolchini, Garzotto and Paolini (2008) indicated the subjective nature of distilling key
values. Their study also used user perspectives to define key values. In this study,
participants had to self-select what were their most important values, but due to various
limitations, were restricted 13 to at most, four values each. Effectively, all the values the
participants produced were deemed to be ‘key’ values.

As stated in Chapter 3, for the present study the researcher based determinations of key
values from the observation phase on two main considerations, volume and emotional
intensity. Key values were taken to be those which found numerous expressions on the
site and those which appeared to provoke the most emotional commitment. The
reflections recorded in the observation journal enabled such decisions to be made.

In alphabetic order, the key values asterisked in Table 4.1 included firstly, that of
‘belonging to a community of peers.’ This was evidently highly valued: GreyPath
members valued being with peers, belonging, companionship, cooperation, feeling at
13

The authors use the term “gently ‘forced’” (Bolchini et al., 2008, p. 750).
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home in the community/group, other seniors, and seniors’ issues. GreyPath
management valued corporate identity, empowering seniors, and keeping the
community going. Examples of this theme ranged from the compassion shown to
members when a partner of many decades died, to the understanding shown to new
members struggling to understand how to operate their computers and navigate in the
online community, to the great variety of activities aimed at all seniors (jobs, dating and
much more).

The second key value category was “enriching each others’ lives.” This was evident
from the underlying values such as encouragement, having fun, helping each other,
helping others learn, jokes, and supporting each other. It was also evident (from a
GreyPath management viewpoint) in the value of enriching the quality of life (through
the provision of the online community). Members appeared genuinely concerned to
ensure that other members could benefit from the range of activities available on
GreyPath.

A third key value category was that of ‘fairness,’ seen in the values of equity, inclusion,
and openness, and a fourth was that of ‘freedom of expression.’ The latter was another
example of a larger value expressed through other specific values including, autonomy,
creativity, free-ranging discussion, freedom to ask ‘dumb’ questions, openness, and
diversity. A fifth key value, ‘friendship and avoiding loneliness,’ was seen as a
combination of related values. These were being able to ‘talk’ with others, being with
peers, belonging, companionship, friendship, keeping in touch, making new friends,
meeting new people, welcoming new people, and pursuing hobbies involving others. As
was the case with many of the discovered values, for both the observation and the
interview data, there was overlap between value categories. For example, depending on
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the context of the comments, the values of being with peers, belonging and
companionship, were either part of ‘friendship and avoiding loneliness’ or ‘belonging to
a community of peers.’

The last two key value categories were ‘respect’ and ‘trust.’ ‘Respect’ involved
avoiding hurtful put-down comments and profanity, and considered responses, honesty,
human dignity, integrity, lack of embarrassment, and respectful language. ‘Trust’ was
seen in expressions on the GreyPath portal about confidentiality, honesty, integrity, and
privacy.

These seven key value categories formed a significant part in the interview process
where participants were asked about these seven values specifically (see pp. 4-5 of the
interview schedule under the heading ‘Values focus’, in Appendix F.). Whilst the
majority of the interviews confirmed that these were indeed, important value categories
for GreyPath members, the interviewees used different words to describe them. Thus,
the key value categories that emerged from the interview process bear a clear
resemblance to the above seven key observed value categories, but their descriptions
and associated meanings reflect the personal constructions of the members who were
interviewed.

4.3 Interview results
The interviews followed the schedule seen in Appendix F and was composed of four
sections, as detailed in Chapter 3. The interviews resulted in another list of value
categories, some the same as those from the observation phase, some different. As a
result, the initial list of seven key values identified through the analysis of the
observation data, became a total of 29 key values. The personal constructions of
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interviewees affirmed the seven key observed values, all of which also emerged as key
value categories in the interview data. However, one of the key values from the
observation data, friendship and avoiding loneliness, was later split into two separate
key values. The reasons for the split are explored in Chapters 5 and 7 where the values
are discussed in detail.

4.3.1 Key values in the interview data
Following the four-step analysis process (see Figure 3.1), six themes emerged from the
analysis of the interview data, comprising 29 key value categories. A complete list is
given in Table 4.2.
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Table 4.2: Interview themes and value categories
Theme (Value Clusters)
Avoidance values

Communal values

Online community values

Online social interaction values

Site design values

Agents of social interaction values

Value categories (key values * asterisked)
Access
Communication
* Cost
Cryptic shorthand
* Heated debates
* Loneliness
Pseudonym (Online name)
Unsavoury content (moderation)
* Fairness (Equality)
* Freedom of expression
Privacy
* Respect
* Trust
* Ability to contact others personally
* Belonging to a community of peers
* Inclusion (disability)
* Information sharing
* Mutual support
* Neighbourhood
* Anonymity
* Contributing (enriching each other’s lives)
Convenience
Ease of access
Efficient communication
* Friendship
* Keeping an active mind
* Keeping current
* Online communication
* Presence
Worldwide access
* Administration of content
* Availability of experts
* Competitions
* Content of interest
Interactivity
* Structure
* Variety
* Visual images
Broader meetings
* Chat and forums
Face-to-face
* Forum-to-face
Personal email
Snail mail

Table 4.2 shows the six themes (value clusters) that emerged, and the value categories
within them. Of the latter, the 29 that are asterisked are the ones that were determined to
be key value categories. For example, “belonging to a community of peers” was one of
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the six key value categories that all had to do with the way online community was
valued by members.

The interview results yielded a much richer data set from which to interpret participant
constructions of value categories and themes, than was possible from the observation
data alone. As a result, a greater breadth of value categories emerged. Following the
analysis process shown in Figure 3.1, it was found that the themes arising from the
analysis of the observation data were inadequate in encapsulating the richer data set that
emerged from the interviews. New theme descriptions were therefore required that
better reflected participant views.

The overlap between the key value categories identified in both phases of this research
are seen in Table 4.3. Unlike Table 4.2, which shows all the value categories that
emerged from the analysis of the interview data, only the key value categories are
shown.
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Table 4.3: Mapping the key observed to the key interview value categories
Key observed value categories

Interview themes and their key value categories
Avoidance values
Cost
Heated debates

… avoiding loneliness

Loneliness
Communal values

Fairness

Fairness (Equality)

Freedom of expression

Freedom of expression

Respect

Respect

Trust

Trust
Online community values
Ability to contact others personally

Belonging to a community of peers

Belonging to a community of peers
Inclusion (disability)
Information sharing
Mutual support
Neighbourhood
Online social interaction values
Anonymity
Contributing (enriching each other’s lives)

Enriching each others’ lives

Friendship

Friendship and …

Keeping an active mind
Keeping current
Online communication
Presence
Site design values
Administration of content
Availability of experts
Competitions
Content of interest
Structure
Variety
Visual images
Agents of social interaction values
Chat and forums
Forum-to-face

Understandably, most of the values in the avoidance values theme, shown in Table 4.3,
could not be observed. These were things participants avoided online, and because they
avoided these issues, mere observation could not identify them. The same was true for
the key value of ‘forum-to-face’, which involved participants progressing from online
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contact in GreyPath (which could be observed), such as forum-based interaction, to
face-to-face meetings (which could not be observed), such as offline or webcam
interaction.

Of the 21 additional values, seen in Table 4.3, that emerged from the analysis of the
interview data as key value categories, several appear, or partially appear, in the total
list of observed values summarised in the first table in Appendix C. However, it was
only as a result of the interview data analysis that these other observed values were
revealed as being key values for the seniors participating in online social interaction
through the GreyPath portal.

The next section examines the results of the demographic questions that each of the
interviews started with. The values implications of this data are drawn on as needed in
the detailed discussion about the various key value categories that follows in Chapters 5
to 8. Note, from here on in the thesis, the word ‘category’ is dropped and the discussion
is about ‘values’ as opposed to ‘value categories.’ This is done to be in keeping with the
values literature, which discusses values, not value categories.

4.3.2 Findings arising from the demographic questionnaire
As stated earlier, a brief questionnaire was used at the start of each interview to obtain
basic demographic data and more importantly, to encourage participants to think about
what they accessed in GreyPath and why.

The initial question asked participants to indicate their age range. The results are
summarised in Table 4.4.
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Table 4.4: Age Distribution

Purpose
50-54
55-59
60-64
65-69
70-74
75-79
80-84
Over 84

Number of
Participants
0
2
5
6
9
5
2
1

Table 4.4 shows that the majority of participants were in the range from 60 to 79. While
GreyPath defines its membership as beginning at age 50, the youngest participants in
this study were in their late 50s. The results for this first question demonstrate that the
participants were all seniors, as judged by their chronological age, and as judged by the
GreyPath membership requirement of 50 and over.

The second question asked participants to indicate their frequency of GreyPath access
as shown in Table 4.5.

Table 4.5: Frequency of Access

Purpose
Occasionally
Monthly
Weekly
More than 3 times per week
Daily

Number of
Participants
3
2
9
3
13

As seen in table 4.5, almost half the participants access the GreyPath site daily. Some
leave the site running all day. One woman stated she participated mostly in the chat
room and liked a then recently introduced feature that rang a bell when a new
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participant joined the chat. She said she turned the volume up high, so that as she was
doing the housework in other parts of her home, she could hear when a new participant
joined the chat room. She would then temporarily abandon her housework and join the
chat discussion. Other participants stated that, they accessed the site repeatedly through
the day and night. The Table 4.5 data indicated that the values discussion that follows,
in the main, is derived from active users of the GreyPath portal. However, as is seen in
the discussion on lurking (under the value of ‘presence’) in Chapter 5, an active user is
not the same as an active contributor. Members can be actively present in the site on a
daily basis as lurkers, yet rarely contribute.

The third question asked participants how long they had been members of GreyPath.
Their responses are indicated in Table 4.6, below.

Table 4.6: Length of membership

Purpose
Less than 1 year
1 to less than 2 years
2 to less than 3 years
3 to less than 4 years
4 to less than 5 years
5 or more years

Number of
Participants
6
4
5
1
1
13

Table 4.6 shows that many participants had been GreyPath members for a considerable
period of time. As is seen from the responses to the next question, their initial reasons
for investigating GreyPath led to their involvement in the community. But once
established, they stayed for many other reasons, some of which are explored in depth in
the following chapters. For example, some members who joined in the 12 months prior
to their interviews did not view GreyPath as a community. It appears that the sense of
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belonging to a community of peers is built up over time. In terms of the value
classifications in Table 2.2, it should be noted that there is a temporal element to
community building. A person may become a member through the simple act of
registration, but the perception (personal construction) of belonging emerges and is
sustained through involvement in the social activities on the site, over an extended
period of time.

The next question sought to establish what prompted users to become members of
GreyPath, as indicated in Table 4.7.

Table 4.7: Mode of introduction to GreyPath

Purpose
Surfing Net
Seniors Info
Friend
Network
Contributor
Other

Number of
Participants
5
5
3
6
6
5

Table 4.7 reveals that members were introduced to GreyPath in many different ways.
Some were invited to join as contributors because they had expertise in an area which
GreyPath management was seeking to add to the site. Some chanced across GreyPath
while surfing the Internet, while others were introduced to the portal in other ways. No
single means of introducing people to GreyPath appeared to dominate.

The fifth question in the demographic questionnaire sought to discover the purposes for
which participants accessed GreyPath, as indicated in Table 4.8.
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Table 4.8: Purpose for Access

Purpose
Information
Conversation
News
Assistance
Support
Learning
Entertainment

Number of
Participants
14
14
4
4
2
4
3

Information seeking and conversation seeking dominate Table 4.8 as the main purposes
for which members accessed GreyPath. Both of these purposes were value-laden. This
is seen in the discussion that follows of the values: ‘content of interest’, ‘chat and
forums’, ‘keeping current’, ‘ability to contact others personally’, ‘information sharing’,
and ‘mutual support’.

The next question listed the main parts of the GreyPath portal (at the time of the
interview) and asked participants to indicate only those parts which they visited most
frequently. The results are seen in Table 4.9.

Table 4.9: Part accessed most frequently

Part Accessed
World Wildlife Wiki
Chat
Social
Competitions
ePals
Forums
Lyceum
SIGs
Other

Number of
Participants
1
6
9
10
3
24
6
15
4
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Unlike the responses to previous questions which added to thirty in each case, Table 4.9
shows that some participants only indicated a single area of frequent access, while
others indicated multiple areas that they accessed frequently. The section of the
GreyPath site that participants accessed most frequently were the forums. In the main,
this meant the Coffee Shop Forum, although several participants also regularly visited
the Senate Forum. Fewer accessed the Jokes Forum and only very few visited the Think
Tank Forum, with none of the latter group visiting the Think Tank Forum frequently.

The dominance of forums as the response to this demographic question was also
reflected in the values. Two of the values discussed in the following chapters cover the
forums directly. One concerns the movement from forums to face-to-face meetings, and
the other relates to chat and forums. Whilst chat and forums were highly valued, as will
be seen in that discussion, it was not chat or forums per se that were valued, but rather
the social interaction that they facilitated. Put in terms of the Table 2.2 classifications,
chat and forums were technologies that exemplified ‘means values,’ and that led to the
‘end values’ that were highly sought after by GreyPath participants.

Other frequently accessed areas included the competitions and the Special Interest
Groups (SIGs). The list of SIGs changes from time to time, as experts volunteer their
time to run one group or another. For various reasons, some experts who volunteer to
lead such groups do so for limited periods, while others do so on an ongoing basis.
Several of these frequently accessed areas of the GreyPath site reappear time and again
in the values discussions in the chapters that follow. They provide important contextual
insights into how values were interpreted in particular situations by participants.
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The final question in the demographic questionnaire asked participants which locations
they accessed GreyPath from most frequently. The chief administrator of GreyPath used
the GreyPath office. The GreyPath web master used both the GreyPath office and his
home computer. One participant used his home computer and a library computer. All
other participants accessed GreyPath from their homes. The possible significance of
place of access is discussed as part of the key avoidance value of ‘cost’ in Chapter 7.

4.3.3 Prioritising user values
One aspect of the interview schedule, namely capturing user value priorities, proved
problematic and is not discussed in the results that follow. The focus of this study was
on values discovery following the early stages of VSD and VAP, as discussed in
Section 2.5. Nevertheless, both of these methods also address the need to help designers
deal with the inevitable conflicts that arise between values, by giving guidance on
which values should have a higher priority. Twice during the interview schedule
therefore, participants were asked to prioritise the values mentioned during their
interviews (see pages 4-5 of the interview schedule in Appendix F).

In retrospect, questions concerning priorities should not have been put to participants
until after the key values had been determined. At the time of the interviews, only the
seven key observed values were known to the researcher. Their identification in the
questions on priority could have skewed the results, in that, the seven values were
amongst the nine valued as most important by participants. Had all 29 key values been
identified, and available to interviewees, the list of value priorities might have been
quite different.
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4.4 Conclusion
This chapter introduced the findings of this study by examining the transition from
observation findings to the findings of the interview data. The first part of the chapter
gives an overview of the key values discovered in the study, while the second part
reviews the findings arising from the demographic questionnaire that initiated each
interview. These findings are drawn on as appropriate in Chapters 5 to 8, in which the
key values from the interview data are detailed, including how they relate to the wider
literature.
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Chapter 5: Valuing online community and online social interaction
5.1 Introduction
In this thesis, there are six themes (value clusters) that address the principal question
‘What do participants in an online community for seniors value about their online social
interaction and what are the implications for design?’ While all six themes arising from
the analysis of the interview data answer the overall question, two, online community
values and about online social interaction values, do so most directly, while the other
four address, more specifically the sub-questions. In this chapter these two themes are
discussed, with the other four themes being explored in Chapters 6 – 8, one chapter for
each of the three sub-questions. Only key values are discussed in detail in these findings
chapters. As mentioned previously, the determining factors for key values were the
volume of comments about a particular value and the amount of emotional conviction
that members appeared to have in relation to that value. The key values discussed in this
chapter are predominantly intrinsic values, that is, they concern things or objects that
were valued in and of themselves, as opposed to extrinsic values, that are valued for
being a means to achieving one or more intrinsic values.

For the discussion of each key value in this, and the next three chapters, there is a
consistent structure that is followed. Initially the theme (value cluster), along with its
key values, is introduced. Then each key value within that theme is discussed in detail,
according to a three-part structure. Finally the theme is concluded, by drawing together
the findings for that value cluster. The three-part structure for each key value is firstly
discussed in relationship to the theme of which it is a part, with a brief definition of that
value and summarising participant perspectives being provided. Also linkages between
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each value and other key values are discussed. Secondly, there is an examination of the
various reasons why that key value was important to participants. The reasons are
illustrated with exemplary quotations. Finally, comparisons are made to the existing
literature, to see in what ways the findings contribute to the literature, as well as how
the literature contributes to the interpretation of the findings.

5.2 Theme: Online community values
The theme, online community values, achieved more consensus, and involved more
comprehensive discussion in interviews, than any of the other themes. The larger
number of responses to the values in this theme meant it emerged as the strongest of the
six. It concerned the participants’ sense of what constitutes an online community. The
questions that elicited responses relevant to this theme were predominantly those in the
‘Social Interaction’ section of the interview schedule (Appendix F) and included eight
questions related to participants’ experiences of GreyPath and other online and offline
communities. In the main, responses focused on what makes GreyPath a community.
However, several participants had experience with other online groups, some of which
they considered to be communities and others they did not.

Within the theme of online community values there were six key values. Each one has
been recast in community terms, as shown by the indented bullet points in the list
below, and as represented in Figure 5.1.

•

Belonging to a community of peers
o A community of peers

•

Neighbourhood
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o A neighbourhood community
•

Inclusion (disability)
o An inclusive community

•

Information sharing
o A community that shares information

•

Mutual support
o A mutually supportive community

•

Ability to contact others personally
o A community that encourages personal contact

Together these six key values addressed what, to the members of GreyPath, constituted
an online community. Of these, the dominant value was that of belonging to a
community of peers, judged by the fact that participants commented more on this topic
than any other single topic that emerged from the data analysis. Belonging to a
community of peers was also one of the key values arising from the observation data,
further confirming these interview results.
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Figure 5.1: Defining online community through key social values

Figure 5.1 captures the idea that all six values are related, and yet, distinct. Each value
is composed of related concepts as will be explained for each one below. As might be
expected, all the values within a theme are closely related. Nevertheless, two of the
values, mutual support and information sharing, were more closely related than the
other ones; hence the doubled-headed arrow that is shown linking them. Interview data
showed that members who provided mutual support to each other frequently also
engaged in sharing information but, people interested in sharing information were not
necessarily interested in mutual support. Although all six values were important,
belonging to a community of peers is placed at the top of the figure to show that, of all
six values, interviewees saw this as the most important one. The figure also shows that
despite the focus of the values literature being on both moral and social values (Benkler
& Nissenbaum, 2006; Flanagan et al., 2008; Nissenbaum, 2004b; Nissenbaum &
Walker, 1998), the key values that emerged for this theme were all social values.
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Although all the key values under this theme were social ones, this, and the other
themes should not be viewed in isolation. Just as the values within a theme are related,
so the themes themselves are related. Therefore, it is important to recognise that moral
values are implied within social values. This is explored further in the theme communal
values in the next chapter, where discussions of the key moral values of trust and
respect are shown to have a direct bearing on social values such as the value of mutual
support, discussed below in Section 5.2.5.

5.2.1 A community of peers
For GreyPathians the major value linked to the theme, online community values, was
that of ‘belonging to a community of peers.’ 14 This value meant they were members of,
socially interacted with, and fellowshipped with a group of like-minded people. As seen
in Figure 5.1 this value was linked to the other five key values in this theme, as well as
some of the values in other themes.

The value of belonging to a community of peers was important to GreyPathians, as
illustrated by the following comments:

It's a peer interest group as far as I'm concerned, it's older people like myself and
it's people who have got those sort of similar interests ... I think it’s very
important. I value that very much, I think that gives you comfort. [Female, TAS,
70-74] 15

14

For consistency, the first substantial mention of a key value, shows that value in ‘single inverted
commas’, from Chapter 5 onwards. Thereafter that key value is shown without inverted commas.
15
For the sake of confidentiality, only gender, location and age range are given. If the person was
travelling or house-sitting, the location is designated as ‘MOVE’. One participant was located outside
Australia and in his case, the location is designated as ‘OVERSEAS’.
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You need to be an older person to value GreyPath, really, because, a younger
person’s not going to see the value that we’re going to get out of it. [Female,
VIC, 75-79]

My wife died, and the reaction was wonderful, and people know because they've
been through the same thing [they are peers likely to have had similar
experiences] and they can give advice and help first hand, because they know
exactly what's happened … They're only people of the same or similar age who
know these things, and they are very helpful, and very kind. [Male, SA, 70-74]

Although a community of peers was important to most participants, there were
objections. A few participants said they did not want to relate exclusively with other
seniors, as was captured in the following quotation:

I don’t think I'd want to go into a retirement home or anything, because it's all
seniors. I like to sustain a mixture of groups of people … I like to go to the
seniors groups to get information on what's available and things like that, but I
don’t want entirely to be in a seniors group. [Female, VIC, 60-64]

Another reason for the key value belonging to a community of peers being seen as
important was that it enabled participants to engage in peer learning. This is clearly
indicated in the comment below from a participant who is an administrator with the
Australian Seniors Computer Club Association (ASCCA), as well as being a member of
GreyPath:
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I know older people like to be taught by their peers … someone of a similar age,
or similar set up. ... [You can admit that] you don’t know something, but you're
not so keen if a younger person tells you, you don’t know it. Also a younger
person is far more likely to say, when they're talking about a computer thing,
“Okay, do this, do that, do the other” and whoops, too fast. So it's difficult. So
we do like to learn from our peers. [Female, NSW, 70-74]

Several participants liked the way GreyPath displayed images of the people who
contributed help, such as the editor, the experts (for travel information and computer
help, for example), and those for other volunteer contributors. The display was valued
because it demonstrated that the majority of the online instruction within GreyPath was
provided by fellow seniors.

Ownership was also seen as an important expression of this value. Ownership was
typified by expressions such as ‘my’ community. One interviewee described himself as
a ‘GreyPathian’, which is another way of describing that he felt he belonged to this
group. It also conveyed a sense of ownership in that he identified himself as a member
of the community in this way. Also associated with ‘ownership’ were joining the
GreyPath group, becoming a member, and being a member of GreyPath, as illustrated in
the following examples:

I think the secret is that word ‘member’. It makes you feel you are still part of
the world, you're not isolated by age. [Female, NSW, 70-74]
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You have to be a member to participate in [many of the GreyPath activities],
which is a good thing – I think it’s a good thing to be a member, instead of being
just a spectator all the time. [Male, SA, 70-74]

This is the only consistent thing that I will go to that I belong to. So that’s why I
say it's a community. So I will go and check out what my community is doing,
and that’s important to see where they're at. [Female, VIC, 60-64]

Still another reason that this value was important to participants was its association with
ones’ fellows (fellowship), as the following comment indicated:

I just enjoy it generally. I like to have my say on different things and reply to
different things. … I think a site like GreyPath fulfils a very important role. It’s
just a fellow feeling you get I think. Fellow feeling is the thing: fellow feeling,
fellowship. [Male, VIC, 75-79]

Related to this concept of ‘fellow feeling’ was the notion of being part of social
interaction within a community:

It’s a community all in itself… I can go there. I know most of the people on
there, and I know more or less what their feelings are, and I mean you get to
know them… So, it’s – it’s social. [Female, NT, 75-79]

The same person expressed similar sentiments in discussing the GreyPath Coffee Shop
forum elsewhere:
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You just get to know people. It’s almost like chatting to one another, and you
know who they are, and you know what’s wrong with them, and you know what
– virtually, who their brothers and sisters are, and you know. Once again, it’s
social interaction. [Female, NT, 75-79]

Thus, from all these examples emerge a number of different reasons which, in
aggregate, demonstrate the importance of the key value of belonging to a community of
peers to participants in the present study.

There is limited support for these findings in the literature. Research by Ito et al. (2001)
showed that while general public Internet use was individualistic, for seniors, especially
members of SeniorNet, Internet use was centered around social activity and social
exchanges with other seniors. Similar findings have also been reported in a study
involving Chinese seniors who participated in media-rich, technology-based social
interaction (Xie, 2008a).

The literature also provides support for the view that older people prefer computer
instruction from their peers (Alsa, Williamson, & Mills, 2006; West, 2002). This desire
among seniors to learn from peers has also been documented in other settings. Scott,
Roberts and Burmeister (2002) reported that the most successful uptake of online
banking among seniors occurred when retired staff of the Commonwealth Bank of
Australia conducted training sessions.

5.2.2 A neighbourhood community
Among the cluster of values related to GreyPath conceptions of online community is
that of ‘neighbourhood’. Participants viewed neighbourhood-as-community as
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reflecting a closely-knit social network. It is a value that linked to all other values of
this theme. For instance, for most participants, the neighbours they chose to interact
with were their peers.

A common analogy that was made was of GreyPath as a neighbourhood. For example:

[It] is like being able to chat to a neighbour across the fence. [Female, NSW,
70-74]

Well quite honestly, it feels as if I'm just talking to the guy next door over the
garden fence [laughing]. That's about as simple as I can put it, and I don’t think
you could improve on that comment, really. [Male, OVERSEAS, 75-79]

The last illustration was from a man with a disability because of which he was unable to
leave his house, and most days, was unable to leave his bedroom. Furthermore, he lived
in Europe, while most GreyPath members were located in Australia. Yet despite the
disability and the spatial separation, he conceived of other GreyPath members as his
neighbours.

