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Report of the exchange meeting in the Netherlands (27-30 May 2010)

Topic: Older learners and the use of the Internet

The first day

We started the meeting on Friday morning with an introduction of the chairman of the day, Monique Stavenuiter of the Verwey-Jonker Institute. Everybody had the opportunity to quickly introduce him- or herself. After this followed a short presentation by Trudi Nederland of the Verwey-Jonker Institute, about the topic of this exchange meeting: the use of the Internet by older people. She explained that the Internet can be useful for them to find information, to take care of affairs, to relax, to contact other people, and that it is a source for hobbies as well. The three presentations of guest speakers discussed these different functions in more detail.
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Presentation on the ComputerPlusBus by Duco Spanjer

The ComputerPlusBus is one of the projects of the National Foundation for the Elderly. Examples of other projects are the GroceryPlusBus, the arrangement of Christmas dinners, and a helpline for the elderly. The most important goal of the foundation is to combat isolation. The foundation does not receive any subsidy, but is paid for by individual donors.
The ComputerPlusBus is a twelve meters long bus, which travels to different locations in the Netherlands from March until November, four days a week. Eighty percent of these locations are care homes. In the bus, there ar a couple of computers (all with big screens) and a laptop; three to five volunteers are present to help guest to use them. The target group of the bus are the absolute beginners; people who have never touched a computer before. The bus provides one session to motivate people, they do not offer a course. The bus started in 2008 and has already received 10.000 guests. The biggest group consists of people between the ages of 65 and 85. The bus is promoted through the distribution of flyers and posters at care homes, a weekly press release in local media (radio interviews, TV interviews), and advertisements in free local newspapers. 
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When people come in, they first get coffee and cake. This proves to be a good way to “lure people into the bus”. Then the guest is invited to sit behind the computer, together with a volunteer. The volunteer explains the components of the computer (no technical things) and gets the guest to do a mouse training. Than, often one or more of the following activities are done, depending on the interests of the guest:  looking for the guest’s house on Google Earth, tracing grandchildren on Hyves, or sending e-mails to other guests in the bus. At the end, the guest is asked to fill in an evaluation form.
Most important topics raised in the discussion after the presentation

· One of the participants emphasizes the importance of evaluation. The ComputerPlusBus is planning to send guests a follow-up evaluation form about their situation after a couple of months.
· However, because the target group consists of the absolute beginners, 98% of them do not have a computer. Without a computer, it will be hard for them to continue. To buy a computer, however, is expensive and a big step for this group. “It is like giving them a taste of the forbidden fruit”. Spanjer responded that this is why the bus mostly visits care homes. In these homes, public computers are often present. Other suggestions were to offer the opportunity to rent a computer.
· A question was whether volunteers also help people at home. Spanjer explained that help is available, but that you have to pay for it, although a very small amount.  
· It is important that volunteers receive a proper briefing about how to interact with older learners. Motivation and small steps are crucial.

· It is good that the bus is not dependent on government funding. It gives you more freedom and security.

· This initiative was new to the members of the other countries. They thought it was an inspiring idea. “It is interesting to use a bus and go to them; taking technology to the people”. They thought it would be very useful, especially in rural area’s.

· The look of the bus itself was also appreciated; not technical at all and easy accessible.
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Presentation on Seniorweb by Koos Berkelaar
Seniorweb is an Internet site that provides senior citizens with information about computers and the Internet, education (off-line and on-line), support in case of computer problems, and platforms for on-line communities. Its mission is to stimulate people over fifty to work with the Internet. To make use of the facilities, you have to become a member, which costs 25 euro’s a year. All courses are in the Dutch language.

Seniorweb has 375 learning centres in the Netherlands, 3.000 50+ volunteers, 50.000 participants per year, 110.000 members, and 1.2 million visits per month on the website.
According to Berkelaar, seniors are especially motivated to learn about e-mail, to search the Internet and to keep up with the times.
Stumbling blocks for seniors are: remembering the sequence of actions, the English words (for non-English-speaking seniors), finding the right buttons, using the keyboard, and the fear of going on-line. The success factors of Seniorweb’s learning centres are the accessibility (location, tempo, language, cost), peer learning, and local partners (senior citizens organisations and residences, libraries, banks, et cetera).

Most important topics raised in the discussion after the presentation

· Seniorweb has special volunteers, who are schooled in teaching seniors with special needs, like people with visual impairments.
· Volunteers also visit people at home.
· It is important to often evaluate the services. Maybe instructions are written in a complex language. Seniorweb evaluates its services every year. Based on these evaluations, the digital classes were introduced, for example.

· It is also important to have a focus group in the beginning, before you go public. Seniorweb did indeed use a focus group in the beginning, and now they make use of a panel.
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Presentation on 50Plusnet by Beppie Spruit
50plusnet.nl is an Internet community in the Netherlands for older people. You can meet people of your own age and it provides the possibility to get in touch through chatting and mailing. People are linked up through a matching system in order to share a hobby, go out together, or engage in sports activities. People construct their personal profile by means of a questionnaire. The website has more than 28.000 members. The average age is 62 years, while 70% is single and 70% is female. You can join the community for free.
The objective of the website is to get older people out of their isolation and/or to prevent older people from getting isolated; to stimulate the participation, independence and social involvement of older people; to support ‘self-management’, that is, to motivate older people to take the initiative; to stimulate (physical) activities of older people and to promote a healthy lifestyle and mental well-being.
The most important factors of success are the pre-research that is done among the target group; the pre-testing of the structure and function of the community; the focus on ONE message: to get in touch with people of your own age; the fact that the site attracts many members in a short period of time, which makes it possible to realise sufficient direct matches and interaction on the site; the website creates a safe environment (the site is monitored constantly, including evening hours and weekends); 50Plusnet makes an effort to regularly make a public appearance, in particular through the placing of banners; a last factor of success is the cooperation with other organisations that are active in the field of older people.
Organizations can buy the software of 50Plusnet for a local community. 
Most important topics raised in the discussion after the presentation

· You do not have to live in the Netherlands to join the community, but the language is Dutch.
· There is a risk that people will misuse the site. According to Spruit, this does not happen very often. You can always send complaints about other members, so they can be removed from the site.

· It is interesting to see that the website initiates joined activities in real life; it does not just stimulate virtual contact. However, the elderly members have to arrange this by themselves.
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After these three presentations, Jeff Ricks gave a quick presentation of his iPad touch. During the whole exchange meeting, the older learners were given the opportunity to play with it.

The day ended with an evaluation. The presentations had inspired people to start these kinds of initiatives in their own country or to improve already existing initiatives. An important insight was that technology can exist next to face-to-face contact, for example; it does not have to replace other functions. Furthermore, this project shows how far we have come in including users. The government tends to make decisions without listening to the users.
‘Let them participate!’
The second day: the cultural event
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On Saturday, we all went to one of the finest tourist attractions in the Netherlands: Madurodam in The Hague (http://www.madurodam.nl/). For more than 57 years, Madurodam has been the smallest city in the Netherlands. Canals, gabled houses and all kinds of other typical Dutch scenes: the miniature city offers you the highlights of the Netherlands on scale 1:25. Madurodam was officially opened on 2 July 1952. This amusement park has a very interesting history. It was established for two reasons: as a war monument and as a charity foundation.
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