One reason for the neighbourhood-as-community conception was provided by a
participant who said that, although she lived in a physical neighbourhood of mainly
retirees, the people she interacted with in GreyPath were more like neighbours to her
than those physically nearby. This was because she frequently could not leave her house
and, even when she did, people in her area kept very much to themselves. In other
words, the GreyPath community provided more of what she thought of as neighbourly
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interaction, than her actual physical neighbours. This was in keeping with another
participant in a similar situation who stated about the GreyPath community:

Well I've made quite a few friends there and I mean, if I want to sort of go on
about that, like, there's no neighbours these days, you know. So the people I've
met on GreyPath have become my neighbours. [Female, VIC, 75-79]

This sense of interacting in a neighbourhood even extended to a participant describing
having a cup of tea with virtual neighbours:

Whereas, you could sort of, whip over the road to your neighbour, you can't do
that anymore, because neighbours are just not, you know, don’t interact
anymore. So I think, okay, I’ll get on site, see if anyone's on there. And that's
basically how I would describe it – just like a family or a neighbour, that's taken
the place of my neighbours. I’ll make a cup of tea and I go and sit at the
computer, whereas once I'd make a cup of tea and invite a neighbour over.
[Female, VIC, 75-79]

The last quotation also suggests another reason why participants saw neighbourhood as
important, namely, that it reflects a depth of social interaction that in some ways is
reminiscent of familial ties. That was also borne out by other participants:

They have become my neighbours, really because neighbours don’t talk to you
anymore. They have become my GreyPath family. [Female, VIC, 75-79]
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For another participant, this familial neighbouring related to discussion of the ordinary
affairs of life, rather than to deep and meaningful issues:

What I've noticed is that obviously quite a few of these people that are on chat
have got to know each other very, very well because they’ve been long term on
it and they are family. You can almost feel the family relationship coming
through you know [such as] “What did you do today? I went to the bank”. Just
ordinary sort of conversations that you'd have with your family. That’s really
terrific actually. [Female, VIC, 70-74]

Another participant spoke of GreyPath as a replacement family:

Once your children have all left home, which mine have, you know, all married
and gone, you miss … that interaction with family and discussions ... so the
GreyPath takes that over. [Female, VIC, 75-79]

This conceptualisation of a community, as a neighbourhood that exhibits familial ties, is
partially supported in the literature. For example, as discussed in Chapter 2, Wellman
and Leighton (1979), writing in pre-Internet times, saw the concept of community as
having left the notion of ‘neighbourhood only’ behind. They envisaged a traditional
neighbourhood as a local, spatially bound community that formed just one of multiple
social networks in which people participated.

Although writing somewhat earlier, for Berger and Luckman (1967) neighbourhood
was tied to ‘location’ and it involved a focus on taking place at certain synchronous (not
their term) events. They saw social knowledge construction, which was the focus of
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their book, as people sharing knowledge in a tight-knit, physical neighbourhood at a
particular point in time. The difference here is that the GreyPath community is able to
engage in social knowledge construction asynchronously in a virtual neighbourhood, in
the traditional sense of what a neighbourhood constitutes.

The present study shows that there has been a move from spatially- bound to sociallybound neighbourhoods. For the GreyPath community, the physical neighbourhood has
diminished in importance, but the concept, or metaphor, of neighbourhood has not. At
least, for members of GreyPath, this notion of neighbourhood-as-community has been
restored but, without losing the idea that people belong to multiple social networks. As
described in Chapter 2, some of those other social networks that members of GreyPath
participated in included Silver Surfers, Australian Golden Girls, other non-senior
specific ones, and networks to do with the former occupations of GreyPath members.

5.2.3 An inclusive community
The theme online community values also revealed that ‘inclusion’ was important to
GreyPath members. This key value involved inclusion in a broad sense, not limited to
including disadvantaged members, but also involving the active effort of including
people who had recently joined GreyPath and its activities. The value also involved
showing understanding to other members who, for some reason, needed support.
Furthermore, it was linked to two key values discussed in Chapter 7 under the theme of
avoidance values, namely, heated debates and loneliness. As will be seen in the
comments about this value, participants sought to promote inclusive discussions that did
not alienate people by being too argumentative, with inclusion being seen as helping to
overcome isolation. In addition, there are links between this value and those of fairness
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and respect discussed in the next chapter, as well as forum-to-face and cost (see Chapter
7), and the values of content of interest and competitions (see Chapter 8).

One reason why participants saw inclusion as important, was that they understood the
challenges that come with age. For example, one participant expressed a concern about
her failing eyesight:

I've got AMD, so I'm going to have to do away with a lot of these face-to-face
meetings and I will be relying far more on the Internet interaction on things like
GreyPath because I can enlarge those and read them and then put them down
again. The thing that really upsets me about sites is the ones [not GreyPath] that
you can't enlarge. [Female, TAS, 70-74]

The implication here was that this participant felt included because of the way GreyPath
considered people with disabilities. Related to this association between inclusion and
disability was the following comment by a participant who had a disability that was not
age-related, but that had worsened with age. He expressed strong feelings about being
included:

I am, I would say, 95% housebound. I can't get out much and I just log on, the
times I know somebody’s there, and we just sit and talk like I'm talking to you
now, and it's as simple as that. [Male, OVERSEAS, 75-79]

Another reason that inclusion was seen as important was its relationship to the desire of
participants not to be isolated:
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[When people type] “Hello I'm new here”, it's [saying] ‘I want to be part of this
community I don’t want to be isolated.’ … That’s another issue with GreyPath
that people are egalitarian within it and they're not cliques … and we've created
that, that’s created by the ambience of the site and the initial standings and the
attitudes that people pick up and then telegraph to others about what's right and
what's wrong for the site and what we are and what we aren't. [Male, VIC, 7074]

As discussed in Chapter 2, some values can be classified as having scope, that is, they
are either thick (apply in a broader context) or thin (only apply in the current group
being studied). The value of inclusion is both applicable to GreyPath (thin) and to a
wider context, namely the whole of the Australian society (thick). The Australian
Department of Education, Science and Training put out a list of ten values that were
required to be implemented within public school curriculums across the nation from
2004 to 2008 (Curriculum Corporation, 2003). One of those ten was ‘inclusion and
trust.’ Similarly, by reviewing the development of government policies over the past
century, Harris and Williams (2003) showed that social inclusion had become part of
the national identity in Australia. Also mentioned in the quotation above was
‘egalitarianism,’ used here in the sense of promoting inclusion. Like social inclusion,
equality has been a significant value in Australian society going back to its earliest
days. It is now one of the values that immigrants applying for Australian citizenship, are
encouraged to embrace (Immigration Citizenship, 2009).

GreyPath members also expressed their frustrations about feeling isolated because of
location, as for example, through living in remote rural locations. They did not want
others to experience the same frustrations and therefore took deliberate steps to include
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people, and to help them learn what they needed to know in order to participate fully in
GreyPath community activities. In several cases, people interviewed even said that they
had made an effort at their own expense to either telephone other members and talk
them through technology problems, or visited them for the same reason. Two of the
volunteer contributors even made a point of visiting retirement villages and showing
interested people there how they could get involved with GreyPath, because they
themselves had found belonging to GreyPath so personally rewarding, in terms of being
included.

5.2.4 A community that shares information
One of the key things (abstract objects) valued by members of this online community
was that they could share information, particularly information helpful to seniors. The
value of ‘information sharing’ involved seeking information covering a range of topics.
It also concerned finding sources of support. This value was linked to two other values,
keeping current and keeping an active mind, both of which are discussed later in this
chapter under the theme of online social interaction values. However, as Figure 5.1
shows, there is a particularly strong association with the key value discussed next,
namely mutual support.

One reason that this value was as important for participants was that they felt a need to
keep informed. However, in the GreyPath context, this value was also associated with
support:

Just to keep informed and to keep members informed…I suppose it's an
information exchange, but you add that social bit too you know. How are you
feeling? Don’t do too much. Slow down. [Female, NSW, 70-74]
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A lot of … [my information seeking] could be [at] 2 am, 3 am and, … if I ask a
question at that time, I’ll get the answer: “Oh, I noticed you were having a bad
night again” … There's such a wide base of knowledge there that, [if not a direct
answer] you'll get at least two to three sites to go to, to get your answer, and
they've never let me down. … That's paramount to me, the fact that, it's like
knowing if I fall over, there's going to be someone there to bandage me. [Male,
NSW, 70-74]

Participants often looked out for information that might be of interest to other members
they knew as is illustrated in this example:

I have correspondence from people I talk to. We swap DVD discs, and even
novels, books, or anything, and I keep them up to date with … any BBC
programmes that are to do with Australia, and yeah, everyone seems to be
grateful, and the other way around. [Male, OVERSEAS, 75-79]

Two participants did not participate in forums or other GreyPath community activities,
such as chat rooms or blogs. One of these people had no fixed address, but travelled
with her husband up and down the Australian east coast, staying in one house-sit after
another. They sourced their house-sits from GreyPath and regularly checked the site for
new possibilities. As it turned out, this member did not know that there was a social
interaction option on GreyPath (which she would have used), but this is an example of
use of GreyPath for information only.
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Another participant used GreyPath purely as a means to finding information concerning
seniors that might be relevant to him. His main focus was part-time employment, but he
also used the site to keep up-to-date with political matters affecting seniors. He was
aware that there was a community aspect to GreyPath, but chose not to get involved
with that. Nevertheless, he also said that he thought GreyPath was a community, but
because he was part of a local, physical community, did not see the need to get involved
in that aspect of GreyPath. In other words, this is an example of a person who was
interested in sharing information, without being interested in mutual support. That is,
the two values of mutual support and information sharing while closely related for most
participants, were not closely related for everyone.

The close relationship between the value of information sharing and the next one
discussed, providing mutual support, has some support in the literature. Some
community networks are what Arnold (2007, p. 9) described as “instrumental,” in that
they exist for a specific purpose. He described examples of where people might engage
in social relations to find information about fish or fruit, but their interest is in the fish
or fruit, not the other person. He contrasted that with “phatic” communities, which he
compared to people meeting at the local tram-stop. Discussions may be about fish or
fruit, but the communication goes beyond subject matter or informational content. The
socialisation itself is the main point of the exchange. Arnold’s descriptions are, in
effect, a further development of the ideas expressed earlier by Wright (2000a, 2000b)
who researched the use of discussion boards for social support by participants in
SeniorNet. He found that participants valued community, and that this value was
expressed as a combination of informational (instrumental) and emotional (phatic)
support between members. Similarly, a recent study by Pfeil and Zaphiris (2010) also
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distinguished between information sharing and mutual support. They reported that
“members are more connected and closer to each other in the social sub-networks that
are based on emotional communication compared to factual communication” (Pfeil &
Zaphiris, 2010, p. 1). They further argued that “emotional communication is linked to a
stronger inclusiveness compared to factual communication” (Pfeil & Zaphiris, 2010, p.
26). Similarly, for GreyPath participants, it seems the mutual support activities, more so
than the information-sharing activities, build the sense of being part of a community.

5.2.5 A mutually supportive community
As mentioned above, this value was an important contributor to participants’ experience
of a sense of community, and hence, belongs with the theme of online community
values. The key value of ‘mutual support’ can be defined as social exchange that may
include the simple act of information exchange, but goes beyond it. For GreyPath
members this value was about providing support in a variety of ways to each other, and
about relationship building. As seen above, it is linked to both information sharing and
to inclusion. It is also linked with friendship and includes the valuing of chat rooms and
forums, which are frequently the means of developing deeper friendships. Lastly, it is
linked to all three key avoidance values, discussed in Chapter 7.

Several people interviewed said that the chat rooms became most active late at night
and in the very early morning. During those times, GreyPath members from Europe, the
Middle East, Asia, Canada and the USA were active in the chat rooms. These members
appreciated getting news from Australia and also offered help where they could. An
example of chat, as a means of providing support, is seen in the following illustration:
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[In the] chat groups it seemed to me that the same people were coming in and
they knew each other and they knew their nicknames and it was a very friendly
sort of banter thing … and then I found out … there was one [person] from
Montreal and my husband’s got a cousin over there who's an elderly lady and so
I just asked if they would help her and I was delighted that this chap in Montreal
said “Yes, I will go and see this person”. [Female, TAS, 70-74]

Other examples of mutual support were:

Recently I had a problem with a leaking fish tank. I put it up on the Coffee Shop
Forum and also mentioned it on Chat. I received lots of advice and one member
actually contacted his son for advice for me. [Female, VIC, 70-74]

There's emotional support when you need it. … They're just there, it's someone
there. [Female, VIC, 75-79]

These comments express the support given by members of the community to each other,
even across national boundaries. Another example of support was seen in the way that
several members demonstrated a willingness to travel small distances to support fellow
members. The following comment is from one of the administrators of GreyPath:

I've visited a few when they’ve had a bit of a problem … I'll eventually say look
I'll come down and … something’s going wrong. What you're telling me doesn’t
make any sense at all … [sometimes they] say: “Look will you come and talk to
our nursing home?” Then I'll go and do that and then that way I'll meet them and
others. [Male, VIC, 70-74]
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GreyPath members come from many different backgrounds, including from outside of
Australia, yet they share the common experience of retirement, of age-related illnesses,
of the death of life partners and more, because of their common seniority. (Hence, the
overlap between this value and that of belonging to a community of peers.) This type of
support, arising from shared life experiences, was seen in the following example:

We know a few things about each other, and when my wife died a little while
ago, the reaction was terrific, there was really very helpful people, really kind.
[Male, SA, 70-74]

Other studies of online communities, both with seniors (Pfeil, 2007a) and with other age
groups (Preece & Ghozati, 1998, 2001), have similarly shown that, when people have
comparable life experiences, they tend to be very supportive communities.

Such willingness to engage with each other’s challenges is an example of one of two
main types of social capital discussed by Quan-Haase and Wellman (2002). They
claimed that civic engagement, seen in the willingness of people to become involved in
their community, is a form of social capital. The other type, that of social contact, is
seen in various interpersonal communication patterns. Wellman (1997) pointed out that
it is the relationships social network members have with other people, which strongly
affect their social resources (social capital), mobility, happiness, and many other
important things about them. Thus, whenever members mutually support each other, or
help other members overcome challenges they are facing, they are increasing the social
capital available within the GreyPath community.
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What is described here as the value of mutual support has been described in the
literature in terms of empathy. An empathic community is one that provides participants
who have similar life experiences with a place to exchange both informational and
emotional support (Preece & Ghozati, 2001). Preece (1998), in a study of empathic
support in a community of patients with knee injuries, classified 44.8% of messages as
empathic and only 17.4% as concerned with factual information, reinforcing the notion
that while information sharing is important, frequently, the dominant focus is on mutual
support. In Arnold’s (2007) terms, the information sharing value is predominantly
instrumental, whereas the value of mutual support is phatic.

5.2.6 A community that encourages personal contact
The final key value within the theme of online community values was the ‘ability to
contact others personally’. This value revealed that participants strongly endorsed
extending their socialisation with other community members to multiple forms of
interaction. To them it appeared that GreyPath, as a community, encouraged exploring
multiple ways of keeping in touch. Although much of the interaction that took place in
GreyPath was communal, having the ability to also engage with community members in
other ways was important to many participants. The forums were open discussions,
where everyone, even non-members, could ‘listen in.’ Chat rooms permitted both
private and public discussion. However, many GreyPath members also had contact with
each other outside of GreyPath, and hence, there was also a link to the value forum-toface, which is discussed in Chapter 7. This value is also linked to the values of
friendship and mutual support.
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An example of the personal contact, appreciated by members, was that of a participant
who won a GreyPath competition. She wrote (via snail mail) to GreyPath management
and received a written reply as well:

I wrote and thanked them for it, how tickled pink I was to get it and he wrote
back and said “not many people say thanks, that was nice of you” and I thought
oh gee what a nice guy. [Female, WA, 70-74]

GreyPath has an ePals section and several interviewees said they had developed
friendships by making contact with people advertising for an ePal on GreyPath. The
majority of the personal contact resulting from this was via email, with some instances
of physical exchanges of letters, visits, DVDs and more. Through such extensions of
personal contact participants managed to extend online friendships within the
community. One example, which was also used to illustrate the value of information
sharing, was:

I have correspondence from people I talk to. We swap DVD discs, and even
novels, books, or anything, and I keep them up to date with … any BBC
programmes that are to do with Australia, and yeah, everyone seems to be
grateful, and the other way around. [Male, OVERSEAS, 75-79]

During the course of the interviewing, several GreyPath members in South Australia
organised a morning tea get-together. This was one of several similar events that
members had organised. GreyPath also advertises social events and locations on their
site, so that members, local to that area, can physically meet and socialise. Such
activities, in addition to telephone calls, the use of Voice-over-IP (VoIP), snail mail
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exchange, ePals, house-sits and house swaps which inevitably, involve physical
meetings, and other types of visits, all add to the fabric of community building
activities. This supports claims by researchers that online interaction does not isolate
people socially, as some have suggested, but instead, leads to increased social
interaction both online and off-line (Hampton & Wellman, 2003; Wellman, 1997;
Wright, 1999; Xie, 2008a).

In a grounded theory study about the civic engagement of Chinese seniors online, Xie
(2008a) reported three different types of computer-mediated communication (CMC).
She looked at voice-based chat, text-based forums and media-rich instant messaging
(IM). She claimed that earlier critiques of socialisation online concerned text-based
interchanges, that were no longer applicable in the media-rich context of modern
Internet usage, although agreeing that text-based CMC environments reduce, or filter
out, physical and contextual social cues, making it difficult to develop close
relationships online. In her study, close relationships were formed among Chinese
seniors, even in text-based forums, because of the multi-dimensional use of CMC; that
is, users tended to interact in two or more forms of CMC, and therefore went beyond the
limitations of purely text usage.

Similar to Xie (2008a), the key value discussed in this section indicates that such
multidimensional use of CMC was also evident among GreyPath members. Many
members engaged with each other in numerous ways both within GreyPath (chat rooms
and forums) and beyond it (physical meetings, telephone, mail, email, IM and more).
However, there were some members who felt they belonged to the community and had
close relationships, even though their primary, or only interaction, was via one of the
forums, which are all text-based. The latter view finds support in a study by Walther
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(1995), who claimed that intimate online relationships can be formed with text only
CMC, but such relationships take longer to develop than with media-rich CMC. In
Xie’s (2008a) study chat was mostly used for forming new relationships, whilst IM was
preferred for the further development of existing relationships. Similarly, in the few
instances where people mentioned the use of IM, it was to take relationships that had
formed online within GreyPath to a more personal level.

5.2.7 Conclusion of the community theme
The above interview results revealed what participants valued about their online
community. They valued interacting with peers in a way that was similar to how they
used to interact with neighbours. Participants valued being able to exchange information
and supporting each other. They also valued being able to have personal contact with
their online friends and to do so in an inclusive manner, accepting of many points of
view.

Boase and Wellman (2006, p. 716) claimed that “frequent Internet users have neither a
higher nor a lower sense of overall community.” However, the results from this study of
GreyPath users, many of whom were frequent users, dispute their assertion. Table 4.5
shows that 13 of the 30 participants accessed GreyPath daily, a further three accessed
GreyPath more than three times per week, and a further nine participants accessed it at
least, weekly. Therefore, the majority of participants in this study could be classified as
frequent Internet users. However, unlike Boase and Wellman’s assertion, frequent
GreyPath users appeared to have a heightened sense of overall community.

Many participants who engaged in mutual support also engaged in information
exchange, but the reverse was not necessarily true. That is, some people engaging in
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information exchange were not interested in mutual support. In addition, the act of
seeking support did not always involve information exchange although it is likely to
have occurred in a peripheral, incidental way. Table 4.8 shows that information seeking
was one of the two main reasons participants gave for joining GreyPath. However, the
interview data revealed that, whilst information seeking drew people to the portal, it
was the mutual support and community building interaction that predominantly kept
them there. Information sharing remained an important value, but it did not remain the
dominant reason for joining GreyPath.

The emergent value of mutual support also highlighted a distinction made in Chapter 3
about this researcher’s decision to undertake an inductive study. A recent positivist
study of 222 Australian seniors which investigated how the Internet affects social
capital and wellbeing, reported that most participants used the Internet for four
purposes. These were for communication, information seeking, commercial or
entertainment purposes (Sum et al., 2008, p. 209). However, they employed a survey
instrument in which the questions, and hence, the variables of interest, were
predetermined. Mutual support, although arguably an important consideration for a
study into the wellbeing of seniors, was not considered by the researchers and
consequently, was not a survey choice for their respondents. In Chapter 3 it was argued
that, because very little research had been conducted with seniors, variable choices were
difficult to make. This study not only informs HCI design, but also reveals new
categories of investigation for researchers in various fields, such as those in the
positivist study, above. Were such a study repeated in the future, and mutual support
included as a consideration, then the most common responses might not be the same as
the four they discovered.
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The findings from the present study revealed that online community was both a
personal and social construct for participants. Twenty-eight of the thirty participants
viewed GreyPath as a community. One viewed community as requiring face-to-face
physical meetings, and the other only used GreyPath as a means to an end, in her case
finding house sitting opportunities. The former expressed the belief that she felt very
much a part of GreyPath, but that for her, community had to do with face-to-face
contact. The latter, did not view GreyPath as a community in the way that another
online community was; it became apparent during the interview that she was unaware
of the community involvement opportunities GreyPath offered. All other people
interviewed saw GreyPath as a community, with the six key values detailed above seen
as the things (or abstract objects) they most valued about the GreyPath online
community. Of those six, belonging to a community of peers was the most important
value. For the majority of participants, the construct of GreyPath as a community is
demonstrated in the many expressions of support, encouragement and neighbourliness
that take place within the site.

The close relationship between all six values is best seen in the example of the overseas
member who had a disability that meant he was house-bound. He valued
neighbourhood, but a neighbourhood of peers, and felt included, despite his disabilities.
He exchanged information such as news and DVDs, not just for information’s sake, but
also for mutual support. He had personal contact with members, including physical
visits. The latter actions also demonstrated inclusion, in that those members who
travelled overseas willingly included a visit to him in their itinerary.

Interestingly, other studies of seniors using technology (not just online communities)
have demonstrated “that older people show a higher perceived well-being when they
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have more social interactions” (Pfeil, 2007a, p. 4). Similarly, other studies have shown
that the social capital available to seniors through participation in online communities
was viewed a significant aid to coping with old age and its attendant limitations (Pfeil et
al., 2009; Stone, 2003; Sum et al., 2008; Xie, 2008a). The descriptions above of the
perceived benefits derived by GreyPath members from community participation lend
further support to such findings.

As stated above, two of the six themes arising from the interview data directly help to
answer the overall research question. One was the theme online community values. The
other was the theme online social interaction values.

5.3 Theme: Online social interaction values
Values in the online social interaction values theme, whilst arising from the context of
the GreyPath community, were not exclusive to it. Rather, these were values that
applied to many types of online social interaction. This theme was about what made the
online social interaction attractive to GreyPath members. There are many examples in
the literature that demonstrate that people who engage in one type of community
experience, will frequently also engage in multiple related activities, involving other
communities or similar types of technology (Boase & Wellman, 2006; Garton et al.,
1999; Hampton & Wellman, 2003; Wellman, 2001a; Wellman & Leighton, 1979; Xie,
2007, 2008a). It is not surprising, therefore, that a theme that arose from this study
concerned the many abstract objects that GreyPath members valued about their online
social interaction. While often arising from their GreyPath experiences, they were not
always unique to that online setting.
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Although there were more values under this theme than for any of the others, not all of
them were determined to be key values, following the criteria presented in Chapter 4.
Those that were deemed key values are detailed in the sub-sections below, and include:
anonymity, contributing, friendship, keeping an active mind, keeping current, online
communication, and presence. Those other values that were important enough to be
recorded as part of this theme, but not determined to be key values were: ‘convenience’,
‘ease of access’, ‘efficient communication’ and ‘worldwide access’. Convenience was a
value that was particularly expressed by members who found it difficult to sleep
through the night. They appreciated the convenience of being able to use GreyPath
throughout the night, when normal etiquette would not allow phone calls to be made.
They could also respond to postings, and at other times, chat with people in different
time zones. Ease of access was valued in that members said they could get online
immediately. The chief administrator said that he valued this because it enabled him to
easily access people he wanted to contact, by effectively intruding into their homes in a
way that social norms would not normally permit. Efficient communication was valued
because it was seen as quick, efficient, and devoid of many of the social niceties
required in physical face-to-face interaction.

The value worldwide access went beyond access to information to the ability to
socialise online, from a home setting, with people in different parts of the world.
Members said that the global reach that the technology facilitated was important to
them. Some expressed the thought that it was their means of travel. When their own
health prevented them from travelling, they could find out about foreign destinations
through GreyPath members travelling abroad. This desire to interact with the world was
also reflected in several of the key values discussed below, most notably with the value
keeping current.
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Figure 5.2 Online social interaction values

Worldwide access

Contributing
Anonymity
Friendship
Online communication

Keeping current
Presence
Keeping an active mind

Ease of access

Convenience

Actions

Efficient communication

Key Abstract Objects

In Chapter 2 values were defined as things or objects that are important to an individual
or a group, including abstract objects such as actions. Figure 5.2 shows the key values
for the online social interaction values theme inside the box, with the other values
associated with the theme shown outside the box. Some of the values that were
particularly important to participants were actions, and these are contained within the
broken lines. Those values shown outside the box were not determined to be key values,
but were nonetheless, important to participants.

As mentioned previously, the HCI values literature does not distinguish between
intrinsic and extrinsic values, and therefore, extrinsic (instrumental/means) values
discovered through the present study are also described as values. In the main, such
values are discussed in Chapters 7 and 8; however, several of the values discussed in the
present theme could also be classed as extrinsic because they help achieve end values,
as opposed to being (intrinsic/end) values in, and of, themselves. This is particularly
true for the values shown outside the box in Figure 5.2, but also for some of the key
values within the box.
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5.3.1 Anonymity
One abstract object that participants valued about their online social interaction, was
their ability to interact anonymously. The value of ‘anonymity’ was about controlling
one’s exposure. It enabled people to ask questions which others might perceive as
‘silly,’ without loss of face. This value was linked with the opportunity to remain
anonymous while making contributions, keeping current with GreyPath and world
events, and several other values in this theme, as will become evident through the
examples below.

One reason anonymity was important to participants was that others could not judge
them by their appearance. This is seen in the examples below:

I think why I like that is because people then don’t judge you or me for the way
I look, or the way I don’t look or the expressions, or attitude, I suppose. That
I’m not being judged in that respect. [Female, MOVE, 65-69]

At times you're able to be anonymous … It's a bit like sort of wearing a mask.
It's surprising what people will do behind a mask, and the Internet can act as that
buffer protecting you from exposure. [Female, NSW, 70-74]

I just want to be anonymous online. [Female, WA, 70-74]

Well you are anonymous. I mean, you can say what you like about politics, or
any social issues, and you feel you're contributing, without having to stand up in
front of people and say it. [Female, VIC, 75-79]
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Another reason this value was important was that anonymity avoided loss of face in
potentially embarrassing situations:

This is what I like … I ask a silly question, is an anonymity … So to me it’s safe
in that way, what I’m asking is safe. And if it’s a silly question, they’ll probably
tell me, but you know, not a loss of face … I don’t have to give away too much
personal details. [Female, MOVE, 55-59]

Nevertheless there was some dissonance about this issue as the following quotation
shows:

There is the anonymity aspect that I don’t like, because people can make out
whoever they want to be. They can make themselves, or present themselves as
someone they're not. [Male, QLD, 65-69]

GreyPathians are not alone in wanting to interact socially online anonymously. In a
survey of 375 MSN bulletin board communities, with 1,188 responses, more than 15%
of participants claimed they wanted to remain anonymous (Preece, Nonnecke, &
Andrews, 2004). Similarly, a study of social support communities involving seniors
showed that the ability to engage anonymously “greatly influences the exchange of
social support, as people feel safer to disclose personal information when they do not
have to show their identity” (Pfeil, 2010, p. 15).

5.3.2 Contributing
One of the key observed values ‘enriching each others’ lives,’ also emerged from the
analysis of the interview data as an important part of online social interaction. However,
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whilst many members expressed this value in various ways, it was clearly apparent that
they saw it as a way of contributing, or giving back, to their community (GreyPath), and
society in general. They valued being able to make useful, meaningful contributions to
the lives of others, inputs that enriched those other people’s lives. This value was linked
to the values of friendship, anonymity, keeping an active mind, showing respect, trust,
freedom of expression, and cost.

One reason participants valued contributing was that it enabled them to feel that they
were not simply passively receiving from GreyPath, but that they were also
reciprocating and helping others. This is illustrated in the following examples:

It's important to me because, you get more out of sharing and it's not a one-way
street, give and receive … I think enriching other peoples lives, comes in sort of
pretty high. [Female, NSW, 70-74]

I've noticed that somebody was chasing a Mah Jong [set] … Somebody was
asking about their family tree the other day … I was able to contribute a little
bit. [Male, VIC, 65-69]

Some participants derived a sense of purpose by contributing to others. Thus, this value
was important because it helped give meaning to their lives:

I’ll turn on my computer in the morning and I’ll just start to laugh, and my
husband will say “What are you laughing at?” and I will [say:] “It's from
someone who sent it to me from GreyPath.” … You can have your say, and you
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feel you're contributing. This is the thing, like it gives, to me, it's giving purpose
to my life. [Female, VIC, 75-79]

For some GreyPathians answering other people’s online questions, or passing jokes
around, was not enough. To contribute in a meaningful way, they volunteered their
services:

[The administrator] was looking for people to volunteer and do a bit of proof
reading … It makes life more interesting … You have to do something, you
can’t just sit there and say, I want to be a part of it. You have to actually work,
put some work in and – yeah, contribute. [Female, MOVE, 55-59]

Others expressed the view that they could give back to the wider society, by
contributing the skills they had developed through their GreyPath social interaction:

My voluntary bit is going to the local Senior Citizens on Thursday afternoons
and supervising the computer room there. People come in and check their emails
and they need someone with a bit of experience there to help them out of strife,
when they can’t do anything, or give them some advice. [Female, WA, 70-74]

Similarly some participants claimed that they derived pleasure from knowing that their
contributions helped others. Examples include:

There are some people who depend on GreyPath and other sites for all their
social interaction and yes, it pleases me to think that I can be part of them
getting some interaction. [Female, VIC, 75-79]
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I get satisfaction and gratification out of being able to help others, without
asking them to pay money for it. [Male, QLD, 65-69]

As would be expected, contributing is also a key value for volunteer contributors. The
following example was from GreyPath’s current expert computer advisor. It showed
that aside from the value found in contributing to the lives of others, she benefited from
the company that resulted:

I live alone, so it’s company … I’m generally on the computer at night …
answering my help things, or thinking about a blog. I don’t like the blog so
much. It is company and it gives me direction and I’ve got a strong sort of
volunteering streak in me, so I feel I’m helping people … making contribution
to society. [Female, NSW, 65-69]

The chief administrator also valued making a contribution, as the following three
comments indicated:

All you can do in the end is make the world a better place for your passing. …
For that reason, yes, it's very important to me to enrich the quality of other
seniors’ lives as an individual. [Male, VIC, 70-74]

He also made the point that society as a whole undervalues the contributions that can be
made by seniors:
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A guy’s just written me an article … he's 82 and you talk to him on the phone
and you think he's 26, full of punch, and power, and everything. With what he's
doing and we're all contributing, those who are capable of contributing and
healthy and intelligent … There's a new age of contribution society hasn’t
picked up on yet, new under-utilisation of the age resource. [Male, VIC, 70-74]

Aside from personally wanting to contribute and wanting society to recognise the
contributions that seniors can make, the chief administrator also gave an insight into
why he encouraged seniors in GreyPath to volunteer to the GreyPath community:

If I can just get people engaged, hopefully they’ll feel part of the community and
talk with each other. That’s crucially important and that leads to enriching each
other’s lives. … People can talk with each other and interact and feel part of a
community and go there and know they’ve got somebody to talk to in a coffee
shop or something; and they do make each other feel good. [Male, VIC, 70-74]

This finding that seniors valued being able to make contributions to others has some
support in the literature. Wright (2000a, 2000b), in his review of the use of SeniorNet
discussion boards for social support, found that giving advice based on one’s own
experiences was a major use made of the discussion boards.

This valuing of helping others may also be indicative of a wider cultural (thick) value.
A television broadcast that involved a large number of participants, drawn from a wide
cross-section of the Australian community, listed helping other people out (Brockie,
2006) as one of the main values endorsed within Australian culture. That is, the value
placed on helping each other in the GreyPath community may reflect a more widely
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held cultural and community value. From a design viewpoint, the findings concerning
this value of contributing appear to indicate that the simple expedient of permitting the
communication process to go both ways, such as through a Wiki or a forum, will
engage members more effectively than the one-way dissemination of information.

As previously mentioned, GreyPath operates through the work of its management and
the support of 35 volunteers who are responsible for looking after various activities and
functions of the site. However, the voluntary contributions, discussed as part of this
value, are common in GreyPath and are not restricted to the efforts of the 35 volunteer
contributors. Such voluntary contributions to the community are examples of one of the
seven attributes that characterise network capital, a particular type of social capital
discussed by Acevedo (2007, p. 2), as noted in Chapter 2.

5.3.3 Friendship
Within the theme online social interaction values, it not surprising to find that
‘friendship’ was a key value. One of the key observed values was ‘friendship and
avoiding loneliness’. However, the interview data suggested that these were best viewed
as two separate values. Many of the interviewees saw these as two values tied together,
while others separated them. Several commented that they were alone, but not lonely.
Therefore, while the interview data showed that both were important to this study, they
were separated into two distinct values, with friendship being discussed here, and
loneliness discussed as part of the theme of avoidance values in Chapter 7. Some links
between friendship and other key values have already been discussed, including links to
mutual support, belonging to a community of peers, and contributing. Other links
include those to the main means of achieving friendship within GreyPath, namely
online communication, forum-to-face, and chat and forums. Friendship was also closely
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associated with the values of trust and respect. For participants, friendship in this online
setting was not necessarily the same as friendship in other settings; this was because the
online environment enabled them to exercise control over the extent of the friendship in
ways that were often not possible in other settings. Friendship in the online context
involved social contact and, getting to know others and something about their lives,
such as information about their families. However, whilst some participants sought
intimacy or depth of friendship, others placed a value on a certain amount of distance,
so that in the online environment they could keep friendships from becoming too
intimate or deep:

We have online friends and we have actual friends and I think it's all the same. I
think they are equally valuable whether they're actual friends or virtual friends.
[Female, TAS, 70-74]

I'm just looking for company, that's really all it is … I had a serious illness and
then I developed arthritis and my husband died in 2006 and that all has changed
my life. I gave up a lot of things I normally would do, like volunteering and I
sometimes don’t have the energy to go out and you know, do new things. So I
suppose I rely a lot on online friends. [Female, WA, 70-74]

I like people, I like talking to people, I like meeting people, and one does just
that on GreyPath. And occasionally, through mutual interests you get a little
closer to some than others. [Male, VIC, 75-79]
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There's always someone there to talk to … I made a few friends via email
[GreyPath] ePals, some very good … In fact one of the ePals came and visited
me … So you can make some good friends on there … I've become close to
probably four or five actual proper members. [Female, VIC, 75-79]

The same person, at another point, illustrated the control aspect of online friendship that
was important to several participants:

You have that friendship when you want it, do you know what I mean, without
encroaching on each other’s lives … You can make a friend and the next thing
they're on your doorstep every bloody, every day, or something like that. But
this here, you've got those friends there without encroaching on their lives and,
but, if you want, if they want to open up, you can open up. If you want to open
up, if you don’t want to, you don’t have to. [Female, VIC, 75-79]

From the example above, it can be seen that an advantage members experience with
online friendships, is that there appears to be a greater degree of control over the
relationship. Just how personal the relationship becomes, or how much it intrudes into a
person’s daily life, is under the control of that person. It is friendship when you want it.
The control involved means that the friendship can be as deep, or not, as desired.
Similarly, the person below described her online friendships as ‘corresponding’
friendships:

I have made friends with a couple of people on the forum, one lives in Victoria
and one lives up in Darwin. … We’re only sort of corresponding friends,
because we have pretty much the same views on things. [Female, QLD, 80-84]
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Other associations with online friendship were ‘acceptance’ and being ‘considered’ by
others. The latter view was expressed in similar ways by several participants. One
informant stated that he had found out that a female member was about to go into
hospital. When several days passed, and no postings had been made about her, he
discovered that several other members had posted up queries asking after her. Similarly,
the example below shows how a member appreciated the concern of others for him:

The fact that I'm accepted as a member, and a friend, yeah. … Being accepted as
a friend, if I don’t post for a few weeks, someone will post a message “What's
happened to [his name]? Where are you?” So people are watching all the time.
… To be considered like that, that someone's taken an interest in where you are,
and what's happening with you, that yeah, that means a bit. [Male, NSW, 70-74]

In the observation phase, it was observed that friendship and companionship were
frequently linked. This was apparent in the interview data too, as is illustrated next:

Particularly after illness, and arthritis and goodness knows what, it's
companionship I suppose, and I'm always looking for something, intellectual
exchange. [Female, WA, 70-74]

Another meaning associated with online friendship was the sharing of special moments.
One participant [Female, NSW, 70-74] recounted a story posted in a forum about
another member’s experience of a school concert. The attendee at the school concert
said she just had to share the experience with someone and had no one but her online
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friends to do it with. The participant relating this story was quite touched by that forum
posting.

Another association was that of friendship with the value ‘worldwide access:’

Meeting new people I suppose, from all over the world. … The majority of
people are very caring and supportive. … The learning I think about other
peoples lifestyles and where they live and countries they live in and their
lifestyles and that sort of thing and their families. … I've met [people online
from other countries] … and sent them presents for their children and this type
of thing. [Male, VIC, 65-69]

Still another association was with the values of trust and respect, which are detailed in
the next chapter, as for example, in the following quotation:

If you have trust and respect then you already have the friendship. … They’ll
respect if you're going to say something that might let them know that you're
depressed or something like that, they will listen to that. [Female, VIC, 60-64]

As is seen above, interpretations of online friendships vary. Control of the relationship
is one aspect that is particularly valued. Some participants appeared to value not having
the friendship develop into a deeper one. One person made a comment on this and then
reflected on their experiences overseas, suggesting that this might be an Australian
cultural attitude; mateship is fine, but Australians shy away from deep relationships.
Whether that is, or is not, the case is beyond the scope of this investigation, although it
is a possible avenue for further research. That is, do seniors from other cultural
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backgrounds express similar reservations about forming deep attachments with online
friends?

The examples above of “I like meeting people”, “just looking for company” and
“there’s always someone there to talk to,” reflect the idea that GreyPath members are
quite willing to engage socially with people who are new to them. This is contrary to
the finding by Lindley, Harper and Sellen (2008, p. 84) whose research showed that
“older people are most motivated to sustain close relationships that are emotionally
meaningful, rather than to forge new friendships.” The study of GreyPath participants
validated the former finding, but comments from the GreyPath members above indicate
that the latter finding does not universally apply to seniors as Lindley, Harper and
Sellen claimed. Their study involved a particular group of UK seniors, and perhaps
more caution regarding generalisations should have been applied.

5.3.4 Keeping an active mind
Several participants expressed the view that one benefit of online social interaction was
that it helped them to keep an active mind. This reflected what appeared to be a widely
held belief amongst GreyPath members, namely, that by keeping their minds active they
could stave off age-related cognitive problems, or possibly avoid getting them
altogether. This value was linked to the previously discussed values of information
sharing, contributing, and of belonging to a community of peers. It was also linked to
the values of keeping current, chat and forums, content of interest, variety, and the
availability of experts.

‘Keeping an active mind’ was important to participants because several spoke of getting
trapped in a routine of doing little in retirement except when the grandchildren were
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present. This value therefore expressed their desire to overcome the boredom of their
daily routines:

When you get older it’d be very easy to settle into the stage of you sit in your
home and you read a book, and you say g’day to the grandkids. … I think
[online social interaction] keeps the mind active. At my age, you get the feeling
that if you don’t do something, you’re going to just turn into a vegetable. And I
think it’s got a value there. [Male, SA, 70-74]

The same person was also one of the volunteer bloggers on GreyPath. In relation to that
blog he claimed:

There’s a lot of elderly people around the world, who don’t have much
stimulation, mental stimulation. … I don’t care … whether people agreed with
me or not, but if you can get people to express an opinion and think about
subjects, I think it’s a worthwhile effort. [Male, SA, 70-74]

A similar thought is expressed in the comment below. This participant used the
expression ‘diversional therapy’ to describe this value. Keeping the mind active through
participating in GreyPath community activities and by learning new things, such as
through the GreyPath Lyceum, was a way of diverting seniors from their daily routines.
He saw this as part of his role as the volunteer manager of the special interest group on
science:

As far as I'm concerned what we’re doing is to a certain extent diversional
therapy. … When you have people who are getting really elderly … you have to
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give them something to think about … so they don’t go completely gaga. … If
people are kept alive and thinking well, then, they're going to live much richer
lives. [Male, NSW, 60-64]

This value also involved an association with people’s common fears. One fear was the
fear of losing of mental function or a loss of skills previously developed, seen in the
first quotation below:

I do like contributing. And it gives me, if you want to say a purpose in life. That
sounds a bit dramatic. I’ve got lots of things to do, but it is, it’s just another
outlet, I guess. And I don’t like to think of throwing away skills, and you know,
and not using them. [Female, NSW, 65-69]

A second fear, more commonly associated with this value was, the fear of disease, as
indicated below. It should be noted that the GreyPath member was reflecting on his
involvement with another Australian online community for seniors, called SilverPeers:

If you don’t keep your brain active, you know, you might find out that later
down the track you’ll finish up with Alzheimer’s or some dementia problem. So
what we do is we play a lot of games on our forum, which involve word games,
where we build sentences, or even, we build limericks and we do poetry and
continue stories … and they're all games that you really have to think about.
[Male, QLD, 65-69]

The next quotation demonstrates that not only did seniors themselves have this fear of
loss of mental function, but so did their family members:
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It was my son who made me learn the computer, as soon as I left work. He
bought the computer, stuck it in my room, and he said: “Now learn how to use
it, because I don’t want your brain muddled.” So, I just taught myself, mostly
through emails and the girls telling me – you know, you do so and so. [Female,
NT, 75-79]

In another instance, an interviewee said that he frequently had to re-install software on
his computer, as well as install new software, and that this was a good thing. He
reasoned that it kept him from getting complacent and that he was forced to think about
technical issues that otherwise, he would not think about at all. He was firmly of the
view that this helped to keep him mentally alert and maintain his cognitive abilities.

There is some support for the above-mentioned views about stimulating the mind
through social interaction in the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. For example, the
lifespan theory of selection, optimisation and compensation (SOC) reflects this view,
particularly in relation to its insights into the cognitive limitations that can come with
increasing age. Figure 2.1 also indicates that there is some support in the SOC literature
for the views expressed by participants in the present study, that their online social
interaction helps them to stay mentally alert; that is, it helps to maintain at least their
pragmatic cognitive abilities. As seen in Chapter 2, some studies, such as for example
Sum et al. (2008), have shown a link between continuing social interaction and good
mental health for seniors as well as the converse, namely that seniors who are isolated
from social interaction are more likely to suffer a range of health problems, including
mental health.
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5.3.5 Keeping current
Related to keeping an active mind within the online social interaction cluster, was the
key value ‘keeping current’. Both of these values could be seen as extrinsic values, in
that they are described by participants as being valued because they lead to other
benefits for participants. The focus for this value was not on finding particular content
or information. In discussing this point, participants frequently had no particular content
in mind at all. Keeping current was similar to reading a newspaper or watching news on
television; however, participants saw themselves as keeping current through watching
the social interactions that take place within GreyPath. For some participants, it was
about keeping current with world events, while for others, it was about keeping current
with their community, that is, with what was going on within GreyPath. For the latter
group, this value was related to another value discussed below, called presence. They
were present in their community, and the value of keeping current was instrumental in
enabling them to keep up with what was going on within the community. They desired
to know what was going on, who had gone into, or come out of hospital, what the editor
was saying about some issues, what had been added to their favourite blog, who was in
the chat room and what were they discussing. Furthermore, as seen in earlier discussion,
this value was linked to the values of information sharing, anonymity, and chat and
forums.

One reason participants considered this value to be important was that they valued
being informed about the world at large and the happenings within GreyPath in
particular. The examples below illustrate this point:

If I read The Age [a Melbourne newspaper], I usually look for some of my
favourite people, what they're writing about. So, similarly, with GreyPath I
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suppose looking at those areas … If I have a lot of time I'll read The Age from
front to back. Similarly, with GreyPath, if I've got a lot of time I'll look at more
parts of the site. [Male, VIC, 55-59]

The ability to get on whenever I want to and just read the messages. I don’t have
to wait for an email to come through, if I want to see what's going on. … I want
to see what's in the community and I can just walk in the computer and flip over
and read any messages that come through. [Male, SA, 65-69]

You enjoy calling it up and seeing what’s going on. [Male, VIC, 75-79]

Keeping current for some members had to do with finding out what was important for
other seniors, and perhaps, ought, therefore, be important for themselves. For others, it
was a way of finding out how other seniors were reflecting on current world events and
of finding out what was happening in the world, in a way that other sites or avenues
could not provide:

I like to know what other people think, and what, you know, goes on in the rest
of the world. I mean, in Darwin we’re pretty isolated. We don’t hear that much.
[Female, NT, 75-79]

I, you know, watch television and read newspapers and some of the subjects that
sometimes come up are repeated [on GreyPath], different views on the thing. …
Seeing … the ways different people think about subjects that you've seen sort of
thing. [Male, VIC, 80-84]
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The same person also stated:

Sometimes I’ll pick something up from GreyPath that I haven't seen somewhere
else. So it has a value in terms of increasing your knowledge of what's going on
in the world. [Male, VIC, 80-84]

As was seen in response to the demographic questionnaire, participants had various
purposes for accessing GreyPath (see Table 4.8). The two main ones were seeking
information and seeking conversation. This is reflected in the value of keeping current.
Participants wanted to keep current with news and world events (information), but they
also wanted to keep current with the happenings within the GreyPath community
(which could involve conversation, that is, social interaction).

5.3.6 Online communication
Another aspect of the theme, online social interaction values, was that ‘online
communication’ was valued over, and above, other forms of communication. This value
arose predominantly from two questions in the section of the interview schedule on
social interaction. The questions asked participants to compare their online social
interaction with their offline social interaction, and decide whether there were aspects of
their offline social interaction that they would like to be able to engage in within
GreyPath. In addition, in other parts of the interview participants sometimes brought up
aspects of their social interaction, that best fitted this value. Online communication was
defined as a form of communication that bridged the generational divide: it was a way
of demonstrating tolerance for the views of others, as well as being about efficient
communication and having the ability to exercise control over the communication
process. This value was linked to the previously discussed values of anonymity and
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friendship, as well as to the values of chat and forums, and visual images, discussed in
Chapters 7 and 8 respectively. Unlike chat and forums which were valued for being
specific agents of social interaction, the value online communication did not refer to any
particular technology. Instead, the focus was on how various forms of online
communication were the means to multiple social interaction ends, that were highly
desirable to participants.

One reason that this value was important to participants was that it facilitated social
networking, including with younger people:

Intergenerational … Our use of technology is a marvellous bridge to the younger
generation. [Female, NSW, 70-74]

I really believe that, as far as social networking is concerned, [online interaction]
is unbeatable, but it has, it lacks the personal contact. … The change of ideas,
the sincerity, the communication, the relationship building, these are all aspects I
value very highly. [Male, QLD, 65-69]

One participant said that, to her, there was no difference between online and offline
social interaction. She claimed: “I just am me” [Female, VIC, 60-64]. She declared that
she interacted the same way, regardless of whether that interaction was online or
offline. This showed that, for some people, there was no perceived difference between
online and offline social interaction. Others saw a significant difference. But regardless
of which side of the argument people supported, online communication was highly
valued.
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Another reason some members viewed this as an important value was that it gave them
a measure of control:

I’m sort of an antisocial person in the respect that I like my own space.
Therefore I don’t like people sort of arriving on me, or I don’t like visiting
people as such, all the time. So therefore, online I can communicate with people
when I want to, and on my terms. [Female, MOVE, 65-69]

Related to some of the views above regarding the friendship value, several GreyPath
members expressed a reticence about being too familiar with people, be it online or
offline. They particularly valued online communication because it enabled them to be
more reserved; it enabled them to control their level of familiarity with those with
whom they were engaging socially.

There isn’t the same level of commitment … It’s much easier to stay a bit
reserved … It would be harder for me to bare my soul on the net, I suppose. But
you don’t have to commit yourself so much. [Male, SA, 70-74]

Another distinction that teases out the meanings associated with this value, is that of
‘relating’ as opposed to forming deep relationships:

You're anonymous to the extent that they don’t know who you are. ... I would
not walk up to a lady on a regular basis and get into a conversation, on a
personal face-to-face, no way. I don’t think my wife would like it, and I don’t
think it's right. But on the net, it seems to be different. They're just an address
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that you can talk to. And we don’t talk, there's nothing personal, we relate.
[Male, NSW, 70-74]

The chief administrator also valued online communication over other forms of
communication:

Online you’ve got to look at the sentence and make sure it makes sense so you
get the message through more correctly. You get it through more efficiently
because there's a lot less garbage around it and … you can send it to one person
or a hundred people and it can be reasonably personal to all of them. [Male,
VIC, 70-74]

Another comment from the administrator about this value was:

It's mind to mind. It doesn’t matter in any absolute sense whether it's through a
box [a computer] or it's through vibrations in the air [talking]. … I think it's an
absolutely incredible medium for people’s well being, if they know how to use
it. [Male, VIC, 70-74]

For some, online communication was valued because it provided a certain freedom in
ways other than those discussed above, that offline interaction did not. Some described
it as a less threatening environment in which to engage in social interaction, because of
the greater privacy it enabled, as the following example illustrates. The participant had
age-related disabilities and said she was not interested in webcam or audio interaction,
because either would reveal her disabilities, whilst text-based interaction enabled her to
hide the truth about herself. She did not tell lies; she merely did not discuss her
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disabilities, so that it appeared to everyone else, with whom she interacted, that she was
not incapacitated.

You can pick anything you want to be, you can lie through the you know. I don’t
do it; there's no need to. But you can, and it gives you a sense of freedom,
because you don’t have to be anything. They're not looking at you. ... It's safe
and it's non-threatening and it's easy. [Female, VIC, 60-64]

Lastly, a few people associated online communication with tolerance, as is seen in the
example below:

Some people can’t spell or they’re grammatically incorrect, or they’re typing so
fast, you wouldn’t know what the cause of it was. You know, learning the
language or never learnt to, never had a good education, what have you. So
tolerance of other people’s, this type of thing, errors and what they say. [Female,
NSW, 70-74]

While tolerance here is part of the key value of online communication, it is also a value
in itself. That it should appear in this study is not surprising given it is arguably an
Australian (thick) cultural value. Tolerance has been put on the list of citizenship values
(Immigration Citizenship, 2009) and in a list of values to be taught in Australian
schools (Curriculum Corporation, 2003). The preference too, of some participants for
text-based online communication, due to age-related disabilities, has some support in
the literature. Similar results have been found in studies of people with disabilities (not
necessarily age-related) and Internet use; it is also the case that people with disabilities
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can alter their identities online, because there are no visual cues (Pfeil & Zaphiris,
2009).

Finally, the above examples showing that some participants linked control with the
asynchronous nature of online communication, typified in comments such as “when I
want to”, also finds some support in the literature. Acevedo (2007) described, as one of
the seven attributes of network capital, that of asynchronous communication. He
proposed that network capital benefits from this attribute because it creates greater
flexibility for human nodes on the network. Similarly, several participants said that they
would wake at various times of the night, go online, read postings, and in some
instances, contribute to them. This asynchronous characteristic of online
communication was seen to help GreyPath members derive greater value from their
social interaction.

5.3.7 Presence
The final value within the online social interaction values theme is that of ‘presence’. In
one sense, it represents the antithesis of what the theme is about, in that it appears to
value non-participation. However, that is not the case, as it is about being present and
feeling involved without participating. It is linked to anonymity, in that it is possible to
be present without one’s presence being noticed by others. It is also linked to keeping
current, in that it is possible to keep current with what is happening within GreyPath,
without actively taking part in those activities. It is also linked to belonging to a
community of peers, in that, even when they felt they had nothing to contribute,
participants still wanted to be present in their community.
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Of all the 29 key values discussed in these findings chapters, this value is the only one
that is an exception to the three-part discussion structure. The reason is that, for this
value, it is necessary to bring the literature into the discussion earlier.

In the literature what is referred to as presence in the present study is often referred to as
‘lurking’ (Preece, 2000; Preece, Rogers, & Sharp, 2002; Schneiderman & Plaisant,
2004). One definition of a lurker is a member who has not posted to the community in
the previous three months (Nonnecke & Preece, 2000). Such a long period of lurking did
not occur with many GreyPathians. Although some of the participants might refrain
from posting for a period of weeks, only a few did so for longer periods. One
interviewee lurked for over one year, and one interviewee mentioned someone known
to them who had lurked even longer:

One girl [younger senior] came along to one of our so called luncheons and she
had never made a posting. And we'd never heard or seen from her since then and
that was 2 years ago. And yet she knew all about us. She just stayed in the
background, but she wanted to come along to the luncheon. [Male, SA, 65-69]

Preece and Nonnecke (2001) claimed that lurking is a valuable activity for people who
do it in order to get to know a community. Similarly, the younger senior who attended
the physical meeting in South Australia, was someone who was a lurker in order to get
to know the community. Clearly she had developed a sense of belonging, enough to join
in a physical meeting.

In GreyPath, participants often lurked by simply 'being present' for a while, but then
tended to interact at some point. The informant above, only contributed something to
Page 228 of 366

GreyPath about once a week himself, yet was online in GreyPath almost daily. This
man lurked in order to keep current with the happenings in the GreyPath community.

In addition to the desire to keep current, other reasons for lurking have emerged from
the literature. Apart from conducting their own study, Nonnecke and Preece (2001)
reviewed earlier research, and claimed that the notion of ‘selfishness’ was often
attributed to lurkers. However, rather than just getting a ‘free-ride,’ they found that, for
most lurkers, there were many other reasons, including altruistic ones. In one survey of
375 MSN bulletin board communities, 1,188 responses were received, included 219
responses from lurkers (Preece et al., 2004). Lurkers were defined as people who never
posted in the community to which they belonged. That study found that the most
important reasons for lurking were “not needing to post; needing to find out more about
the group before participating; thinking that they were being helpful by not posting; not
being able to make the software work (i.e., poor usability); and not liking the group
dynamics or the community was a poor fit for them” (Preece et al., 2004, p. 201). None
of these reasons for lurking were reflected in GreyPath participants’ reasons for valuing
presence.

There have been various studies about the number of active online participants versus
the total number of participants, with active members being described as being at the
‘tip of the iceberg’. That is, that active members are in the minority. The majority of
participants do not engage actively, but silently lurk in the background, observing,
reading, thinking, but not taking an active role, or at least not very often. Preece,
Nonnecke and Andrews (2004) claimed that the extent of lurking varies from one
community to another, with some having no lurkers and others having 99%, that is,
nearly the entire community consists of lurkers. They cited various studies where the
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numbers ranged from 45.5% in a health support community, to 82% for a software
support community, to several unspecified online communities where lurkers made up
over 90% of participants. Since, in the study reported here, lurkers were not investigated
per se, it is not possible to draw conclusions about the extent of lurking.

One of the results of the demographic questionnaire was that of the frequency of access
(see Table 4.5). That table does not differentiate between lurkers and active
contributors. However, it shows that the majority of interviewees accessed GreyPath
daily, or at least multiple times, each week. It can be deduced from such results that
even those participants who value being present without contributing, are present
frequently. These examples of the key value of presence, show it to be a valid activity
and one that should be effectively supported by designers.

Although presence can be examined in relation to the concept of ‘lurking’,
GreyPathians also brought other interpretations. Participants associated presence with
concepts such as that of their community always being there for them, of the
consistency of community availability and, of how being able to access GreyPath
represented a type of backup system, all of which enabled them to be present in a nonthreatening environment:

It's just always there, it's consistent … in that non-threatening manner, which is
the most important thing about it. … You are not forced to interact, you can just
read, look, discover, your choice, you're in control in other words. … It's always
there, because that covers being a safety valve as well. [Female, VIC, 60-64]
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Knowing there are other people who use [GreyPath], who are accessible via the
Internet I suppose, and being there as something to fall back on, which may
sound selfish or not, but I think we all need backup systems. [Male, VIC, 55-59]

[GreyPath] is addictive, recently we had a 24 hours downtime due to a computer
glitch, I really missed it. [Female, VIC, 70-74]

The last example was from a person who did not often participate actively. What she
‘missed’ was being present online in the community.

Another reason that presence was important to participants was that it gave them the
ability to be invisible, which also links this value to that of anonymity:

I’ve wanted to stay sitting behind my desk and invisible. … I’ve opened chat
rooms, I’ve gone into chat rooms, and I’ve sat there looking at the screen and all
the comments, and I’ve thought: “What in God’s name are you going to say?”
[Male, SA, 70-74]

Some participants expressed the view that being present, without joining in, enabled
them to better control the extent of their involvement in their online community:

I do tend to avoid responding to things that I see there, whether I like it or not,
because I then get frightened that I'm going to end up in some sort of a, a two
way conversation or something and I’ll never be able to get out of it [laughing].
[Male, ACT, 60-64]
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Although the nature of the fear expressed above is not made explicit, there is evidence
in the literature that some people lurk because they fear being treated poorly by other
members of the community (Preece et al., 2004). Whilst some researchers have seen
lurkers as “second-class members”, that was not the case for many of the GreyPath
lurkers, who instead, fell into the description of lurkers who “empathize so strongly
with the stories they read that they identify with the community and think of themselves
as members” (Preece et al., 2004, p. 205).

The value of presence suggests that participants appreciated not being compelled to
interact and that despite their non-participation they were able to remain part of the
community. Similarly, Preece, Nonnecke and Andrews (2004) have argued that site
managers should not force participation of lurkers, except in situations where the
contributions of active members are so few that there is a chance of the online
community dying.

5.3.8 Conclusion of the online social interaction theme
How online social interaction was valued forms a significant part of the answer to the
overall research question. This theme has shown that, whilst its seven key values arose
in the context of the GreyPath community, they were not unique to the GreyPath
experience. This suggests that, as is the case for other themes, these findings are
applicable beyond the confines of the GreyPath community.

The key values in this theme of online social interaction values were: anonymity,
contributing, friendship, keeping an active mind, keeping current, online
communication , and presence. Together, these seven values have shown that the
GreyPath seniors valued highly their ability to socialise online. One value that was
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particularly strongly held was described as ‘enriching each other’s lives’ in the
observation data and by interviewees as valuing the ability to make contributions to the
community. In terms of design, this suggests that web sites for seniors need to be more
than information dispensers. In order to engage members, there has to be the ability for
those members to give back to their community in some way.

5.4 Chapter conclusion
The two themes discussed in this chapter shed light on what GreyPath seniors valued
about online community and online social interaction. Yet that does not completely
answer the overall research question of “What do participants in an online community
for seniors value about their online social interaction and what are the implications for
design?” Answers to the three research sub-questions, all of which come within the
ambit of the key question, are explored in the next three chapters. Chapter 6, the next
chapter, discusses the values with moral import that were discovered in this study.
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Chapter 6: Values with moral import
The first sub-question in the present study was “What are the most important moral and
social values for online social interaction by seniors?” As can be seen in the discussion
of the two previous themes, all the key values identified here have either moral import,
social import or both. Of all the themes there was only one where all the key values
could be classified as having predominantly moral import, and that was the theme of
communal values, and therefore, it is the focus of this chapter.

The distinction between values with moral or social import is a difficult, and at times,
arbitrary one. The present study was a study of online sociability, and as such, the social
context inevitably resulted in a situation where all the values discovered had some
social elements. Therefore, it could be argued that all 29 values discovered had social
import, but that some were predominantly moral, and others a mixture. This blending of
social and moral is also seen in the literature. Reynolds (2003, p. 4) stated that “the term
morality refers to social conventions about right and wrong that are so widely shared
that they are the basis for an established common consensus.” Similarly Quinn (2009)
defined morality in terms of the rules that govern behaviour in a given society or group.
It appears, then, that moral values do not normally exist independent of a social context.
The choice made by this researcher was that moral values were ones that prescribed
behaviour, such as showing respect, whereas purely social values were not associated
with prescribed behaviour, such as the value of presence discussed in the previous
chapter. Those few remaining values that can be seen as having both moral and social
import, are discussed at the end of this chapter.
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The discussion in this chapter begins by introducing the theme communal values. It then
proceeds to examine each of the four key values in that theme, following the three-part
structure introduced in the previous chapter. Finally, as part of the chapter conclusion,
all 29 key values identified through the present study, including ones yet to be discussed
in later chapters, are classified as either having moral import, social import, or both, in
response to the first research sub-question.

6.1 Theme: Communal values
As seen in Chapter 2, the literature on values recognises various ones as being
universal. Those values are human well-being, dignity, justice, welfare and human
rights (such as equality of access). Researchers claimed that the concept of universality
is culturally and contextually bound (Flanagan et al., 2008; Schneiderman, 2002). In the
context of the study reported here, there were four values that appeared to be widely
viewed as important to the GreyPath community. The four key values were freedom of
expression, fairness (equality), respect and trust. There was also a fifth value of privacy,
which while fitting within the theme, was not widely valued, and was not considered to
be a key value for discussion. Unlike the universal values mentioned above, communal
values were universal only within the GreyPath community. How generalisable they
might be beyond that community is outside the scope of this study.

6.1.1 Freedom of expression
Although the opportunity to freely express themselves was valued by most participants,
there were bounds to such expression. Those bounds included self-censorship, where
members refrained from certain types of content, and censorship by management. This
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value was linked with respect, in that free expression still had to observe respectful
online behaviour. It was also linked to the values of contributing and fairness.

One reason why ‘freedom of expression’ was important to participants was that it
released people to express what they thought:

I can say anything, and I would say anything, not anything that would hurt
anyone. [Female, VIC, 60-64]

I think everybody should be able to speak their mind, but as long as they don’t
hurt other people, use a bit of tact, you should be able to be free, but not to
offend. [Female, WA, 70-74]

I think it’s very important as long as you’re not running somebody down to say,
or you’re not being downright nasty, but … you should be able to say what you
think. [Female, MOVE, 65-69]

The self-censorship, evident in the above quotations, may be reflective of the age group
of GreyPath members. Politeness, and respect, were frequently synonymous terms for
GreyPath members. Similarly, the term ‘decency’ (see below) suggested a certain moral
standard of acceptable online behaviour:

Trust and respect allows you to have freedom of expression. [Female, VIC, 6064]
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I prefer people to be ladies and gentlemen … I wouldn’t want anyone to be rude.
[Female, NSW, 65-69]

Within the bounds of decency and common sense … provided its polite
expression. [Male, SA, 70-74]

These quotations are a further indication of the supportive culture of the GreyPath
community. Participants tempered their free expression to avoid offence and hurt,
because they valued the people they were interacting with, not just the message they
were trying to communicate.

Censorship was also carried out by the GreyPath management. This is indicated by the
following comment:

[The chief administrator:] On the forums I have three people who quietly review
all postings. … If they're uncertain they’ll ask me and I'll have a look at it and
I'll normally err on the side of tolerance. … I rarely have any problem. In fact a
number of those people are glad that I've stopped them, it's really interesting,
and pulled them back into line. [Male, SA, 70-74]

There have been some members banned from GreyPath for being, for expressing
themselves too passionately. ... They had a right to express themselves, yeah, it's
a difficult thing you know, if they are upsetting other people. [Female, VIC, 7579]
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Inherent in the above example is the concept of a ‘right.’ Freedom of expression was
valued because it was seen as right that everyone had, as can be seen from the following
comment:

I find people on GreyPath or you know, there aren't any objectionable people
there. There aren't any people who rock the boat at all. They have an opinion
and they state it, and, that's everyone's right. [Female, QLD, 80-84]

As stated in Chapter 2, some values can be classified as having scope, that is, they are
culturally dependent (Flanagan et al., 2008; Schneiderman, 2002), being either thick
(apply in a broader context) or thin (only apply in the current group). Similarly, freedom
of expression formed part of the value of “freedom” endorsed in the Australian
Department of Education, Science and Training list of ten values, to be taught in
Australian schools (Curriculum Corporation, 2003, p. 163). Similarly, the value of
freedom which appears three times in a list of ten values seen as mandatory for new
Australian citizens, includes three variations, ‘freedom of speech’, ‘freedom of religion
and secular government’ and ‘freedom of association’ (Immigration Citizenship, 2009,
p. 5). Still, another example of freedom as a thick value, was a 2006 television
broadcast involving a large number of participants drawn from across the Australian
community (Brockie, 2006), which attempted to identify Australian values. The list of
ten they produced included freedom of speech. Thus, while GreyPath members valued
freedom of expression highly, they may have been expressing within the thin GreyPath
context, the thick Australian cultural imperative of freedom.
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6.1.2 Fairness (Equality)
Another key value widely held within the GreyPath community was that of ‘fairness’.
For GreyPathians, fairness was about the just treatment of others, which was frequently
expressed in terms of ‘equality.’ This value was linked to respect, freedom of
expression and as seen in the previous chapter, to the value of inclusion, and was
expressed by participants as follows:

I just expect people are fair. [Female, TAS, 70-74]

I'm a great believer in a fair go for everyone, again that’s one of my hot buttons.
[Male, VIC, 55-59]

I think fairness in all things has been one of the values that I have, and so to see
it online, I wish other people would treat me the same way and I think in
GreyPath … I've got that sense of that’s what's happening. [Female, VIC, 60-64]

Fairness was also seen in terms of equal treatment:

I get offended if the law doesn’t treat people equally. I get offended on social
justice issues and I use the word offended carefully, I do get offended and so
fairness is important. [Male, VIC, 70-74]

It's a level playing field, really, GreyPath. That's how I would describe it,
because nobody’s better than anybody else, you know, we’re all the same.
[Female, VIC, 75-79]
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Equal, if you're going to call someone something, then be prepared to be called
exactly the same, and GreyPath is very fair, on that line. [Male, NSW, 70-74]

[Fairness is] very important. Because I think everybody should be treated, or
you should try to treat everyone equally. [Female, MOVE, 65-69]

For most GreyPathians, fairness was tied together with the notion of equality. In the
HCI literature, equality has been expressed as the law of reciprocity by Allen (1993). In
research on Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW) environments, his study
addressed issues of equality or fair dealings in situations where many people were
interacting with the same computer system, with Allen recommending that person A
should only be able to see person B, if person B could also see person A. In a shared
work space, reciprocity was seen as an important aid to achieving an equitable working
environment. Similarly, as seen in the comments by GreyPath participants, when
sociability rather than work was the focus, equitable interaction with each other was
expected.

As noted in the previous discussion of communal values, GreyPath members appear to
manifest aspects of the Australian culture of which they are a part. In the television
program ‘Insight’ (Brockie, 2006) mentioned above, one of the ten Australian values
identified was that of giving people a ‘fair go.’ Amongst the values people need to agree
to in undertaking Australian citizenship are three that are, at least, indirectly related to
fairness, with all three addressing different aspects of equality (Immigration
Citizenship, 2009). It is therefore no coincidence that Australian seniors in the GreyPath
community saw fairness as an important value.
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6.1.3 Respect
‘Respect’ was a widely held communal value among GreyPath members. The meanings
they associated with this value reflected their age. It should be remembered that within
GreyPath there were also generational differences. Some GreyPathians served in the
Second World War, while others were born shortly after it. So while all GreyPathians
are seniors, some are more senior than others. The older the respondents were, the more
important this value of respect appeared to be to them. It involved showing due
consideration to seniors and to women. It also involved the use of polite language. It
was also linked to the values of fairness, trust, inclusion, heated debates, chat and
forums, contributing, friendship and freedom of expression.

One reason why participants thought this value was important, was that it involved the
fair treatment of people of other generations. This was not just about wanting younger
generations to show older people respect, but also about the need for older people to
show respect to younger generations. The following quotations illustrate such
intergenerational respect within the GreyPath community. The first is from a participant
who has children who could be GreyPath members, further demonstrating that GreyPath
was not a homogeneous age grouping of seniors.

I think an older person has to respect what a younger person has to say … I've
got a son-in-law who’s about to retire … I just lost a grandson, and it's very
difficult to know exactly how you react to his father, his mother, his siblings …
How do I talk to the rest of the family? They're devastated. [Female, NSW, 7074]
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I think that a lot of us, the over 50’s you know, we were brought up with respect.
[Female, QLD, 80-84]

I always respect others, always, but that's, that was my parents’ teaching, I
respect women automatically, no matter what they do, and I, it sounds funny, I
respect older people and quite often, they're my age. [Male, VIC, 65-69]

Another reason that respect was seen as important was that it was associated with the
value of freedom of expression:

If someone posts a message I think you should respect it and not argue with it.
Either agree with it or just say: “Look, I'm sorry I don’t agree with you.” But
they were my opinion and that’s where I posted them and you have the respect
of that. [Male, SA, 65-69]

Respect to what others say and their opinions and, you may feel that you want to
comment, but have respect for whatever people, respect for their feelings, and
whatever they're thinking. [Female, QLD, 80-84]

You have to be able to write or say what you want, but you also have to say it to
people in a respectful way. [Female, MOVE, 65-69]

You’ve got to respect the people you talk to. … You’ve got to have respect for
other people’s views. [Male, WA, Over 84]
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While further research is needed to confirm such findings, the comments below suggest
that respect is not only applicable within the wider Australian community, but may
reflect Western or even world-wide values. However, it would appear that in Germany,
where the informant was brought up, respect had different connotations:

I view respect perhaps in a different form than maybe you or even others in the
English speaking language. I was brought up in Germany, and respect that was
taught us in school was more reverence to elderly and authorities, whereas
respect in Australia is more focused on showing each other respect whether,
regardless of what age you are, or status. You understand what I'm trying to say,
there are two different values set on respect in my opinion. [Male, QLD, 65-69]

Respect was another value that was not only part of the GreyPath community, but was
also a value of the wider Australian culture. In the value list of Australian public
schools, respect is defined as: “Treating others with consideration and regard”
(Curriculum Corporation, 2003, p. 163). Similarly, the values espoused for Australian
citizenship requirements list respect twice. It is the first value and the last, clustered in
both cases with related values. The first value is “respect for the equal worth, dignity
and freedom of the individual’, and the last value is “tolerance, mutual respect and
compassion for those in need” (Immigration Citizenship, 2009, p. 5). As the comment
above illustrated, Australia is a land of immigrants, and therefore one would expect
Australian values to be the result of a blending of many cultural traditions.

6.1.4 Trust
‘Trust’ was the final key value in the theme of communal values. Within GreyPath, trust
was a value of the type referred to as ‘order’ in the Table 2.2 classification of values.
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That is, trust was experienced at different levels, or expressed in degrees, with the
degree of trust differing depending on the technology being used. Trust was linked to
the values of chat and forums, contributing, friendship, and respect.

Participants attributed different levels of trust to different people, and to the same
people in some but not all settings. This was evidenced as members discussed their
levels of trust in different parts of the portal. Most interviewees were more trusting of
people they had chatted to in GreyPath chat rooms, than they were of people they
interacted with in the Coffee Shop Forum. This suggests that, not only did they trust
certain people, but that the trust was inherent in the technology used as well. Chat
rooms were restricted to GreyPath members, whereas forums could be accessed by the
general public (although to post a message or respond to one, membership was
required).

Several members said that when a person with whom they were unfamiliar, entered a
chat room, they would initiate a private chat thread with others in the chat room. They
would then ask those other members if the new entrant was known to any of them. This
was, in a sense, a social construction of trust. If someone whom the member already
trusted vouched for the new entrant, then the member extended more trust to that new
person than they would otherwise.

One reason that trust was important was that it was necessary in forming the
relationships within the online community:
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I call [GreyPath] a community of people who feel they can trust one another.
For some strange reason you feel, I feel quite trusting in that site, and the people
that are on it. [Female, VIC, 60-64]

It’s got to be reciprocal, you know. … It’s that two-way thing, that they’ve got
to trust us to come into their home and leave it as we found it sort of thing, but
live in it at the same time. So trust is a very important thing. [Female, MOVE,
65-69]

The second comment addresses the situation where GreyPath members have advertised
for house-sitters, while vacationing elsewhere. Trust is extended to the house-sitter by
the fact of their also being a member of GreyPath. As can be seen above, the informant
was concerned to honour that trust; she saw trust as reciprocal, because she and her
husband were committing to live in a member’s house for a period of time.

Another reason that this key value was important was that it was tied to the notion of
GreyPath being a safe environment:

[GreyPath house swaps are] something that I feel is safe and secure. It's not just
like going into any old site and I really trust that site and I feel that well, it's safe
and I have looked them up before. [Female, TAS, 70-74]

One of the chat rooms … and one of the coffee shops [a GreyPath forum] … I
just feel comfortable there … a trusted community where I know I can go in at
anytime and say anything and do anything and feel completely at ease. [Female,
VIC, 60-64]
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Online social interaction requires what might be termed as implied trust, a guarded trust
that has to be extended to new entrants to a forum or chat discussion:

I think there's a level of trust going to GreyPath. Of course I know that anybody
can be in that same chat room. But there's just that feeling that people feel
confident, and if they can start to build up some rapport with someone that
they're chatting with. [Female, NSW, 70-74]

If you're talking to people as, either typing or voice, especially if you get two or
three people with voice, you do tend to form an opinion, and after a while,
especially with typing, you can, if you like, suss a person out, whether they are
genuine or somebody else. [Male, OVERSEAS, 75-79]

[Trust] is important and it's something that can only be built up over a period of
time. I think that’s one of the reasons why I haven't bothered with other senior
sites. This one is more open and therefore you can build up a feeling of trust in
it. [Female, VIC, 70-74]

You have to trust what you're told, we know that a lot of rubbish that goes on
there [on the Internet] as well, but if you didn’t trust, again there'd be chaos
wouldn’t there? [Male, VIC, 80-84]

The informant above also reflected on his war years in the Special Forces and, while he
did not experience the same level of trust in the GreyPath community, his point seems
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valid, that is, without trust, even at a low level, communication and social interaction
break down before they even begin.

Nevertheless, online trust can be abused and a number of members were wary of being
the victims of such insincerity. For instance, the participant below made an interesting
distinction between honesty and trust:

Honesty is different from trust. … I’m trusting you, that doesn’t necessarily
mean you’ve been honest with me, does it? … People can be dishonest. … They
steal your bag or do anything like that. But I don’t go around clutching it to my
chest. Generally you trust everyone. [Female, NSW, 65-69]

The honesty aspect is one that's lacking. … The sincerity in Internet
communication, in my opinion is still way behind, where it could be. I'm only
saying that because people are presenting themselves, at times, as not the person
that they are, they're misrepresenting themselves on purpose. … That's what I
mean by the sincerity aspect. It's not possible to verify. [Male, QLD, 65-69]

Some members had reservations about how trusting one could be and still others spoke
of a growth in trust as rapport built up. Some participants were concerned that while a
minimal level of trust was required for any online interaction, it had to be guarded, at
least, at first. One facilitator in extending trust was the knowledge that GreyPath
discussions were moderated:

I wouldn’t feel comfortable just going into any old chat, because I wouldn’t
know who I was talking about. But I do feel comfortable with GreyPath,
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because although we've got a pseudonym, we do have to give our own name to
the moderator. So there is that security there. So I feel you can say more than
you would say just in any old group. [Female, TAS, 70-74]

Not only do some members extend trust because of the perceived security that comes
with moderation, but so too, are the volunteer contributors of the site aware of the
importance of creating and maintaining a trusted environment. This is evident in
comments from administrators and volunteer contributors:

[Expert Advisor:] I hope that people I am interacting with do trust me. That they
believe I have the knowledge to help them. If they don’t trust me and they go
and do their own thing in any case or what have you, they’re wasting their time
and my time. [Female, NSW, 65-69]

[Web master: Trust is] important for a whole lot of reasons just because if
something is said in confidence or is given to you in confidence then you should
respect that and not gossip about it or pass it on, from the sense of the
community. The community will only last or grow if people feel that that trust
with their information is being respected and trust is so often abused these days
on the Internet, et cetera, that it's something you try and need to stick to. … So
trust yeah, very important. [Male, VIC 55-59]

[Chief administrator:] Initially that trust is crucially important with people with
me, and me with them. If you haven’t got trust you can't communicate fully, it's
guarded and so the creation of a feeling of trust is really important … I've got to
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set a standard for trust and integrity and not ever vary from it because it does
telegraph through. [Male, VIC 70-74]

As mentioned above, some technology such as chat, tended to be more trusted than
other forms of online interaction. Participants appeared to place more trust in people
when they could interact beyond mere text. Adding audio increased trust. Having
photos of the people they interacted with, albeit that some cast aspersions on the
genuineness of some photos, increased trust. Webcam increased trust even more, and
the ultimate experience as cited by several members, was to have physical face-to-face
meetings. Several participants expressed the view that the closer the technology came to
providing face-to-face communication, the higher the level of trust that was
experienced. For example:

I'm nervous sometimes, I don’t know why really, because it's only on the other
end of the line. … But I feel better if I can talk to somebody … I'm better if I
can see people and talk to them. [Female, VIC, 60-64]

You could be telling them something that would be totally detrimental to them.
… Whereas on a one to one conversation, face-to-face, you can watch eye
contact, manners or habits or so on, scratching your head, or, you know, pulling
your hairs out or whatever, which you can't see on the net, so the beliefs and the
trust and the gullibility falls into one category for me. [Male, QLD, 65-69]

Yet another reason that trust was important to participants was because of its
association with the previously mentioned values of fairness and respect:
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If I had to rate it out of 100, I'd have to say that GreyPath would have to be up in
the very high 90's as far as trustworthy, because you go back to … We respect
one another. We’re fair to one another, and we don’t go on and say things that
we know are not right. … But in most cases, you could take to the bank, if
people tell you something, and I feel that, I trust. [Male, NSW, 70-74]

We value trust and we value respect, and we regard all these things as friendship
and joining with all your fellow men and not knocking people down. [Female,
QLD, 80-84]

These findings appear to confirm general findings in the values literature about trust
being a value at the top of a hierarchy (Flanagan et al., 2008; Fogg & Tseng, 1999). For
example, as stated in Section 2.5.5, Bowern (2005) viewed trust as an ‘overarching’
value, with related values associated with it.

The association between trust and different types of technology employed by seniors is
also hinted at in the work of Xie (2007, 2008a) with older adults in China. Xie found
that the more media-rich the technology was, the more seniors were willing to engage
with other seniors in social interaction. Similarly, Pfeil (2010) found that empathy,
friendship and social support varied with the type of technology used. Arguably, trust is
a requirement for bringing about empathy, friendship and social support, and therefore,
at least, indirectly, Pfeil’s findings support those presented here. A more negative view
is that of Burauskas and Aldama (2008) who state that, in virtual communities, the
technology alters social interaction and reduces trust to less than it would be in offline
settings, even to the point of trust becoming superficial in online settings. Contrary to
these findings, when GreyPath members moved beyond their initial wariness, in many
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cases, they began to build a rapport with other members that deepened the trust in the
interaction. Interestingly, such trust built up not only in the people with whom they
were interacting, but also in the management of the site and in the information system
(the GreyPath portal) itself.

6.1.5 Conclusion to the communal values theme
The methodologies of VSD and VAP both stress the importance to design of
discovering values with moral and/or social import. Most of the values discovered in
this study were ones with social import, although many had moral implications as well.
What was unique about the theme of communal values was that its four key values were
all predominantly ones with moral import. Those four were freedom of expression,
fairness (equality), respect and trust. Together, these four key values reveal much about
what was acceptable social behaviour within the GreyPath online community.

6.2 Chapter conclusion
The answer to the first research sub-question required not only a discussion of values
with moral import, but also an analysis of all discovered values in regards to their being
either moral, social or both. That analysis is presented in Table 6.1. Note that three of
the themes and their key values are discussed later in Chapters 7 and 8. Nonetheless,
this was deemed the most appropriate place to undertake such an analysis, given that the
present chapter focuses on predominantly online communal values, which by their very
nature, are a direct response to the first research sub-question, namely: “What are the
most important moral and social values for online social interaction by seniors?”

Table 6.1 presents all 29 discovered values according to whether they had moral and/or
social import. As stated in the introduction to this chapter, the nature of this study meant
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that all the discovered values arose in social contexts and, as such, the distinctions
between whether any particular value is predominantly moral or social, tended to be
arbitrary. For that reason, some of the values could not be put in either grouping and are
therefore placed in the middle.
Table 6.1: Moral and social values discovered
Themes
Online community values

Communal values

Agents of social interaction values
Site design values

Avoidance values

Online social interaction values

Values with moral import

Values with social import
Ability to contact others personally
Belonging to a community of peers
Inclusion (disability)
Information sharing
Mutual support
Neighbourhood
Fairness (Equality)
Freedom of expression
Respect
Trust
Chat and forums
Forum-to-face
Administration of content
Availability of experts
Competitions
Content of interest
Structure
Variety
Visual images
Cost
Heated debates
Loneliness
Anonymity
Contributing
Friendship
Keeping an active mind
Keeping current
Online communication
Presence

In Table 6.1 the only values that are shown as ones having predominantly moral import
are the ones belonging to the communal values theme, discussed in this chapter. As
mentioned earlier, moral import was particularly evident in the way online behaviour
was prescribed within the GreyPath community. That is, there were certain expectations
of what was, and was not, acceptable online social behaviour and such prescriptions
were seen to be in keeping with definitions of what constitutes ‘morality’.
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Although most of the other values predominantly had social import, there were four that
did not neatly fit into either grouping. One was inclusion (disability), where the context
of comments by participants showed a social concern to include new members, yet the
comments about inclusion also reflected a moral responsibility to include those seniors
who suffered some form of disability. Mutual support, as the word ‘mutual’ suggests,
had social import, yet simultaneously the value was expressed in terms of a moral
behaviour expectation. The third such value, seen in Table 6.1, was that of heated
debates, which is discussed in the next chapter. Some participants spoke of this in moral
terms, in that they wanted to show respect and consideration to others and saw heated
debates as detracting from that. Other participants described heated debates in
predominantly social terms, such as not wanting to waste their time on such debates.
Lastly, anonymity also bridged the two groupings. Anonymity included elements of
respecting each other’s desire for invisible presence in the community, and thus could
be viewed in moral terms. However, this value also involved identity hiding through the
use of pseudonyms that did not reveal gender, let alone other personal details, thus
enabling social interaction that may not have been possible in offline settings.

In sum, the answer to the first research sub-question is the list of values presented in
Table 6.1 and described above. Of the 29 key social interaction values discovered
through the present study, the majority (21) were values with social import, four were
values with predominantly moral import, and a further four were values with both moral
and social import.
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Chapter 7: GreyPath values in relation to the values literature
7.1 Introduction
The second sub-question in the present study was “How are the values of seniors in an
online community similar to, and different from, the moral and social values discovered
in studies of other user groups and contexts?” While to some extent, this question has
already been answered in the previous chapters, two of the themes (value clusters) that
emerged from the interview data, agents of social interaction values and avoidance
values, are the particular focus of this chapter.

As were a few key values in Chapter 5, so all the key values discussed in this chapter
are extrinsic values. As described in Chapter 2, although intrinsic (end) values have
value in, and of, themselves, extrinsic (means/instrumental) values are valued because
they achieve one or more desirable ends (Zimmerman, 2010), and thus, it could be
argued that they are not values at all. However, in keeping with the HCI values
literature, these extrinsic values are described as actual values.

In this chapter, the key values of each of these two themes are reviewed, following the
now established three-part discussion structure. In each case, the theme is introduced,
then its key values are discussed, and finally, the theme is summarised. There then
follows a section bringing together all the key values discovered through the present
study, including those yet to be discussed in Chapter 8, in a table which draws out the
similarities and differences, between the results of this and other studies. The chapter is
then concluded.
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7.2 Theme: Agents of social interaction values
GreyPath members valued interacting using different technologies. In Table 2.2, one of
the classifications of values was between means and end values. The values of the
theme above, agents of social interaction values, have significant overlap with values
under other themes, such as the valuing of personal contact in the online community
values theme. However, the distinction drawn here, is that these various agents of social
interaction are the means to achieve end values, such as that of friendship building. In
the theme online community values, only those aspects of agent use that were pertinent
to community building were described. Nevertheless substantial social networking that
was carried out by GreyPath members did not have the end of community building in
mind, but instead, the values that make up the present theme are broader meetings, chat
and forums, face-to-face, forum-to-face, personal email, and snail mail. Each of these
can be conceived of as an agent of social interaction. For instance, chat and forums
allow users to enter into a conversation, that is, the technology is the agency via which
such communication takes place. Many participants valued being able to interact with
fellow GreyPathians, and others, in ways that did not necessarily involve a GreyPath
facility. They used various agents for their social interaction, including Voice over IP
(VoIP), instant messaging (IM), personal email, the normal postal main system (snail
mail), and more. Although there were several value categories under this theme, there
were only two that were determined to be key values, chat and forums, and forum-toface, based on the criteria for establishing key values that were detailed in Chapters 4
and 5, and these two key values are explained below.

7.2.1 Chat and forums
Within the cluster of agents of social interaction values, ‘chat and forums’ were one of
the main technologies within GreyPath that facilitated such interaction. It is therefore
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understandable that participants rated these technologies as very important to them.
Whilst chat and forums facilitated social interaction within GreyPath, they were also
valued because they enabled contact to go beyond GreyPath. This extrinsic value was a
means to, and consequently linked, to many others, including the values of mutual
support, anonymity, friendship building, online communication, overcoming loneliness,
keeping current, keeping an active mind, trust, and respect. What is important here,
from a design viewpoint, is that chat and forum technologies can be the means to
achieving multiple intrinsic values.

The instrumental nature of this value is seen in the following comments from GreyPath
informants. In each case, it is viewed as the means to achieving one, or more, valued
ends. The first example indicates how such technologies were valued as the means to
achieving the key value of anonymity:

[Forum interaction] can be quite anonymous if you want it to be and, for the
most part, it usually is. It's an interaction that you can make, you can be
involved in at any time. You can log on and be chatting in the morning, sitting in
front of your computer still in your pyjamas, quite happily. You haven’t got to
worry about, you know, whether your lipstick’s straight or whether your hair’s
done. [Female, NSW, 70-74]

Another reason for valuing these technologies was that they were a means to friendship
building:

[Two female friends] they give me a nudge and just, I can hear it and come over
and talk and stuff like that, it's good … Just talk and, but, you know, you can get
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a noise that comes from the machine [a bell alerting GreyPath members to new
chat entrants] … To the fact that they're online, yeah, so that’s quite good.
[Female, VIC, 60-64]

An example of chat and forums valued as a means to overcoming loneliness is seen in
the next comment:

I was getting a bit lonely and I thought, well, this is one way of having a chat
with someone so that’s why I did it. [Female, VIC, 70-74]

Chat and forums were also valued as a means to overcoming fears, such as fear of the
Internet:

When I joined I was very fearful of the Internet, and I found GreyPath was a
chat room, was a nice slow way to be introduced into it … Nice people, easy to
use, which it was … the actual value of it was very good, because of the
introduction easily. [Female, WA, 70-74]

Another reason why participants valued chat and forums was that, although they
enjoyed the fact that many people participated in them, it was the dynamism of one-onone communication that was possible through private chat, that was particularly valued:

When you bring it up, they’re already chatting. … You can join in but it’s a
multiple chat. I prefer the individual chats. You get to know a person far better.
With the multiple chats, it doesn’t seem to have the same interest … Quite
lively, but you can’t get, see, we’re having an in-depth conversation now. Now,
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imagine two others on the side waiting and they throw in their bit and it wanders
all around, and you sort of lose track of what you’re really thinking of. [Male,
WA, Over 84]

This last example may also be an indication of how multiple chat places an extra
cognitive burden on seniors. In other words, designers of chat areas involving seniors
need to provide one-on-one chat facilities as an option for participants.

Participants frequently mentioned that the social interaction which started in GreyPath
chat rooms and forums, spilled over into their use of other online technologies, not
necessarily those available within GreyPath. Similar findings have been indicated in
other studies (Xie, 2007, 2008a, 2008b). The converse was also seen, in that people
chatted with other people online and then, in other online chat rooms, through that
contact, were introduced to GreyPath.

7.2.2 Forum-to-face
Within this theme, the value ‘forum-to-face’ described how the GreyPath forums
became an agency that facilitated various types of face-to-face social interaction. In the
main, participants saw the value of forum-to-face in terms of the movement from online
to offline meetings; however, technology based face-to-face interaction, such as was
achieved with webcam technology, was also included. This value was also linked to
several other values, including belonging to a community of peers, inclusion, ability to
contact others personally, visual images and friendship.

One reason that the value was considered important was that GreyPath management
sought different ways to get their members to make physical social contact. One such
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means was that several times each year, management organised seminars on different
topics of interest to seniors. The seminars were open to all, but were particularly run for
the benefit of GreyPath members. All the seminars were held in Melbourne, which was
where GreyPath started and where the GreyPath office was located.

Another means was by advertising events regionally, so that members living there could
physically meet:

We had the big fete here yesterday and she came up to me. … I didn’t realise
that she’d gone onto GreyPath but she saw my name there. [Female, WA, 70-74]

Similarly and independently of GreyPath management, members organised occasional
physical get-togethers, sometimes months in advance:

Next month we're going to meet at Mt Barker, which is a place about [number]
odd mile away from here, for a coffee morning. … It's something to do, and
besides it's nice to be able to put a face to the name. [Male, SA, 70-74]

We had the GreyPath morning coffee meeting today. Five of us show up and a
good time had by all. We started at 11 am, had coffee then stayed for lunch and
on our way home by 1:15 pm or so. [Male, SA, 65-69]

Other examples of forum-to-face are illustrated below:

One lady … came to the funeral [of the informant’s wife], and she had been
before once to stay with us for a weekend when my wife was alive, and then
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when my wife died, she found out when the funeral was, she asked me, and then
she came to the funeral. [Male, SA, 70-74]

An Adelaide [GreyPathian] … says: “Come and stay with us”. … I stayed with
her, and she arranged a dinner … and, well she introduces me to all these other
people that are on GreyPath. [Female, NT, 75-79]

I’ll go out to locals here in Brisbane, I meet quite a few regularly, but
individually, not as a group, we have never done that. [Male, QLD, 65-69]

We have lunch together, that’s the husband and wife. ... We get together a
couple of times a year and have lunch. [Male, SA, 65-69]

Amongst the people that I personally know, I've had a visit as well from a
chatter [GreyPath chat room contact]. [Male, OVERSEAS, 75-79]

Although GreyPath started in Melbourne and many of its members live in that city,
several Melbourne interviewees said they had never physically met another
GreyPathian. Nevertheless, the informant in the last comment above, who lives
overseas, is house-bound, and most of the time, room-bound due to a disability, has met
not one, but several GreyPath members. These were people who, while vacationing in
Europe, made a deliberate effort to include a meeting with this man in their itineraries.

The following two comments came from an informant, who with her husband, used the
GreyPath site to source house sitting opportunities. As one might expect, this led to the
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couple forming friendships with the GreyPathians whose houses they looked after. In
several cases, they ‘sat’ the same houses repeatedly over time:

Well most of them have turned out to be very close relationships. This one here
that we’re at the moment, they’re a doctor and his wife and we, as opposed to
being house sitters three years ago, we are now, really, the best of friends.
[Female, MOVE, 65-69]

When we went down to South Australia again through that [GreyPath] Coffee
Shop Forum, two or three families, GreyPathers down there, organised a coffee
morning. … We all met up at a pub just out of Elizabeth, up the road, and we all
sort of had lunch together. … We knew nobody in Adelaide and we were able to
phone them up and we went round to their places and had coffee and afternoons
out and they took us around. As far as I’m concerned, that part of GreyPath was
excellent. [Female, MOVE, 65-69]

Whilst the dominant views expressed by participants favoured a forum-to-face
relationship progression, there were some objections. The following examples
exemplify the concerns raised by some participants:

I don’t know whether I want to know anyone on GreyPath within my town, I
don’t want that sort of relationship. [Male, NSW, 70-74]

I haven’t met anyone personally and I'd be very very reluctant to do that, I'm a
fairly slow person and face-to-face meetings are harder. [Female, VIC, 70-74]
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The first response typified the reluctance many seniors expressed about having people
visit them in their home. It was too close. They were happy to travel to a larger
gathering, but did not want close contact near where they lived. The second response on
the other hand, is more difficult to interpret. It may represent a response based on agerelated problems and disabilities. One participant noted that in the past, she had won
national dancing awards, but that she was now constantly in, and out, of hospital, and
had just done so at the time of the interview. She had age-related disabilities that not
only meant she could no longer dance, but that she could barely walk and she was
reluctant to allow people she regularly communicated with on GreyPath to see her
functionally limited. She wanted to interact using text only, so that she appeared
‘normal’ to everyone she corresponded with.

The findings about this key value confirm sociological studies reviewed in Chapter 2,
that found that the online environment does not lure people away from physical contact,
making them less sociable, and less able to relate to other people (Boase & Wellman,
2006). Instead, such research has shown that online social interaction encourages
greater social contact via other means, especially via face-to-face meetings and
telephone calls (Hampton & Wellman, 2003; Wellman, 1997).

The results from the present study also confirm the results in Xie (2008b) which
reported that for seniors, online social interaction frequently led to offline interaction,
and reinforced, further online interaction. Xie also found that when relationships began
offline, and then moved online, it resulted in stronger social bonding. Her summation
was that: “In general, those who interact with one another both online and offline are
more likely to develop closer, stronger relationships than those who interact only
online” (Xie, 2008b, p. 10). However, while Xie’s ‘offline’ results are supported by this
Page 262 of 366

study, her conclusion about the limitations of ‘only online’ encounters were not
supported. This study found the same was true when forum-to-face involved webcamtype interaction, which arguably contradicts her conclusions. While forum-to-face
interaction involves moving from forum to webcam, it is still online interaction, even if
it is not taking place through the GreyPath portal. In the present study, all forms of
forum-to-face movement were valued by members and seen to strengthen relationships
and community building.

7.2.3 Conclusion to the agents of social interaction values theme
The agencies that were the means to online social interaction were valued for the ends
that resulted from them. Those ends included greater socialisation, deeper friendships,
the forming of new relationships and the strengthening of community ties. Although
these same agencies were mentioned in other themes, under this theme, the agencies
themselves were valued.

In terms of answering the second research sub-question, of particular note, was that the
forum-to-face value confirmed the findings of other online community researchers, in
that greater online socialisation led to greater overall socialisation. It also extended the
work of Xie (2008b) in that unlike Xie’s work, this study showed that all forms of faceto-face contact increased overall sociability, including webcam; that is, face-to-face
interaction need not be limited to physical meetings, as was the case with Xie’s study.

7.3 Theme: Avoidance values
One conception of values not discussed anywhere in the values literature, with the
exception of Robbins (1996), whose work was primarily not in ICT but in popular
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psychology, is the concept of contrast values. Robbins called these ‘away-from values.’
These are values that people seek to avoid. Therefore, by describing this theme and
particularly, its three key values, important differences between the outcomes of the
present study and that literature covering wider values, are revealed, which in part,
answers the second research sub-question.

The theme avoidance values arose from a question in the interview schedule that asked
participants to consider things they did not like about online interaction, “What are the
values you most want to avoid when interacting with others in GreyPath?” In a few
cases, interview participants had also raised the things (objects) they valued avoiding in
online social interaction, during other parts of the interviews.

The eight values within this theme are access, communication, cost, heated debates,
loneliness, pseudonym (online name), cryptic shorthand and unsavoury content
(moderation). As stated in Chapter 4, the researcher judged ‘key’ values by the volume
of comments about a value, and the emotional intensity involved in those comments.
For example, the communication value above was extensively raised, that is, there were
many, and various, statements made about it. These concerned the inability to express
body language and tonal expressions in what is largely, a text-based medium. This
inability was seen as a barrier to communication, but the same participants who raised
this issue also expressed the view that text was adequate, that work-arounds were
possible, and that GreyPath management was introducing new technologies to help
overcome these limitations. Hence, although the volume of comments was comparable
to that for key values, the conviction behind the comments was not.
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The value ‘access’, regarding accessibility of the web site for people with age-related
disabilities, was not a key value, although from the researcher’s viewpoint, it warranted
consideration. It is the case that the GreyPath portal, in many ways, fails to meet the
accessibility guidelines for websites recommended by the World Wide Web Consortium
(W3C). This is most likely because the 35 senior volunteers on the site include very few
with any formal ICT background. Some have backgrounds in a specific area of
expertise, such as creative writing or travel, others have simply volunteered to help in
whichever way they can. It is the view of this researcher that the site tends to be selfselective, that is, it appears to be the case that presently many seniors with age-related
disabilities do not use the site, because they cannot. Those who use the site do not have
such limitations and as a result, while members thought that making the site accessible
to everyone was important, it was not a significant value. This point of view is in part
supported by the literature. Keates and Clarkson (2003, p. 219) stated: “While it is
useful to know who and how many can use a particular product, that information will
not provide guidance on how to include more.” They advocated finding out who was
excluded, in an effort to determine how to make technology artefacts more usable and
more accessible. However, there was no means for this study to solicit participation
from those excluded, nor any way to identify them. Thus, all participants in the study
were able to access and use the site. That is, the GreyPath site was deemed to be
successful and popular by its participants, who were able to engage with each other,
establish relationships and carry out the tasks they perceived as important to them,
despite the fact that the site failed to meet many well-established accessibility
guidelines. Given this was an interpretivist study, in which the views of participants was
the primary focus, and not those of the researcher, access was therefore not a key value.
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During the observation phase, it was noted that there was a distinct lack of profanity on
the site. This finding reinforced the observation that polite conversation and respectful
language were valued. The only time profanity appeared to be tolerated was in the jokes
forum, where sometimes what made the joke funny was the way profanity was used.
The interview phase suggested that avoiding ‘unsavoury content’ was seen as a value,
and this included avoiding the use of profanity. Members said that they might swear at
times, but not in GreyPath, and that it was not appropriate to use that sort of language
on the site. This was also not a key value.

Two other important, but not key, values which were avoided were ‘cryptic shorthand’
and the use of ‘pseudonyms.’ Whilst many members said they were used to using
cryptic shorthand with adult children and with grandchildren when sending mobile
phone text messages, they did not think such abbreviations were appropriate in
GreyPath communication. Members also expressed the view that a barrier to socialising
was that the pseudonyms used by members to identify themselves online were at times
used as a means of hiding. That is, they felt that by not using one’s real name, a barrier
to social interaction was created, although some said that over time, they had developed
friendships with some of the people whose pseudonyms obscured their identity.

The three values in this theme that were deemed to be key values were cost, heated
debates and loneliness. Although joining GreyPath was free, participation in the online
community involved at least, some costs. It required access to a computer and to the
internet, yet many participants were pensioners, with very limited funds, and
consequently the cost of participation in their online community was a key avoidance
value. Heated debates were avoided by most participants, particularly when such
debates became personal. Lastly, loneliness was an experience several participants
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sought to avoid and was a reason for their involvement in the GreyPath community.
These three key values are explored next, using the three-part discussion structure that
has been followed for all the key values to this point.

7.3.1 Cost
GreyPath members saw ‘cost’ as a key avoidance value, and that was true for both
ordinary members, and GreyPath management. For members, the costs to avoid were
those for the technology, maintenance and repairs of the technology, and of connecting
to the Internet, all of which were necessary for membership of their online community.
For management, the costs to avoid were those of the expertise required to build the
software platforms, as well as to maintain them, and that of hardware and associated
support, along with all the many other costs involved in managing the GreyPath portal,
including leasing of the premises in which the GreyPath office and equipment were
located. In essence, all these costs could not be avoided, but instead, both members and
management sought to minimise them. The value cost was also linked to inclusion and
mutual support, in that management and members sought to include, and help, those for
whom the costs of participation in community activities were prohibitive. It also linked
to the value contributing, in that one way management reduced costs was through the
voluntary contributions of many people, including the administrative staff. Lastly, cost
was also linked to the administration of content, in that an ongoing challenge for
management was the provision of efficient content administration, whilst keeping the
cost of administration as low as possible.

One reasons cost was an important consideration was that several participants had
limited funds:
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I just hate, you know, get a virus on there and then you take it to the shop and
there's another couple of hundred dollars before you even sort of know, you
know, if I could find out how to do it myself, I'd like to do that. [Female, VIC,
60-64]

Well it's just nice to be able to contact people and it doesn’t cost a lot of money.
[Female, VIC, 60-64]

I’ve got a very old, elderly computer and it … I’m having a bit of trouble
printing at the moment – oh well, that’s neither here nor there. [Male, VIC, 7579]

In some cases members expressed this in terms of the limited funds they had because
they were on some type of pension:

I'm a war widow and I'm considered disabled ... I have to pay that amount of
money for one gig, that’s all. … I'm going to have to go back to that [dial up], so
this means that I won’t be accessing my computer except to do email, it's so
slow, and I'm going to have to go back with some prices, pricing me out, there's
nothing I can do about it. [Female, VIC, 60-64] 16

16

Several of the comments by participants are shown, for example, as ‘[Female, VIC, 60-64].’ However,
it is misleading to think they are all from the same person. Where the same person is quoted more than
once, that is indicated in the discussion.
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[Computer Advisor:] When you are on a pension, the money aspect is very, very
important. … You find yourself quite often either short of money to pay for all
your Internet experiences, or you pay extra for it. [Male, QLD, 65-69]

Living in a retirement village can add additional cost constraints as is illustrated by the
following participant:

It cost me five hundred bucks to connect, what with the lines from Telstra and
they go through a PABX, you see, so you have to have a special line, and then
you pay the people who run the [retirement] village, and then you pay Telstra.
[Male, SA, 70-74]

GreyPath management also considers cost a challenge, although in its case, it is about
the cost of running the portal:

Volunteers do their little bits here and there online or I [chief administrator]
couldn’t exist. It costs millions of dollars to run it over seven years. You look at
salaries and rents and people and experts and building and software you couldn’t
do it so I've done it through the goodwill of a lot of people. … I'd simply like a
lot more resources to extend ... but they're all done with the ... smell of an oily
rag. [Male, VIC, 70-74]

Cost was therefore seen as a key avoidance value and overcoming this was valued by
GreyPath members and management, although for different reasons. As seen in the
Chapter 2 review of the digital divide (DD) literature (Kiel, 2005; Montagnier et al.,
2002; Williamson & Stillman, 2000), cost has previously been identified in other
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studies as a barrier to accessing various types of technologies including, but not limited
to, participation in online communities.

The demographic questionnaire at the start of the interview process asked participants
about the location most frequently used to access GreyPath, and in almost all cases the
answer was from ‘home.’ Income and asset investigations however, were not a part of
the present study. Therefore, the affluence, or otherwise, of participants remained
unknown. However, informal discussions between the researcher and various seniors
who were not part of the present study, revealed that one reason many of them use
technology in the early morning hours ‘at home,’ is not because they could not sleep,
but because it is the only time that the technology is available to them. Frequently,
seniors live in the homes of married sons or daughters. It is only when their children
and grandchildren are in bed that they have access to the technology. That is, the
technology is family property, not theirs.

7.3.2 Heated debates
Another avoidance value was that of ‘heated debates’. Although a few participants
enjoyed political debates in particular, the majority wanted to avoid all debates that
became intensely emotionally charged. Such heated debates frequently moved from
debating an issue, to personal attacks against members who held a particular view. The
value was described in various ways, such as: personal attacks, put-downs, viciousness,
abusiveness, racism, controversy and political arguments. Heated debates were linked to
the values of respect, belonging to a community of peers, mutual support and inclusion,
in that several participants believed that the end result of such debates was the exclusion
of some members, because it made them feel they did not belong. Such debates were
regarded as the antithesis of mutual support and inclusion.
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One reason that heated debates were an important value to avoid was that they
frequently went from focussing on issues to personal attacks:

I would want to avoid being judgemental … I wouldn’t want to hurt anybody.
[Female, NSW, 70-74]

I try to avoid being critical. [Male, VIC, 75-79]

There's a couple that have left, and they're all squabbling like little children
because, you know, someone didn’t agree with someone. …Conflict, you don’t
need that, I mean, you don’t jump online to get abused. [Male, VIC, 65-69]

They were really getting very personal, and they were getting posts censored
and wiped by [the administrator], now this is prior to 2006 before a lot of the
censorship wasn't as good as it is now, as a consequence [name] got bared.
[Male, NSW, 70-74]

Twelve of the thirty participants identified heated debates as the value they most wanted
to avoid. Several claimed that GreyPath initially only had one discussion forum and that
one reason for the creation of the Senate Forum was that it formed a venue for those
members who enjoyed debating. As well, it became GreyPath policy not to permit
debating on the Coffee Shop Forum, which was the main discussion forum of the
GreyPath community. This was confirmed in the following examples:
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I stay away from the Senate [Forum], I will not get into any heated debates, one
time when it used to be just one forum there were a couple of them on there that
were very dogmatic can I say they were bastards and they used to really put their
point across. … Now it's been divided up into the two different forums I just
stay away from it [the Senate Forum]. [Male, SA, 65-69]

The Senate [Forum] can be so dogmatic, that even the party that lost the election
said that they were wrong, and she still insisted that everything they did was
right, but I love it for points of view and the way people take an active interest.
What I don’t like, and I'm, unfortunately I have taken part in that too, is where
the arguments verge on being very personal. [Male, NSW, 70-74]

Well I do avoid the Senate [Forum]. … I haven't looked at the Senate for
probably over a year but at that time if you didn’t agree with them they would
shout you down and I do avoid that. [Male, SA, 65-69]

Whilst political discussions are discouraged in the Coffee Shop Forum, they can be
found in the Senate Forum. The hybrid (diverse) nature of GreyPath, which is discussed
in more detail in the next chapter, is partly demonstrated by the fact that it caters to the
desire of some members to have debates, despite some irregularities. For example:

Before the last, not this recent election ... we had two groups of members, one
obviously Right, and one obviously Left. And whenever they talked or came
into a more heated discussion, it was deleted if the comment was from the left
side. … [The moderator] was a Branch President of the Liberal Party. … When
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the rest of [GreyPath] found out what it was all about, it got very, very heated.
[Male, QLD, 65-69]

Aside from heated political debates, heated racist debates were another topic
participants sought to avoid:

I would certainly not want to get into any slanging match about “those terrible
aboriginal people”. ... I would be very conscious that that would be against
anything I want, and actually I would try to sort of stop any conversation like
that. [Female, NSW, 70-74]

One further reason that several participants gave for avoiding this value was that “Life’s
too short” to engage in heated debates:

I tend to sort of avoid controversial things to some extent, it's just, for a quieter
life. [Male, ACT, 60-64]

I like a good debate, but a lot of people don’t debate, they argue and they fight,
and I don’t like that. [Female, NT, 75-79]

I'm a firm believer that, there's two ways of tackling something, one is arguing,
and one is debating, and arguing gets you nowhere. But I would prefer to debate,
and I've always said that. I’ll debate, and I listen, but I refuse to argue, I can't be
bothered to argue, because nobody wins. [Female, QLD, 80-84]
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Indirectly, the discovery of this value is supported by some of the literature concerning
online communities involving seniors. Such communities tend to be characterised by
high levels of empathy (Pfeil & Zaphiris, 2007, 2009). It can be inferred from such
findings that heated debates would be the antithesis of showing high empathy for one’s
peers within the community.

7.3.3 Loneliness
The last key value in this theme was ‘loneliness’. As stated above, during the
observation phase, a key value that emerged was ‘friendship and avoiding loneliness’
but, arising from the interview analysis, this single value was found to involve two
separate values. Friendship has been discussed previously, in Section 5.3.3. Loneliness,
as defined by participants, included feeling isolated due to age-related disabilities that
reduced mobility. Some stated that their feelings of loneliness had come about as a
result of the deaths of siblings and/or their life partners. The link with friendship
building is present in several of the examples shown in this section. Other values linked
to avoiding loneliness include chat and forums, inclusion, and mutual support.

One reason given by participants for their loneliness was the isolation they experienced
as a result of their decreased mobility as they aged:

[GreyPath is] a hedge against potential isolation if you become less mobile or if
for some reason you don’t get out about as much. [Female, TAS, 70-74]

A person can feel just so totally isolated. They just need to be able to reach out
and connect with someone. [Female, NSW, 70-74]
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The communications thing, bringing people out of isolation and talking to each
other is the key one. [Male, VIC, 70-74]

Another reason was that GreyPath was seen as a safety valve when feelings of
loneliness became overwhelming:

If I've been long periods on my own, which is quite frequently. I find it really
comforting to be able to go online and access a place where I feel there is a
community. And at times, when I have suffered perhaps depression … and I feel
like I want to cut my throat and things like that. I find that’s a safety valve, very
much a safety valve. I have been very close, at times, and I may not say that
online, but it's a relief that they're out there because, if I did, I feel I could say,
get me a doctor or something like that. [Female, VIC, 60-64]

Although a few participants said that they lived alone, but were not lonely, there were
others who felt differently:

I live alone, I get lonely. It’s only me and my cat. [Female, NSW, 65-69]

There's always someone to confide in, about your own problems, or your
family’s problems, or exchange recipes, or, just have a laugh, really. There's
always someone there, if you feel lonely. You cannot be lonely if you've got the
Internet and GreyPath. [Female, VIC, 75-79]

Although the analysis of the observation data led to combining ‘friendship and avoiding
loneliness’ into a single key value, the interview data analysis suggested that, for some
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participants, making friends was not as important as a feeling of knowing that others
were available to help. The latter is a form of social capital, that is, it is a resource made
available by an online community to its members.

Sum et al. (2008, p. 205) proposed that loneliness is one of the “four plagues of
institutionalised elders,” the other three being, “boredom, helplessness, and decline of
mental skills.” Aboderin (2004) claimed that, historically in the West, there has been a
decline in familial support for older people. Attempts have been made to explain this
decline, as the result of modernisation and/or ageing, but no one has as yet explained
successfully what happens. Whilst this study does not shed light on the cause either, it
does show that GreyPath members are to some extent, able to substitute increased
support through their online community of peers, for declining familial support.

7.3.4 Conclusion to the avoidance theme
The limitations of the cost of technology, including paying for Internet access, the
emotional upheaval involved for members and others in heated debates, and the
loneliness that many seniors experience for a variety of reasons, were the three values
that participants most sought to avoid.

As mentioned in the introduction to this theme, nowhere in the values literature are
avoidance values explicitly discussed. Therefore, this theme and its three key values
make a unique contribution to the literature and go a significant way towards answering
the second research sub-question.
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7.4 Comparison of discovered values with those in the literature
The responses to the second research sub-question are summarised in Table 7.1. It
compares the 29 key values discovered in the present study with the published results of
other studies. Note, however, that the theme site design values is discussed in Chapter 8,
including the meanings associated with the values it embraces.

In Chapter 2, a list of values relating to design is given, drawn from the published
studies available at the time of writing. In several cases, the meanings associated with
the values were poorly articulated or not stated at all, making comparisons to other
discovered values complicated. The list is not repeated in Table 7.1. However, those
previously discovered values that have some association with values discovered in this
study are repeated, along with all the other values emerging from the present study.
Interpretation of the data in Table 7.1 follows.
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Table 7.1: A comparison of discovered values with those in the literature
Previously discovered values

Related values
discovered in this study

Autonomy

Presence

Unique values discovered in this
study
Ability to contact others personally
Availability of experts
Chat and forums
Competitions
Content of interest
Cost

Courtesy

Respect

Democracy and support for a
democratic society
[Xie and others]

Belonging to a
community of peers
Forum-to-face

Freedom from bias

Freedom of expression
Friendship
Heated debates

Human dignity

Human rights (such as equality
of access)
Human well being

Identity and identity
management

Contributing
Mutual support
Respect
Fairness (Equality)
Inclusion (disability)
Mutual support
Neighbourhood
Loneliness
Anonymity
Information sharing
Keeping an active mind
Keeping current
Online communication

Ownership and property

Privacy

Administration of content
Belonging to a
community of peers
Anonymity
Structure

Trust
Universal usability

Trust
Fairness (Equality)
Inclusion (disability)
Variety
Visual images

Welfare

Mutual support
Loneliness

The values in Table 7.1 are listed alphabetically as in the left-hand column. These
reveal a limited overlap with previously discovered values, as well as including many
newly discovered values.
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The related values in the middle column of Table 7.1 show where the values discovered
in the present study, partially relate to values previously identified in the literature. Only
in the case of trust is there a direct comparison. In the majority of cases, the values in
the middle column indicate some common elements with previously discovered values,
but the meanings and terms for the values are not equivalent. For instance, autonomy
and presence are related, but they are not identical. Hence, the heading to the column
was ‘related values,’ to indicate that presence for example, was discovered previously,
but that in that context, the interpretation was different. For GreyPath members, being
part of the community was valued, as was being present without revealing one’s
presence. To do so meant they had some control over their online social interaction,
which can also be expressed as a form of autonomy. Lastly, the value forum-to-face,
while it has not previously been described in the values literature, has been recognised
in previous studies of online communities as detailed in Section 7.2.2. Those studies
were not concerned with values discovery, and therefore they used a different
terminology, hence the use of square brackets in that part of Table 7.1.

Another example in which the discovered values diverged from the literature was that
of trust. According to the values literature, trust can be contextually interpreted and it
can change in meaning, depending on the type of ICT use (Fogg & Tseng, 1999;
Friedman & Grudin, 1998; Friedman et al., 2006; Friedman et al., 2000; Friedman et al.,
1999). As seen in the discussion on trust in Chapter 6, this was also true for GreyPath
members. Less trust was seen in forum use, than in chat use, and the highest form of
trust was with the use of webcam or similar technologies. In other words, the more
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media-rich the ICT, or the closer it permitted the approximation of face-to-face physical
contact, the higher the level of trust involved.

In defining trust, Friedman et al. (2006, p. 364) based their explanation on philosophical
and other literature in which trust refers “to expectations that exist between people who
can experience good will, extend good will toward others, feel vulnerable, and
experience betrayal.” While that definition is succinct, it does not have the rich
meanings seen in the discussion with stakeholders about this value in Chapter 6.
Although values researchers say that designers need to implement values with
contextually different design implications, that, of itself, does not give designers an
understanding of how context affects the implementation of a value. However, besides
trust, none of the values discovered in this study directly correlate with previously
discovered values. A possible exception was the value of fairness, which was seen as a
more general form of the value ‘freedom from bias’ in Jonsson’s study (2004).
However, Jonsson did not define the value, making comparisons difficult. Another
example from the middle column of Table 7.1, is also revealing. Respectful language
and, showing consideration to other members, was important to participants in the
study, and demonstrated a link between the discovered value of respect, and previous
work on valuing courtesy (Wynne & Ryan, 1993). The associated values of democracy
and support for a democratic society (Davis, 2006; Friedman et al., 2002, 2006), were
partially exemplified in the value of belonging to a community of peers – within the
GreyPath community, interaction was a largely democratic process, although it was
qualified through the moderation process. Freedom from bias and, freedom of
expression, while not identical in meaning, were values that intersected; freedom of
expression included freedom from bias, but was also seen as meaning more than that by
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GreyPathians. Human dignity, whilst not a direct value within GreyPath, was expressed
in various ways, such as through the desire to contribute to society, supporting members
going through difficulties and respecting each other. Similarly, the previously
discovered value of human rights, which was related to equality of access in the
literature, and also the value of universal usability, were both indirectly addressed by
participants in their values of fairness and inclusion. Human well being was expressed
through the values of mutual support, neighbourliness and overcoming the negative
aspects of loneliness.

Other values identified in previous literature were those of identity and identity
management. These were addressed in discussions partially through the anonymity that
online social interaction afforded participants. This value was indirectly related to the
value of identity, in that it permitted participants to hide their identity or to lie about it.
The values literature also describes the value of ownership and property. This was seen
indirectly by management and volunteer contributors in their value of administering
content. They had a sense of ownership, it was their community, and they took their
contributing roles seriously, as a result. Similarly, members valued belonging to a
community of peers, and felt they belonged to the group, that it was their group. That is,
while belonging and membership are not the same as ownership, they are related. The
ways in which GreyPath participants expressed their valuing of anonymity also
reflected some aspects of valuing personal privacy. Finally, the value of welfare was
indirectly demonstrated in GreyPath, expressed through the values of mutual support
and avoiding loneliness.
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To sum up, of the 29 key values discovered in this study, only trust had previously been
identified in a similar way. Fifteen values were unique, that is, they have not been
previously discussed by researchers. The other thirteen values while not described as
they were in the present study, had at least, been partially discovered in other contexts.

7.5 Conclusion
The second research sub-question sought to find the similarities and differences
between the values discovered in this study compared to other values studies. The two
themes that most directly addressed issues of similarities and differences were those of
agents of social interaction values and avoidance values. Table 7.1 summarises the
responses to the second research sub-question. These findings, and those from the final
theme which is discussed in the following chapter, are brought together in the final
chapter, Chapter 9, in an integrated and systematic manner, showing not only how the
sub-questions, but also the overall research question, have been answered by the present
study.
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Chapter 8: Implications for design
The third sub-question in the present study was “How can interaction design better
support what seniors value most about their online social interaction?” Several of the
values, that made up the five themes previously discussed, identified implications for
design. Nonetheless, there was one theme, site design values, where all the key values
could be classified as ones that directly had a bearing on design. That theme is the
primary focus of this chapter, with the final section examining the design implications
arising from the present findings in relation to previously published design guidelines
for ICT involving seniors.

8.1 Theme: Site design values
In terms of site design values, there were eight values that emerged, one of which was
important, but not a key value, namely ‘interactivity’. One of the important issues for
members interviewed, was the lack of interactivity in the GreyPath site. Several
members complained in that regard, that conversations were too sombre, and at times, a
bit boring. However, as one member pointed out, with the introduction of innovations,
which GreyPath management did on a regular basis, this lack of interactivity was likely
to be overcome in the near future. Aside from this important, but not key, value, there
were seven key values within this theme. These included the administration of content,
and content of interest, both of which examined content from the perspectives of both
administrators and members, respectively, and they are therefore, discussed together.
Related to content of interest was the value variety, which is discussed next. This is
followed by a discussion of the value structure. The theme in finally concluded by
examining three key values that also belong in this cluster of values. In the order
discussed, they are the availability of experts, competitions, and visual images.
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8.1.1 Administration of content
‘Administration of content’ is about how GreyPath volunteer contributors, including
GreyPath management, valued content administration. For them, this value was about
providing interesting, stimulating and varied content, including how such content was
provided, as for example, in the timely provision of feedback. It was also about efficient
administration and speed of response. Of the people interviewed, six were volunteer
contributors and one, was a past member. The latter had been the original computer
expert for GreyPath, so in essence can also be classified as a volunteer contributor,
albeit a past one. All seven of these people valued the administration of content highly.
Many participants also addressed the same value, but from their perspective, which is
addressed in the next section as a separate key value, content of interest. In addition, the
administration of content value links to the previously discussed value of cost and also
to the value variety, which is discussed later in this chapter.

The example comments for this value start with those of the chief administrator, then
move to those of current volunteer contributors and finally, to a past volunteer
contributor. The volunteer contributors cover a range of contributions, including blog
contributors, a creative writing editor and the current expert computer advisor. The final
contributor was the current expert advisor’s predecessor; he left GreyPath to administer
another Australian online community for seniors.

One reason the chief administrator gave for the importance of this value was that
content needed to be broken up to cater to the various interests of members, such as
those interested in pursuing issues requiring depth of thought:
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I've got to invent those sort of things [new discussion topics for the deep
thinking members] and give them a name on the Think Tank [Forum] which is
very important. If there's a label they can understand it if it's part of something
bigger than themselves, and so that’s important. [Male, VIC, 70-74]

This illustrates the deliberate effort that is put into creating a variety of content, and
managing it. The point here is not that management provided variety, but rather that
they valued the way that variety was administered. They tracked the popularity of all
the different aspects of this site, from forums, to creative expression in the Lyceum, and
to all other aspects. They were not only providing variety, and hoping it would be
appreciated, but also holding meetings with volunteers and other interested parties.
They regularly polled members for their views and they continually sifted through the
mountainous data the technology generated, to enhance the online social interaction
experience of their members. This is further illustrated as follows:

As a world citizen … I'm talking to people on the shitty end of the stick in South
Africa or top of the heap in Colorado … You have a moral obligation to
synthesise it, package it and redistribute it so other people get the vision. So I
write my editorials on these sorts of things. You know: “You should have $10
Internet for seniors” for instance, because of significant mental health issue
associated with people communicating with each other, and if you can
communicate much better you can have better mental health when you're aged.
[Male, VIC, 70-74]

For volunteer contributors, who were not part of the management, there was a
significant association between the administration of content and the speed at which
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content was provided to members. To provide media-rich content, powerful servers and
other technology were needed. That in turn was costly to procure and maintain, and
frequently required computer experts to be available contractually, to maintain the
service. For a site run by volunteers, where lack of funding was a consistent issue, speed
of content administration was likely to remain a challenge.

One example came from a woman asked to contribute her skills to the site, as one of the
creative writing editors. Partly comparing the current site with the administration of the
pre-October 2006 site, this volunteer put forward the following view:

It was very slow. It is still slow. That’s what I complained already how slow it
is. So, when they revamped it, it was a lot better, a lot cleaner, and proper tags
up the top, so you can find things. I still find it a little bit too busy, but I don’t
want to criticize too much, because it’s a lot better than the old site. [Female,
MOVE, 55-59]

The comment above shows that, aside from continual small improvements, management
infrequently, made more substantial changes, aimed at improving the administration of
content.

Other meanings which volunteers associated with valuing the administration of content,
included the need for the provision of information, the need for content to be provided
in a timely fashion, and the need for close cooperation between managers and
volunteers in providing the content:
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[Blog contributor] I talk to [the administrator] … so when we want to get
something done and we’re both of a similar mind. [Male, SA, 70-74]

[Blog contributor] I do [a] blog, which you know, I just keep my ears open to try
and find something that is of interest to them and also at their level as well.
[Female, NSW, 65-69]

[Science Special Interest Group manager and blog contributor] Speed and
information which I see as being two sides of the same coin. … There's someone
there you can ask who’s got the answer or has got an idea, or who has got a
suggestion. That to me is the best part of it … quick answers, quick responses.
[Male, NSW, 60-64]

Notice in the last example above, that speed need not be speed of technology. Speed of
response is another association. To fulfil that goal the volunteer contributor needed to
know that a request had been made of them, and then abide by a policy of responding
within a GreyPath agreed time frame. The current computer advisor stated that
GreyPath had set up an email management system for her. This sent computer queries,
made on GreyPath, directly to her private email account, without divulging that account
on the GreyPath site. That way she was alerted to it the next time she checked her
email, even if she did not log into GreyPath. She said she checked her email every
night, so people would typically get a response from her the same day they posted their
query. Again, this demonstrated that, like GreyPath management, GreyPath volunteers
valued the manner in which content for which they were responsible, was administered.
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The moderation of content is another function of administering content, and is generally
well appreciated by GreyPath members. However, there were exceptions, as is
illustrated in the following example:

Debate is good, if it can be controlled. We found that very strange, that suddenly
… you weren't told the reasons or what's wrong, you were just cut off, you could
not get into the forum. [Male, QLD, 65-69]

As seen in Chapter 2, network capital consists of seven attributes, one of which is to do
with matters of common interest. Acevedo (2007, p. 3) described this attribute as
“facilitating the logistics and dynamics” of involvement in matters of common interest
by community members. This is, arguably, what the value of administration of content
is about as well. That is, the administration of content, for GreyPath volunteer
contributors, was about fair moderation, timely feedback, efficient delivery of content,
and about the speed of response to member queries regarding content.

8.1.2 Content of interest
Within the theme of site design values, content appeared twice. The first example is
discussed above, from the point of view of volunteer contributors, and concerns
delivery of content. The second example is the focus here, namely, how ‘content of
interest’ was valued by members. Participants valued being able to access content that
was of interest to them, as well as content that they thought would be of common
interest to GreyPath members. Such content kept them engaged in topics they
considered stimulating. In addition to the link to administration of content, this value
linked to the value variety, which is discussed next, and also to the values of keeping an
active mind, and inclusion, previously covered in Chapter 5.
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One thing participants viewed as important about content of interest was always being
able to find something of interest to them:

I think you can always learn something. It's amazing that you think that, I'm
almost 83 and you go through life and you think, oh yeah, I know this and I
know. Then you read, someone puts a hint or a tip on there. You think, oh golly,
that's a great idea. [Female, QLD, 80-84]

This girl who came from [a seniors function they had both attended] hadn’t
heard of GreyPath and I said: “Look here's the site … you look it up. You'll find
something of interest there.” [Female, TAS, 70-74]

This participant was not one of the volunteer contributors but, like many other
members, she took the time to introduce other seniors (‘girl’ in the above quotation
refers to a younger senior) to GreyPath. Other examples that demonstrate the range of
interests of members were as follows:

Tips, etc, insurance also. I will often look at that to see if things have changed.
[Female, VIC, 60-64]

Well it's, the information's just there, you know. I just go into top tips and I
think, oh yeah, this is good, that's good … I'm always looking for tips for
something. [Female, VIC, 75-79]
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The senior jobs … because I'm going back into the work force. [Female, VIC,
60-64]

The next informant used the Lyceum (a GreyPath area for learning, mostly through
short courses) to engage in the reviews of books, but while there, was often drawn to
other material offerings that interested her:

There’s a couple [of courses] I wouldn’t mind doing … there’s philosophy. I’ve
done a bit of that in my uni days, but I’d love to go back to doing that. [Female,
MOVE, 55-59]

Whilst most participants thought GreyPath did well in providing content of interest,
especially compared to other online communities in which some participants were
involved, there were suggestions for improvement. Ways of connecting members was
seen as important, so that common content of interest could be developed:

Some sort of a listing … of people who are actually members. Not necessarily
their names, but backgrounds, interests, that sort of thing. And if there's, you
know, if somebody has an interest in aviation for example and I want to find out
something, if that person said, yeah it's okay to get in touch with me and do that
… Sort of a connection between common interest type things. [Male, ACT, 6064]

This suggests another refinement that site administrators could consider for members
who share a common interest. Allowing them to contact each other directly, would
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further enhance the online interaction, making what is already good interaction even
better.

As was shown in the discussion on the theme avoidance values, heated debates were
something that members avoided. Yet some members welcomed online debates. That
was why GreyPath management separated what was one forum for all, into multiple
forums, with the Senate Forum being designated for debating. The following comment
shows that this was another way that content of interest was made available to
members. It also shows that GreyPath management valued inclusion, as seen in the
discussion in Chapter 5.

The politics side of it really … I think they’re important in our life. … That’s the
only reason I like them. I mean, if you’re in the Coffee Shop [Forum], you don’t
get it. So you know darned well, if you don’t want to talk politics you go to the
Coffee Shop. [Female, NT, 75-79]

Currency of information, while it related to the previous value of administration of
content (see Section 8.1.1), was also important from the member viewpoint. The
following example demonstrated that, while house sitting for instance, interested several
members, the content had to be kept up-to-date, to maintain their interest:

Another thing with the house sitting and the house swapping, there is a lot of
stuff that’s old … it should be taken off. … That’s one of the major things …
They will lose me if they don’t do that. [Female, MOVE, 55-59]
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Many of the contributors providing content to one part or another of GreyPath, were
themselves, also members who valued the content (both their own and that of other
sites). The content on the site was valued both for its own sake and for the social
interaction it facilitated. It was valuable by itself because many members wanted to
learn, explore, and keep their minds active. The provision of such content was, in effect,
a way of resourcing the online community with ‘matters of common interest’, which is
one of the attributes, which Acevedo (2007, p. 3) claimed, characterise network capital.

8.1.3 Variety
The value of ‘variety’ is different from the value of content of interest above, but is part
of the same theme, because of the relationship between the two. Frequently, when
commenting about valuing variety, members spoke of content that interested them.
What should be noted however, is that the emphasis of these comments is on valuing
variety first, with content of interest being an associated value. GreyPath members
valued the richness of the material available through the site, a richness that was not
static, but dynamic. New content appeared and other things were dropped. This value
also links to the values of administration of content, visual images, structure, the
availability of experts and, to keeping an active mind.

The importance of this value was seen in the many terms used to describe it – including
‘variety’, ‘different’, ‘richness’, ‘wide’, ‘comprehensive’, ‘multitude’, ‘all sorts of
things’, and ‘diversity’:

The thing about GreyPath is there's a great variety in the site. It’s not just one
email list. It's not just one stream. It's a multi-thing. And you're able just to look
at it, you're able to look if you want to, you're able to get information, you're
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able to join in, you can look down there and say: “Oh well I'm not interested in
that I won't bother with that”, or “Yes I'd like to have a say in this”, or “I'd like
to tell someone about that.” GreyPath is a very multi-faceted site. [Female, TAS,
70-74]

I think they're really on the right track, with all the different things that they're
offering. … The more that they can expand the better it’ll be. [Female, VIC, 6064]

With GreyPath, I do like the diversity of the topics. [Female, QLD, 80-84]

The following boast by the chief administrator of GreyPath illustrated that the variety
on the site was part of a deliberate design strategy:

Find me one [other site for seniors] that’s more comprehensive. You can find
one that’s bigger like the American Association of Retired Persons website, but
show me what it's got compared to the richness and depth of this. [Male, VIC,
70-74]

Other examples of how members valued the variety within GreyPath include:

It's one of the reasons I go there. As I said early in the piece, it's so wide, you
know, what people will talk about sometimes. I've got to admit, it's a bit, gives
me the willies. But if I don’t want to read it, I don’t have to. [Male, NSW, 7074]
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[There is] the variety of ideas that come through not just on chat, but also on the
forums. [Female, VIC, 70-74]

They’ve covered a multitude of things in GreyPath and I’m still discovering
stuff. [Female, WA, 70-74]

I think GreyPath do a wonderful job, because they have so many different
sections you can get to. … [You can] do all sorts of things on GreyPath if you
really have the time. [Female, NT, 75-79]

GreyPath does cover a lot of things ... divided into compartments. … You can
go to different compartments if you want to chat about that, or find out
something about it; you know where to go. [Male, WA, Over 84]

Another way to think of the value of variety, is to think about it as the result of
innovation. GreyPath management innovated continually. Several members commented
about this in different ways. One said she was part of another community for older
women, a threaded chat group that had grown inactive over time. One thing she valued
about her involvement in GreyPath though, was that it experimented and introduced
new ways to keep the social interaction stimulating, and that this served to prevent her
from getting bored with the same content and activities. These innovations involved
small changes, unlike the restructure of the site in October 2006, which is part of the
discussion of the next key value and which involved a major change. It can be surmised
therefore that continual, small changes were not cognitively burdensome to GreyPath
members given that they had grown accustomed to, and expected, such continual
changes (variety).
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Arnold also discussed what is here described as variety, but uses the term “hybridity”
instead (Arnold, 2007). In the present research, variety is used in preference to
hybridity, because of the interpretivist methodology that has been adopted and which
correspondingly, uses the terms of the members themselves, rather than a terminology
drawn from the literature. That is, literature is used to support, confirm or question the
findings of this study, but the primary source of the meanings and descriptions of values
comes from the users of the technology.

8.1.4 Structure
As stated above, ‘structure’ was another key value within this theme. Unlike the
previous value – variety – which involved only small changes to the GreyPath web site,
this value is about substantial structural changes. It also concerns the elements of the
site structure that members and management most valued, and is linked to the values of
variety and visual images.

The comments that gave rise to this value were predominantly the result of responses to
a particular question in the interview schedule (see page 3 of the interview schedule in
Appendix F). If participants had indicated that they had been members since before the
site restructure in October 2006, then they were asked to reflect on the differences
between the old and the new web sites. That led to many comments about participant
values regarding the structure of the web site. In a few instances, such comments were
also made in other parts of the interview and not always by participants who were
members prior to October 2006. Thus the point of this discussion is not to establish
which version of the web site was better, but to tease out what it was about the structure
of either version that participants particularly valued.
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One reason that management considered it important to restructure the web site in 2006
was to enable better long-term use of the portal. Looking ahead, they could see that
their initial structure could not adequately cater to the forecast future needs of their user
base. The following comment illustrates some of the issues involved from the point of
view of the person most responsible for the changes, the chief administrator:

People from 60 countries came to the site up until the time we re-jigged it …
and sort of stopped everything and started again because of the wrong platform
for the future. [Male, VIC, 70-74]

The restructure appeared to be a sensible business decision at the time, but proved very
costly in terms of membership for GreyPath. For many months after, the volume of
traffic on GreyPath reduced dramatically. Some of the reasons for this, can be seen from
the comments of members who stayed on through the changes. In the main, the
comments about what was valued about the structure, regardless of whether participants
preferred the old or the new, concerned three areas – login requirements, site layout and
the ordering of activities on the site. Each of these is illustrated below.

Login requirements
Immediately following the restructure of the GreyPath web site, many members
experienced difficulties accessing the site as members, although public viewing of the
site was unaffected. In order to make a contribution, members were now required to
login, a process that proved difficult and frustrating, as is illustrated in the following
examples:
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Having to sign in then and forgetting my password and things. Whereas before I
could go straight into Lyceum. … Now I've got to remember my member name
to put it in to get there, and I feel that it's not quite as accessible as it was.
[Female, TAS, 70-74]

I’ll be honest with you, when it changed I found it difficult, because I was so
used to the other site. … You had to sign in, whereas before you really didn’t
have to sign in. … I've got a very good memory but, I used to forget my
password. So finally [the administrator] who was the convener, he changed my
password, so I would remember [laughing]. I mean, the thing is, you've got a
password for, I've got a password for that, and then I have a password for online
Telstra 17 and all that sort of stuff. And so, we've made it easy. [Female, Vic, 7579]

The same person also made the following comment:

I have a sister who’s 80, she lives in Queensland, and she emailed me and said:
“Oh I can't get used to this new site, because I can't be bothered putting my user
name in.” [Female, Vic, 75-79]

The chat room changed considerably. … I had a lot of trouble getting in after the
change, you know. There was nine times out of ten it wouldn’t accept the
password and then when you got in there, there was hardly anyone ever there,
so, I just stopped going. [Male, SA, 70-74]

17

Australia’s largest telecommunications company.
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The above examples show that requiring registration caused many problems. While
there was a genuine problem with the logging-in system at first, that was resolved
within a fortnight. But, as can be seen in the second comment above, most users have
many passwords to remember. Given memory and other cognitive limitations that come
with increasing age, this is likely to be a greater problem for seniors the older they
become.

Another related problem is also highlighted above, namely the snowballing effect of the
problems with login registration. Because so many members experienced problems,
they could not access the site. In turn, because so few successfully accessed the site,
when they did, they found the social interaction quite poor, because of the low numbers
able to sign in. Two participants interviewed said that they stopped going to GreyPath,
in one case, for a whole year. In the other case, the participant has only returned to
GreyPath infrequently even though, prior to the restructure, she accessed the site
multiple times per week.

Site layout
Some participants indicated they preferred the way the site had been previously
structured. Others preferred the layout of the new site. Examples illustrating how the
site layout was interpreted by participants, follow:

This site is really busy, but the old site was just horrendous. … Visually it was
just really all over the place. [Female, MOVE, 55-59]

The layout they had, was very, very easy to follow. And when they switched it
to the format that they have adopted now … you can see why people have
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moved away. On the first page that you now get in the Senate Forum for
argument’s sake, there are probably about three or four questions there, and
they're answered in consecutive answers by date and name and so on. And then
you've got to click to another page, and another page, and another page, and
another page. Whereas on the old format … all the questions were on one page.
[Male, QLD, 65-69]

In other words, participants preferred scrolling and having related information together
in large documents, or in an expanded email tree structure, as opposed to being required
to move forward and backward through multiple layers, to find the information.
Although a comment about the new site, the next example is from a participant who
similarly liked to be able to access everything in the site from the home page, because
he could scroll down the home page to the link he wanted:

I think the new site’s a lot better … it's more accessible. It's all on the front page
where you want to go. Before you had to click on things and go to different
areas, but now, with the new site, you can see everything down on the left hand
side in the directory, so you can go wherever you want. [Male, VIC, 65-69]

Order of activities
Another issue that revealed participant interpretations of structure, was that of how the
site was ordered. In a sense this was closely related to layout, although it is not
necessarily the same thing:

I found it was quite a good innovation [the new site] with reading articles on the
forum. They're in some sort of order, that come about with that, which was
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terrific, because previous to that, you would have to look at the postings, the
time and the date, to find out who said what last. [Male, NSW, 70-74]

As is indicated in the next example, not everyone agreed with this assessment:

In many ways it's not better, I think, because you can't follow the threads as
easily. … I actually forget how they were set out, but I know it's a lot more
fiddly now. … The pages aren't as long either, the topics move off the page quite
quickly. The pages are shorter. [Female, VIC, 75-79]

This comment is an example of a preference by participants for a flat structure, one that
avoided the need to click repeatedly to access other levels. Some participants appeared
to prefer a structure where there was substantial scrolling, where everything that
logically belonged together was together.

The final two illustrations of the value structure below, also suggest that the problems
with the change-over to the new site, might have been the result of the age of site users.
Other participants also claimed that they felt their problems were partly attributable to
their age, one because he was almost 75, another because she was almost 80.

I preferred the old one, but again, I think you’ve got to look at it from our age
group point of view. You get sort of set in your ways and you like something
you’ve started off with, and suddenly they sort of change all the format, and
you’ve got to start reworking the whole thing. And there was a lot of people in
the forum and that Coffee Shop [Forum] that were writing in saying the same
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thing. That they had got so used to the old one and it was quicker and easier to
use as such. They could find things easier. [Female, MOVE, 65-69]

They've lost people because the format has changed dramatically, and elderly
people, or mature people I should call it, they are funny, they like a certain set
up without having to change too often. [Male, QLD, 65-69]

The link between old age and coping with substantial change, suggested in the two
preceding comments, has some support in the literature, as was seen discussion of the
lifespan theory of ageing called ‘Selective Optimization with Compensation’ (SOC), in
Chapter 2. Prior to the commencement of this study, GreyPath management informed
this researcher that the average age of ‘active’ members was in their high 70s and low
80s, that is, approximately one year prior to the site restructure. GreyPath participation
had grown from 1,200 to 2,000 participants per month in 2001, to between 5,000 to
6,000 participants per month in 2002 (Lepa & Tatnall, 2002a, p. 2), and to the point
when, in early 2006, the home page of GreyPath proclaimed a monthly participation of
45,000. By the end of 2006, total membership had dropped to 3,000 and it only slowly
recovered, growing to 5,500 members by April 2008 (Lewis, 2008). The latter growth
in new members had come from younger seniors, seen in that the majority of active
members in April 2008, were in their late 60s (Lewis, 2008). One reason for the
demographic change might have been the restructure of site. It can be surmised that
because of their age, most active members prior to the restructure, found coping with
such a substantial change too difficult, and therefore, ceased using the site. One possible
explanation for this derives from SOC and in particular, research showing that new
learning, although possible, can be significantly more difficult for seniors aged 70 and
above (Baltes & Smith, 2002b). Accordingly, it is likely that new participants joining
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the online community would be predominantly younger seniors. Older GreyPath
members were likely to be long time members of the online community, people who
had learnt to navigate the online structures and the processes involved for their chosen
online community.

As discussed in relation to the value variety in the previous section, GreyPath web site
changes tend to occur frequently but, most of them are small, incremental, and to be
expected. The site restructure in October 2006 was substantial and only anticipated to a
limited extent. GreyPath members were only informed about the upcoming change two
months before it happened, and were only given one month to trial the new site
(September 2006), before the changeover from the old to the new site occurred. It
should also be noted that, GreyPath participants were not given an opportunity to have
input into the design of the new site.

Recently published work (Sayago & Blat, 2010) supports the findings of the present
study, in that it claimed that until 2009, too little attention had been given to the
cognitive difficulties experienced by seniors with ICT, and that too little HCI design
attention had been given to the area. Furthermore, the same study revealed that, a
limitation of previous HCI studies involving seniors was that they had failed to account
for the social contexts of use.

The findings of both Sayago and Blat (2010) and the present study also appear to
contradict the findings of a previous study (Kurniawan, 2008) that recommended that
interfaces for seniors be simple, with few choices and limited functionality. The
GreyPath data show that seniors coped well with complexity. Seniors interviewed for
the present study ranged in age from their late 50s to their late 80s. In terms of their
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issues with the GreyPath site it was not complexity that presented a cognitive problem
to them, but the suddenness of adaptation that was required with the restructure. As the
SOC research revealed, the older a person is, the harder it becomes to acquire new
knowledge (Baltes & Smith, 2002b), whilst maintaining previously acquired knowledge
is much easier (Baltes et al., 1999). New learning is possible, but it takes more time than
for younger generations. In the Kurniawan study, which introduced a new technology to
seniors and found that they struggled to learn it, the conclusion was that complexity was
a problem for seniors; instead, the problem may have been in the area of the new
learning involved. The restructure of the GreyPath site showed that prior to that change,
45,000 seniors visited the site every month and coped well with the complexities
involved, as do GreyPath members using the current site. The problem was that the
change to the new site required many new learnings in a relatively short space of time,
and that proved problematic, particularly for older members of GreyPath.

Support for the view that significant new learning rather than technical complexity is
the main cognitive problem for seniors with the introduction of new technology can be
found in the work of Kang and Yoon (2008). Their research showed that the ability of
seniors to cope with cognitive tasks varied, to some extent, depending on the
background knowledge, or prior experiences, of the seniors involved. In relation to
GreyPath, it suggests that the seniors who coped best with substantial change were
those who had prior experience in using the site. That is, existing, experienced members
were more likely to cope better with substantial changes than new members.

In summary, there were two major issues that arose through the value of structure. The
first of these major issues involves how users adapt to substantial change. Learning to
cope with excessive change, as judged from the GreyPath experience, suggested that
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adapting to changes within one month was difficult for many members in their late 70s
and early 80s. Further research is required to determine how much time should be
allowed for such individuals, as well as judging what precisely constitutes change of a
substantial nature such that the cognitive load for seniors becomes excessive. Baltes and
Smith (2002a, p. 22) argued that cultures which “offer older persons ways of selecting,
optimizing, and compensating are the cultures which assist best in maximizing the gains
of older age.” They linked this to the value of human dignity. That is, society is
showing older people greater dignity when it provides resources (social capital) that
enable people to maximise the gains of old age and minimise the losses. From a HCI
perspective, designers might achieve this by permitting the continuance of previous
navigational structures, when new ones are introduced, so that older participants are not
forced to engage in (for them) cognitively difficult new learnings. Another approach
could be to progressively change a web site over a period of months, rather than to
change the entire web site all at once, as GreyPath did in 2006.

The second major issue arising from the value structure was that, many participants
appeared to prefer a flat structure, rather than one which involved multiple sub-parts.
This issue had some support in the literature. Preece (2000, p. 129) reviewed early
Internet research involving seniors and concluded that ‘simpler command sequences’
were important. Another study, involving email use amongst Spanish seniors (Sayago &
Blat, 2010), found that seniors did very little management of attachments and directory
structures, because dealing with fewer email folders reduced their cognitive load. In
other words, favouring a flat structure in site design might be related to a reduced
cognitive (memory) load for seniors.
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Research involving GreyPath, carried out prior to the present study, by Lepa and Tatnall
(2002a), suggested that the flat structure of the original web site was a deliberate design
strategy. The researchers claimed that the founder of GreyPath deliberately designed the
original site in a way that would avoid users having to click down further and further
levels. In his experience, that was something seniors did not like about other sites they
used. The findings from the present study appear to confirm this view. Many GreyPath
seniors preferred a flat structure over one that required them to click through multilayered content.

8.1.5 Availability of experts
Another key value within the theme of site design values was that of the ‘availability of
experts.’ This value encapsulates the idea that members valued access to expertise, and
that experts valued being able to contribute their expertise. In this sense, availability of
experts links back to the value of contributing, discussed in Chapter 5; however, here
the contributions were limited to expertise in areas that GreyPath management had
specifically chosen in the design of the site. Most of the expert advice available through
GreyPath was free to members although, in some cases, the expert help was provided at
low cost, such as that for some of the short courses provided through the GreyPath
Lyceum. Availability of experts is also linked to variety in that a variety of experts led
to a variety of contents, and the list of experts and the topics of expertise changed over
time. The value is also linked to keeping an active mind, given that there were
numerous ways to keeps members stimulated, through expert help such as with writing
short stories, as well as the provision of short courses in philosophy, logic and other
topics by experts. This value was also linked to the values of visual images and,
belonging to a community of peers, in relation to the photos of experts provided on the
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site, which also showed how important seniors as experts were to the success of the
organisation.

One reason that this value was important to participants was that they valued having
expert help available for a range of different topics, as indicated in the following
comments:

I had a look at computers [referring to the GreyPath computer advisor]. There’s
a lady who, that was really quite good. … Financial, that was excellent too …
[SIG] managers tend to be experts in a certain field. So, one was a retired
lawyer. [Female, MOVE, 55-59]

The range of expertise extended beyond the online platform. GreyPath management
also organised events. Seniors could attend these events to learn about various issues
pertinent to seniors, such as health, finances, or elder abuse, with the speakers being
experts in their fields.

There was also, as indicated above, the perceptions of the experts themselves, about this
value. Several experts interviewed were enthusiastic about their topics, and saw them as
a form of contributing, as can be seen in a comment by a GreyPath computer advisor:

I am giving them value, I’m a valuable resource for them. That I had so much
enjoyment out of my computer. … A computer is so marvellous and that’s why I
want my peers in GreyPath to get the same pleasure and use out of their
computer as I’ve had. [Female, NSW, 65-69]
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The informant above, claimed that she received many emails of appreciation from the
various GreyPath members she had helped, which in turn, affirmed her belief that she
was making a valuable contribution to the GreyPath community.

Similarly, the person who had been the original GreyPath computer expert stated that,
he had received many appreciative emails and phone calls from the people he helped.
Such demonstrations of appreciation added value to the contribution of his expertise.
An example that he gave was the following:

The problem I find, is to get the angst out of the elderly people. They're
frightened of the computer, they are scared to death to push the wrong button
and perhaps the thing explodes. … I even go out to people. … I've been to
nursing homes and I've been to retirement villages with my little laptop. [Male,
QLD, 65-69]

The provision of expert advice was valued by members, whether they were on the
receiving end of the expertise, or the contributing end, or both. Computer advice also
directly helped members to become fully active in their enjoyment of, and participation
in, the range of activities available through GreyPath. As shown in the digital divide
(DD) discussion in Section 2.3.2, a learning divide exists that can affect seniors. With
the inclusion of experts on various topics, in addition to the Lyceum and the blogs,
GreyPath management have put in place significant resources to help their members
overcome this otherwise significant barrier to online participation.

The above discussion also suggests however, that the provision of multiple expert
helpers, is a means to reducing the burden of administering the GreyPath portal. For
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large communities there is a potential bottleneck of calls for help to site administrators.
This is particularly the case for GreyPath, given that the administrators are volunteers.
Studies of other online communities have found that providing expert help to novice
users has high payoffs in terms of reducing the loads on help desks, as proposed by
Preece et al. (2004, p. 225): “Work is directed away from over-worked telephone helplines, and, if managed well, customer satisfaction may be dramatically increased”. The
many appreciative comments received by both the former and current GreyPath
computer advisors appear to support the researchers’ view, that customer satisfaction is
increased through such initiatives.

8.1.6 Competitions
The next value to explore under the theme of site design values, is that of
‘competitions’. The GreyPath chief administrator, predominantly, and in a few cases,
other contributors, made various prizes available to members through competitions. But
unlike competitions elsewhere, there appeared to be a focus on creating as many
winners as possible. The prizes were not financially extravagant, but they were items
that members wanted. They could be tickets to a movie that was coming up, or a newly
released DVD or some other small prize. Winners were listed monthly on the site.
Several participants stated that they had never won anything in their lives and then
within one to two months of joining GreyPath, they had won something. The prize as
such was much less relevant than their enjoyment of participation. This was a low cost
initiative that seemed to be highly effective in helping members to feel they were part of
the online community, especially for new members. Thus, this value linked to
belonging to a community of peers and, to inclusion.
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Examples of how keen participants were in entering competitions are revealed in the
following comments. Not everyone won, but that did not prevent members from
participating. As one member put it, she entered for a “bit of fun” [Female, VIC, 60-64].
Participants also saw competitions as important because they catered to the competitive
streak that many participants possessed:

I'm a competitive person, and I've had a bit of luck with GreyPath. [Male, NSW,
70-74]

It's always nice to be in something to win it. I only apply for things that I
particularly find interesting. I mean there was one there on ‘Foyle’s War’ 18 . I
like ‘Foyle’s War’. I thought it was great, so, I've entered that one. [Male, ACT,
60-64]

Another reason that competitions were valued had to do with the ease with which
participants could enter them:

I suppose it's that terrible greed, that you know you're getting something for
nothing. ... Just the way anybody enters a competition, that they can do easily.
You know, not much thinking about it, just enter it. … You know that you've
got a fair chance. And the CDs and things are usually good quality and the
music’s worthwhile. … It's no trouble you know, to do it. [Female, WA, 70-74]

They're good prizes. … You just basically put your name in. So you don’t really
have to do anything and that's what I like about that. [Female, VIC, 75-79]
18

A British Broadcasting Corporation drama about World War II in the United Kingdom, shown on the
Australian Broadcasting Corporation television network.
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I've actually won a couple of them. In fact it's so damn easy to. It's just a matter
of filling out the form and clicking the send button and you're away. [Male, SA,
65-69]

Competitions, DVDs, film tickets and CDs. I never win anything, but I often do
them if I have the time. [Female, VIC, 60-64]

[Member for only 1 month:] One thing of interest was that I’ve already won a
competition on GreyPath. The DVD turned up on Friday. Oh I was tickled pink.
I couldn’t believe it. … I’ve never won anything on the computer before. I enter
a few competitions, but it actually happened. [Female, WA, 70-74]

The last example reveals that from a design viewpoint, competitions can help to include
people new within the online community.

All of the above examples show the value that members derived from the competitions.
They also show the value of running such competitions. Given the money that can be
generated for web site owners through advertising, using competitions to increase
participation and to help build feelings of belonging to the community should ideally,
be considered by other online communities.

This ‘ease’ of winning can perhaps be questioned but, one possible explanation may lie
in the literature on lurking. As suggested by Preece et al. (2004) managers of online
communities could do more to encourage participation in the community, by people
who would otherwise lurk, that is, people who read, join, login regularly, yet for various
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reasons, never contribute. It may be that GreyPath management see the competitions in
this light, because competitions are a way of engaging otherwise infrequent
contributors.

8.1.7 Visual images
The final key value to be discussed in this theme relates to the use of ‘visual images’.
GreyPath has used pictures since its inception. At the time that the interviews for the
present study were being conducted, GreyPath had recently introduced a photo gallery
and was in the process of introducing webcam. Since the interviews, video-on-demand
(VOD-casting) has been introduced as has the use of YouTube videos created by
GreyPath members. All this demonstrates that management values the use of visual
imagery as part of their design approach. This value is linked to three other values under
the theme, namely the availability of experts, variety and, structure. It is also linked to
the previously discussed values of online communication, belonging to a community of
peers and, forum-to-face.

One reason that visual images were considered important to participants was that
several informants stated they preferred the use of images to enhance online
communication, over purely text-based communication. The addition of the photo
gallery served to illustrate this:

I think the photographs add a new element, that you get, you know, the element
of sight. That you're seeing things that people have seen, rather than just reading
about them. I think some of the photos are particularly good. [Female, WA, 7074]
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The photo gallery was not restricted to photos of members, but extended to reflections
on the personal interests of members. This is anticipated in the following comment:

It's interesting to see what other people’s work is like. … I put up one which I've
had in my album for years and to my amazement … within 2 days I got 5 stars
which is top rating. [Female, VIC, 70-74]

The same informant gave the following insight into why she valued visual images:

I'm an embroiderer, and I can look at a picture or a painting or something, and
think I could translate that into embroidery. So it stimulates my creativity.
[Female, VIC, 70-74]

Another reason that visual images were important was that they were a way of linking a
face to the name of a person:

I like the editorial. I like the personalised thing, that I see the face of the person
from GreyPath with an editorial each time, and I think that’s very important that
visual bit. [Female, TAS, 70-74]

The same informant also commented in the following way about the old (pre-October
2006) site:

[The old site] was very easy too, it was very pictorial. [Female, TAS, 70-74]
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By contrast, however, the last example in this section illustrates how what was regarded
as a visual aid can sometimes detract from the intended outcome. Rather than encourage
participation, the use of a visual image can also discourage involvement:

In the Events [Page] 19 , what you see first is this picture of a bunch of old women
with hand crafts and artsy-craftsy. … I thought, well that’s certainly not me. …
You look at the women and they’re all in their seventies. All little grey haired
old ladies in their seventies, and long tables of Rotary, RSL type knitted teacosies, and artsy-craftsy – and I find that very off-putting. [Female, MOVE, 5559]

Although this outcome appeared to be unintentional, it serves to illustrate a point
discussed Chapter 2, concerning the use of technology artefacts for the purpose of social
engineering (Weckert, 2007; Williams & Durrance, 2008). In this case, it implies the
deliberate use of images to engineer a particular outcome or ambience. In terms of the
value classification in Table 2.2 it could be seen as the use of ‘expression’ to achieve an
implicit design strategy. In other words, most users would be unaware of the implicit
message that was being communicated via the use of that image.

The introduction of the photo gallery shortly before the interviews were conducted, was
another innovation involving visual images within GreyPath. An early innovation had
been the construction of an experimental three-dimensional village (Lepa & Tatnall,
2002b). That village enabled participants to enter a bank to do online banking, and meet
in a visually attractive area which was an online chat room; the village also had other

19

The Events Pages advertised upcoming events in various locations around Australia. The intent was to
encourage GreyPath members local to those areas to physically meet with other local GreyPath members.
It was another example of the valuing of ‘forum-to-face’, discussed in Chapter 7.
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structures for engaging online participants in various ways. It was discontinued when
the developer moved overseas and was no longer available to support the product.

As indicated in Chapter 2, Lepa and Tatnall (2002a) conducted a study in which they
interviewed the founder of GreyPath. They claimed that from the start he had designed
the site to show his photo and name prominently, and that he made a point of
encouraging people to contact him, and of always responding promptly to any such
contact. In this way, he sought to personalise the site because he believed that, at the
time, the Internet was very impersonal. There was no GreyPath photo gallery at the time
of the Lepa and Tatnall study, but it seems from the comments of informants, above,
that the photo gallery was effectively, an extension of the concept of personalising the
site, and that photos of members was a way to achieve that outcome.

8.2 Conclusion to the site design values theme
The key values of the theme site design values helps to inform design in several ways.
Content needs not only to be of interest to users, but the way it is administered is also
important for design. Participation of infrequent contributors can be encouraged through
innovation and competitions. The use of visual images needs careful attention because
of the social engineering that can be involved. Of particular note, was the importance of
providing variety (hybridity) and of designing a flat structure. Prior to presenting the
implications of the design considerations arising from these findings (see Figure 8.1),
one other important design issue related to the present study is discussed below.
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8.3 Web site design guidelines involving seniors
In addition to the theme site design values, another means of answering the third
research sub-question, “How can interaction design better support what seniors value
most about their online social interaction?”, is by relating the findings of the present
study to those in the research literature concerning the design of web sites for seniors.

In order to develop a set of design guidelines for web sites for seniors, Kurniawan and
Zaphiris (2005), followed a five-step process. Based on their review of the literature in
areas of HCI and ageing, 52 guidelines were produced. Those were then categorised
with the aid of 40 postgraduate students taking a HCI subject, and then through a focus
group of five HCI experts. These first three steps reduced that initial list of 52, to a total
of 38 guidelines, grouped into 11 categories. In the final two steps, they tested and rated
the guidelines, first using HCI researchers and research students, all under the age of 40,
and then with a group of 16 seniors, with a mean age of 59.2 years. One of the
difficulties encountered by Kurniawan and Zaphiris, namely, how to recruit seniors to
participate in their study, was also reported in a number of other studies of seniors (see
Chapter 1). On that basis they therefore asked other researchers to test their design
guidelines with older users.

Whilst the present study did not set out to test these guidelines, these are, nevertheless,
useful results which contribute to Kurniawan and Zaphiris’ guidelines. These are shown
in Table 8.1, but they focus only on those guidelines that are either confirmed or denied
by this study of GreyPath participants.
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Table 8.1: Informing web design guidelines for seniors using GreyPath results 20
Category
H3.
Navigation

H4.
Browser
Window
Features
H7. User
Cognitive
Design

H11. User
Feedback &
Support

Guideline
H3.4 Avoid pull down
menus
H3.5 Do not use a deep
hierarchy and group
information into meaningful
categories
H4.1 Avoid scroll bars

H7.1 Provide ample time to
read information

H11.2 An online help
tutorial should be provided

GreyPath Findings
There was a preference for
a flat structure that
avoided navigating to submenus and sub-submenus.

Literature / Reflection
This could be to do with
the cognitive load placed
on seniors (Sayago &
Blat, 2008).

This was contradicted by
GreyPathians, who
preferred long pages that
they could scroll through.
This was confirmed by
GreyPath participants, in
that they took time to read,
respond to postings, and to
otherwise, engage socially.

This could also be a
memory (cognitive load)
issue (Sayago & Blat,
2008).
Sayago and Blat (2010)
studied email use
amongst Spanish seniors
and reported that careful,
time-taking interaction
by them reduced errors
and the associated load
on memory.
Particularly where online
help is provided by other
seniors, this is supported
in the literature (Notess
& Lorenzen-Huber,
2007).

This appeared to be
confirmed by GreyPath
participants, in that they
focused on peer learning
and the desired to keep
their minds active.

While the guidelines of Kurniawan and Zaphiris (2005) arose from a review of the
literature available at that time, the literature presented in the right-hand column of
Table 8.1 represents research that was published after their paper. In order not to clutter
the table, only one relevant literature example is given in each case. As can be seen,
only five of the 38 guidelines were directly addressed by the results of the present study.
In four cases, the Kurniawan and Zaphiris guidelines were confirmed, but the guideline
‘H4.1 Avoid scroll bars’, appears to be contradicted by the findings from the present
study.

20

The numbering of categories and guidelines in Table 8.1 is the same as that used by Kurniawan and
Zaphiris (2005, pp. 131-132) in their paper.
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8.5 Chapter conclusion
Answering the third research sub-question has been the focus of this chapter, but many
of the key values discussed in previous chapters also help to inform design. A major
contribution to the literature arising from the present research is the discovery of four
strategic design factors, visible senior helpers, phatic communication, hybridity and a
flat structure, as illustrated in Figure 8.1. To date the dominant focus in the literature
has been to provide designers with guidelines that serve the function of how to make
web sites that might be accessed by seniors, usable to them. Such guidelines are referred
to as ‘tactical’ in Figure 8.1. However, this researcher has not been able to locate
literature that informs designers concerning what to focus on when the principal users
of a web site are seniors. The latter could be described as ‘strategic’ guidelines. That is,
for web sites that might involve seniors, tactical guidelines alone are sufficient. But, if a
web site is intended to cater mainly to seniors, then both tactical and strategic factors
need to be considered. How generalisable the strategic guidelines of Figure 8.1 are, is a
matter for further research, although according to the results of the present study, these
four design factors were significant contributors to the success of the GreyPath online
community.
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Figure 8.1: Strategic and tactical design factors for web sites involving seniors

As can be seen from the bubble on the lower left, the World Wide Web Consortium’s
project on web access for the aged, WAI-AGE (2010), is one example of the perceived
need to educate designers about the particular needs of seniors and how best to cater to
those needs through better web design.

Studies such as that by Kurniawan & Zaphiris (2005), discussed in the previous section,
and shown in the oval on the right, are an example of general tactical guidelines that
designers can employ when they design web sites that will be accessed by seniors. Such
web sites might have users whose ages are predominantly younger, but when some
users are known to be seniors, these guidelines can help ensure that the needs of those
senior users are met.
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Other researchers have studied senior users of specific applications, such as email
applications, for example, Hawthorn (2007) and Sayago and Blat (2010), and these are
represented in the middle of the tactical level. From such applications, specific studies
researchers have then made recommendations as to how specific technologies can better
cater to the needs of seniors.

The first strategic factor is that of hybridity, which is discussed as the value of variety.
Sites that cater to just one function, such as a discussion board, may start with much
enthusiasm, but will lose momentum. It is the variety of things to do that kept the
interest of GreyPath members over time. Closely associated with this, but not quite the
same, is innovation. GreyPath management innovates continually, to keep its content
and activities, varied. However, the finding in this study was that it was the variety,
rather than the innovation per se, that contributed significantly to the success of the site.
This factor is represented within the bubble of strategic design factors, to indicate that
in addition to hybridity, itself, participants also valued variety in relation to each of the
other three strategic design factors.

The second strategic factor is that of providing visible senior helpers, as discussed in
Chapter 5 regarding peer learning, and in this chapter in regards to the values of
availability of experts and, visual images. One element that distinguishes GreyPath
from other sites for seniors, was that each helper had a visible presence. Their photos
and names were on display. As seen in Chapter 5, and in the literature (Alsa et al., 2006;
Notess & Lorenzen-Huber, 2007; West, 2002), seniors prefer to learn from other
seniors. It appears that having an image of a volunteer senior for example, helped to
convey to members that fellow seniors were there to help.
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The third factor is that of phatic communication, which was discussed as the value of
mutual support. Many of the seniors who were interviewed said that what initially
brought them to the site was the search for particular information. However, what
maintained their interest was not instrumental communication (information seeking),
but phatic communication (relationship building). One reason for the success of
GreyPath has been its many and varied (another aspect of hybridity) ways of facilitating
phatic communication. Seniors have had time to devote to relationship building and
many of them cherish doing so, as was evidenced in the present study, as well as in
other studies (Pfeil, 2010; Sayago & Blat, 2010).

The fourth and final strategic factor which the present study identifies is that of a flat
site structure. Such a structure may appeal because of cognitive load and memory
difficulties, which some seniors experience with increasing age. That is, having multiple
levels to navigate through may place an increased cognitive burden on older users.
Whatever the reasons, this study found that a flat structure was preferred by the
majority of participants. While the study focuses on one particular online community
and on what its members valued about their online social interaction, further studies are
likely to be needed to determine if the strategic factors discovered here apply in other
contexts. In the final chapter that follows, Chapter 9, the overall conclusions and
recommendations arising from this research are reviewed. The contributions of the
research to the literature in the field are revisited and recommendations for further
research are made.
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Chapter 9: Conclusion
This chapter presents the conclusions arising from the present study. It begins by
providing answers to the overall research question and its three sub-questions, and then
by identifying the specific contributions to knowledge arising out of the research. The
remaining sections consider limitations and then address areas for further research.

9.1 What seniors in an online community value about their online social
interaction
The overall research question was:
What do participants in an online community for seniors value about their
online social interaction and what are the implications for design?
The three related sub-questions were the following:
•

What are the most important moral and social values concerning online social
interaction by seniors?

•

How are the values of seniors in an online community similar to, and different
from, the moral and social values discovered in studies of other user groups and
contexts?

•

How can interaction design better support what seniors value most about their
online social interaction?

As the overall research question was intended to encompass the three sub-questions,
answers to that question are discussed first in broad overview terms.

Of the thirty participants only two did not view GreyPath as a community. One thought
of a community as requiring face-to-face physical meetings and the other only used
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GreyPath as a means to an end, in her case, to find house-sitting opportunities. The
former expressed the belief that she felt very much a part of GreyPath but, that for her,
community had to do with face-to-face contact. The latter had not explored the
GreyPath portal beyond its house-sitting aspects and was consequently, unaware of the
many community building activities available through the portal. All other people
interviewed saw GreyPath as a community.

Indeed not only did almost all participants view GreyPath as a community, but most of
these participants also valued the community highly. Their experiences in other online
communities and in their offline experiences showed that their overall sociability
increased through their participation in GreyPath. This was particularly borne out in the
discussion of the value forum-to-face in Chapter 7.

Of the six themes (value clusters), by far the most important to the participants was that
of online community values. Within the theme, there were six key values (see Figure
5.1), belonging to a community of peers, neighbourhood, information sharing, mutual
support, the ability to contact others personally, and inclusion. Of all of these, members
most valued belonging to a community of peers. They also valued interacting with peers
in a way that was similar to how they would interact with neighbours. The evidence
from Chapter 5 clearly showed that the way participants viewed neighbourhood-ascommunity was contrary to some of the literature which has described this phenomenon
as a thing of the past. In addition, GreyPath members valued sharing information,
supporting each other, having personal contact with their friends and doing so in an
inclusive manner, which embraced many points of view and largely refrained from
criticism that would cause people to feel alienated.
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That all values in the theme online community values were related is best seen in the
example of an overseas member who was house-bound, due to a disability. From his
point of view, GreyPath represented neighbourhood, but a neighbourhood of peers, in
which he felt included, despite his disability. He exchanged information such as news
and DVDs, not for information exchange, but rather for mutual support. He also had
personal contact, including physical visits from other GreyPath members. The latter
example also demonstrates inclusion, in that GreyPathians who travelled overseas,
willingly included visiting him in their itinerary.

9.2 Sub-question 1: The most important moral and social values to
GreyPath members
The most important moral and social values to GreyPath members is captured in Table
6.1. That table grouped the 29 values discovered in the study into values with moral or
social import, within the themes of which they were a part. All 29 values arose in social
contexts. It is obvious from Table 6.1 that there were many more values with social
import than values with moral import discovered in the study.

Values with moral import were defined as those that prescribed online behaviour. That
is, there were certain expectations of what was and what was not acceptable online
social behaviour and such prescriptions were seen to be in keeping with definitions of
what constituted ‘morality.’ The only values that were found to have predominantly,
moral import, were the ones within the communal values theme. These values were
freedom of expression, fairness (equality), respect and trust.
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Of the 25 other values, most bar four, had social import. The most frequently mentioned
of these were belonging to a community of peers, the ability to contact others
personally, and chat and forums. The remaining four were a mixture of both social and
moral import but to such an extent that neither the social nor the moral dominated.
These were the values of inclusion (disability), mutual support, heated debates and
anonymity.

Thus the answer to the first research sub-question appeared to be that, of the 29 key
social interaction values discovered through the present study, 21 were values with
social import. Four were values with predominantly moral import and a further four
were values with both moral and social import.

9.3 Sub-question 2: How GreyPath values are similar to, and different from,
values discovered in other studies
How GreyPath values are similar to, and different from, values discovered in other
studies is captured in Table 7.1. Of the 29 key values discovered in this study, only trust
had previously been identified in the literature. Fifteen values were unique, that is, they
had not been previously discussed by researchers as far as could be ascertained. The
other thirteen values had been partially discovered in other contexts but, had not
previously been described as they were in the present study. In other words, while these
other thirteen values had been identified, they had been interpreted differently to how
participants in the present study interpreted them.
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Previous studies showed that when some values are contextually-bound such values can
have different meanings, depending on the context of ICT use (Flanagan et al., 2008;
Friedman et al., 2006; Schneiderman, 2002). Thus, the differences in the way these
thirteen values were defined through the present study are best explained as the result of
a different context from those in previous studies.

Several values confirmed the findings of other studies, most notably the key value of
forum-to-face, which confirmed that online sociability increases overall sociability. The
feedback loop identified by Xie’s (2008b) earlier study of Chinese seniors was also
confirmed in this study of Australian seniors. Relationships that began online, and were
extended into offline settings, resulted in even stronger online relationships. However,
the present study extended Xie’s findings to show that the same was also true for
relationships that stayed online, but moved from text-based interaction to substitute
face-to-face interaction, such as the use of webcam.

Another confirmation of previous psycho-social studies was the finding that society
needs to promote ways of encouraging social inclusion amongst seniors, for their
overall well-being (Baltes et al., 1999; Marsiske et al., 1995; Park & Reuter-Lorenz,
2009). This thesis also confirmed prior research that indicated that online communities
can help promote social inclusion amongst seniors (Pfeil & Zaphiris, 2010; Xie, 2008b),
by showing that GreyPath seniors highly valued online social interaction and the
friendship-building opportunities it provided them.

One important difference however, from these earlier studies was associated with the
theme avoidance values. Whilst Robbins (1996) had described ‘away-from’ values in
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popular psychology, none of the design literature had made any reference to such values
prior to the present study. Because the interview questions specifically sought to
discover such values, this theme emerged. As a result, there now exist three new key
avoidance values associated with online social interaction: cost, heated debates and
loneliness. This is a unique contribution to the HCI design literature. Future studies of
values in design could benefit by considering whether other key values exist that users
seek to avoid.

Two of the three key avoidance values, as well as thirteen other key values discovered
through the present study, are new contributions to the literature on values in design.
The uniqueness of the key avoidance values of cost and heated debates can be explained
in that avoidance values have not previously been a consideration in the HCI values
literature. In addition, some of the other unique values, such as keeping an active mind,
and structure, can also be explained by the fact that no previous values studies had
examined seniors as a user group. Other unique values, such as chat and forums, and
online communication, could reasonably be expected to appear in other (non-senior
specific) studies of online social interaction and therefore suggest that more such studies
of all kinds are needed, focussed on these values.

9.4 Sub-question 3: How interaction design can better support the values of
seniors
Some of the ways in which interaction design can start to better support the values of
seniors are detailed in the conclusion to Chapter 8, with the four key design
recommendations being encapsulated in Figure 8.1, summarised below. As described in
Chapter 8, a major discovery was that the literature has tended to focus on tactical
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issues, with only some general strategic guidelines being advanced for online
communities, and none that were specific to online communities for seniors.

The first strategic factor advanced in relation to better interaction design for seniors is
that of hybridity. Sites that cater to just one function, such as a discussion board, may
start with a lot of enthusiasm from users, but will lose momentum. It is the variety of
things offered by management that has kept the interest of GreyPath members. Closely
associated with this, but not quite identical, is the notion of innovation. GreyPath
management innovates continually, to help maintain the variety of the content and
activities members can participate in. However, the finding in this study was that the
value of variety, rather than innovation per se, contributed significantly to the success of
the site. It is therefore recommended that sites for seniors be designed to cater to
the multi-faceted interests of this heterogeneous population of Internet users.

The second strategic factor is that of providing visible senior helpers. One thing that
distinguishes GreyPath management, and the 35 volunteers who help manage the site,
from other sites, is that each helper has a visible presence. Their photos and names are
available and accessible. As seen in Chapter 5, seniors prefer to learn from other
seniors. It appears that having a visible identity helps to convey to members that a
fellow senior is available to help. Another recommendation for web design is
therefore that sites catering to seniors need to include helpers who are seniors and
those people should be made visibly present on the site.
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The third strategic factor was that of phatic (relationship building) communication.
Many of the seniors who were interviewed said that what brought them to the site
initially was the need for particular information. However, what prompted them to
return was not instrumental communication (information seeking), but phatic
communication. One reason for the success of GreyPath is that it has many, and varied,
forms of facilitating phatic communication. Sites that merely provide fast and efficient
means of information only meet the immediate needs of novice users, but not the
ongoing relationship needs of the people whom site owners seek as long-time users.
The third strategic design recommendation is therefore that designers cater to the
phatic communication desires of seniors through a variety of technologies that
support relationship building.

The fourth and final strategic factor the present study identifies is the need for designers
to consider building flat navigational structures. Participants preferred a structure that
did not have multiple levels to navigate through. They preferred scrolling through pages
to having multiple pages to click through. Similarly, they preferred having whole email
and forum threads located together and made scrollable. The final strategic design
recommendation is that, for Internet sites catering predominantly to seniors, there
is a need for designers to implement flat navigational structures.

9.4.1 Value classifications
In the review of the literature on values presented in this thesis, it was found that, while
various studies classified values in one form or another, there was no common approach
to doing so. Another contribution of this study is thus the classification of values shown
in Table 2.2. It is intended to aid designers in recognising attributes about values, not
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just definitions of them. Rather than arbitrarily attempting to incorporate a value that
has been identified elsewhere as important, designers can use the classifications table to
help them analyse which attributes of values are most important to the functionality
they are attempting to incorporate in their design. They may need, for instance, to
consider whether a value should be explicitly expressed in a technology artefact, or be
made implicitly present in the system as a whole. Or, they may need to consider
whether the value should be a one-time expression, or an enduring value. Thus, the
classifications table represents a tool that designers can use to help them decide how
values can best be incorporated in their designs.

9.5 Limitations of the study
The contributions of the research need to be considered in the context of the following
limitations. First, this was an interpretivist/constructivist ethnography that used a
limited sample to discover avenues for further research with seniors, and it should not
be generalised to the population of seniors as a whole. Manders-Huits (2010, p. 10)
used ethical theory to warn of the ‘naturalistic fallacy,’ where ‘is’ becomes ‘ought.’ In
the context of the present study of GreyPath participants the warning is that, just
because seniors in the specific GreyPath context interpret a value in a particular way,
does not mean that it ‘ought’ always to have that interpretation for all seniors in all
contexts. Together with Zimmer (Manders-Huits & Zimmer, 2009, p. 42) she also
described approaches similar to that of this study as “cultural constructivist,” and
preferred, instead “a more normative position,” which would permit generalisations to
be made. Nevertheless, as was seen in the discussion of the results in preceding
chapters, the present study triangulated observation data with interview data, as well as
with the literature, wherever possible, to show strong convergence, as recommended by
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Greene, Kreider and Mayer (2005). Generalisations could not be made from, nor were
necessary, to this research. Instead, the intention was to provide a rich picture of the
social interaction values of seniors, and the results satisfied this purpose. Research into
user values in online communities is still in its infancy and therefore, context, is crucial
to any deep understanding of values.

A second limitation is that this was a user study. It was an exploratory study to discover
key values of a particular user group, with the aim of informing the design process. As
depicted in Figure 2.2, the role of the user-centred design (UCD) specialist has been
divided between those who focus on user studies and usability, and those who think and
act more like designers and engineers. The former type of UCD specialist can be
characterised as saying not-a-designer instead, seeing his/her role purely in terms of
gathering user requirements as a way to inform design; this approach was the one
followed for the present study. The other type of UCD specialist sees user studies as just
one aspect of his/her design and system-building work. Nonetheless, similar to Pfeil and
Zaphiris’ (2007, p. 919) study of empathy in the SeniorNet community, the present
study makes a significant contribution to interactive design by providing “insight into
the complex patterns of online sociability”.

A final limitation is that the GreyPath community was studied during a specific time
when little research into the online interaction of seniors had been carried out.
Increasingly, with the attention that Western nations are giving to the growth in their
ageing populations, more and more research involving technology for seniors will be
undertaken. Therefore, as with the results of any interpretive study, consumers of this
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research are encouraged to consider the context in which this online community existed
when comparing these results to, or using these results for, other online communities.

9.6 Further research
While the focus of this study has been on interpretations of values emerging
thematically from the data, several areas emerged that warranted further investigation,
but which could not be accommodated within the scope of the study. Some have been
mentioned earlier in this chapter, such as the unique contribution of this study in the
area of values that users seek to avoid, and the suggestion that future studies into values
in design seek to discover more of such values. Three areas of future research that are
particularly worth mentioning are discussed below.

9.6.1 More research into the online social interaction values of seniors
This study discovered 29 key values that were important to online social interaction for
GreyPath seniors. These establish a basis for further studies of what seniors find
valuable about online social interaction. Further research is needed to discover how
generalisable these results are beyond the GreyPath community. Prior to the work here,
no such work had been undertaken and reliable bench marks had not been established.
This was the reason for the interpretivist inductive approach employed by this study.

When this study began it was in a context of a growing demand in Western nations for
all manner of gerontological research, including ICT research. That context has not
changed. More seniors than ever before will be accessing online technology,
particularly as governments and other agencies provide more services online, out of a
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motivation to save costs, given that the costs of supporting an ageing population are
also forecast to increase dramatically. Writing about social networking sites, Pfeil et al.
(2009, p. 643) claimed that “there is little research on how older people use and adopt
these new arenas for social interaction.” Other researchers have reported that there are
“too many unknowns to provide a complete summary of older adults’ Internet use,
social capital, and wellbeing” (Sum et al., 2008, p. 216). Thus the findings of this study
are but a step along the path to the wider research task that is still needed to develop a
complete understanding of the online social interaction needs of seniors.

9.6.2 Gender issues in media-rich online social interaction
Another issue in the area of studies covered by this study is the need for more research
into gender-based uses of online social interaction media, to determine if there is a bias
towards text-based media for some older women. Two participants in the present study
preferred text-based social interaction. One did so, because she was irritated by the
accents of some people, and preferred to form relationships with members, without
knowing what their voices sounded like. The other suffered multiple age-related
disabilities, which she wanted to prevent people from noticing, through the use of textonly social interaction.

Several female participants also stated that they were reluctant to use webcam because
it required social etiquette, such as applying lipstick, changing out of pyjamas, seeing to
their hair, and applying make-up to hide wrinkles. They preferred text or audio-based
social interaction, which enabled them to feel comfortable about not revealing their
appearance. In addition, two female participants said they had webcams but had not yet
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used them. The non-use of the webcams by these two women might be indicative of
similar attitudes to those of the other women, mentioned above.

No similar comments were made by the fifteen males interviewed. Instead, several men
commented that they used audio chat and webcam regularly, which was also the case
for some of the women interviewed. This could be indicative of a gender issue for the
online social interaction of seniors.

9.6.3 Reducing the cognitive load that seniors experience in online social
interaction
The restructure of the GreyPath portal in October 2006, the Chapter 5 discussion of the
key value keeping an active mind, and the recommendation concerning a flat structure,
all to some extent, involve issues of cognitive load. In Chapter 5 the discussion of
keeping an active mind, revealed that seniors, and their families, feared loss of mental
health, and that there is some support in the psychological and medical literature for the
notion that keeping up social interaction, online or offline, can assist in reducing the
chances of experiencing mental decline. However, that discussion also noted a
limitation in the current HCI literature concerning cognitive issues. Not all cognition is
the same, as was identified in the work of Baltes et al. (1999), represented in Figure 2.1.
Further research is needed to determine the extent to which the distinction between
pragmatic and mechanical cognitive processing for seniors is useful to the design
process. Given the work of psychologists in this area, a joint HCI and psychological
study into better ways to promote in particular, mechanical cognition (reasoning, spatial
orientation and perceptual speed) amongst seniors, could be helpful to improving their
mental well-being.

Page 333 of 366

Another suggestion for further research is to determine the types of changes that affect
the cognitive abilities of seniors, and the extent to which those changes affect seniors.
That is, when does change become so substantial that seniors cannot cope with it?
When is the frequency of change such that seniors cannot cope with it? Over how long a
time period should changes be introduced in order for seniors to adapt to the change?
GreyPath seniors valued the continual, small, and at times, innovative changes that
characterised the hybridity aspect of their community. However, reactions of the site
restructure in October 2006 suggested that for some, it was too much change. Thus, an
area that warrants further research is how designers can better support the ability of
seniors to adapt to technological change.

9.7 Conclusion
In the current climate of an ageing baby-boomers demographic, there is a significant
need for further research that helps designers to better address the needs of senior users
of online technology. As was seen in Chapter 1, this phenomenon in Western nations is
putting large logistical, financial and other demands on governments and various
agencies, with these demands leading to research in many areas to do with ageing. The
literature review in Chapter 2 showed that, in the area of HCI and ageing, very little
work has been done, and in the few studies that have been conducted, there is call for
much more research to be conducted. In the specific area of the HCI methodologies
known as VSD and VAP, no work with seniors had been done prior to this study. For
all these reasons, this research contributes to the gap in the field concerning seniors as
users of online social interaction technologies.
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The study has focused on one particular online community, and on what its members
valued about their online social interaction. As outlined above, further studies are
needed to determine if the recommendations made here apply to other contexts. It is the
expectation of this researcher that, if the recommendations arising from this study are
implemented, they will lead to sites that are more valued by senior users and to more
successful online communities for them.

Despite the limitations of current online social interaction technologies, several
participants stated that “I love my computer.” Improvements in the design of such
technologies, especially improvements that implement what seniors value most about
their online social interaction, will lead to greater use of such technologies by them. In
turn, this will lead to increased online sociability amongst seniors and, again, to
increases in their access to online social capital. Thus, technology use, in the context of
online sociability, has the potential to keep seniors out of institutional care longer,
decreasing the demands placed on limited government resources, whilst at the same
time increasing the overall well-being of seniors.
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The documents that make up the appendices do not have page numbers. In order, the
appendices contain the following information:

Appendix A: Ethics approval
Appendix B: Samples of unstructured and structured observations
Appendix C: Samples of value choices for observation data
Appendix D: Samples of analysing interview data
Appendix E: Sample of voice sheets
Appendix F: Interview schedule
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