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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Broadband is changing the way people live their lives. It enables all users to enjoy an 
array of economic, social, and health-related benefits. Broadband brings people closer 
together, facilitates small business and job creation, lowers transaction costs for 
consumers, and otherwise provides users with a gateway to the global digital 
marketplace.  
 
Broadband is widely available throughout much of the United States.1 Over 100 million 
broadband lines are currently in service across the nation.2  And broadband is being 
adopted at a healthy clip by consumers. Consider that it took nearly 15 years for 
wireless phones to reach a 50 percent penetration rate in the U.S.; for broadband, it has 
taken only nine.3  
 
As a result of widespread use and robust innovation across the entire sector, broadband 
is changing the collective perception of the Internet from primarily a medium for 
entertainment to a vehicle for the delivery and transmission of life-enhancing and 
lifesaving data and services. Today, Internet surfers using a broadband connection can 
make phone calls, maintain a blog, launch a business, and buy and sell goods at the 
click of a button. Users can also access accurate health information, manage finances, 
pay bills, and keep in regular contact with a healthcare provider.  
 
This paper, the first in a series that will study the practical impact of broadband on 
select groups of users and applications, focuses on how broadband is impacting the 
lives of senior citizens and on how government should approach policy making in 
order to ensure that seniors (and all consumers) continue to enjoy the fruits of 
competition, innovation, and investment in the broadband market. 
 
1.1 Broadband and Seniors 
 
This paper assesses the myriad impacts that broadband has had and will continue to 
have on senior citizens. Until recently, many traditional assumptions associated with 
aging and elder care often cast seniors in a more passive role, not a proactive one. For a 
variety of economic, sociological, and technological reasons, this paradigm is now 
shifting. Broadband-enabled technologies are providing seniors with an interactive 
lifeline to the world, empowering them to live more robust, healthful, and independent 
lives. 
 
With the senior population set to double in the coming decades, broadband and 
broadband-enabled technologies are poised to play an invaluable role in transforming 
senior life and the senior care paradigm. Continued competition, innovation, and 
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investment in the broadband market will allow current and future generations of 
seniors to age in place, stay relevant and connected to their communities, and take 
advantage of lifesaving applications.  
 
1.2 Overview of the Paper 
 
Section II provides a brief overview of current senior demographics and emerging 
growth trends for this segment, including information on the coming wave of baby 
boomer retirees. This section then analyzes the wide variety of senior perceptions 
regarding the Internet and broadband, focusing on four key topics: 
 

► Availability of broadband  

► Awareness & Demand for broadband  

► Adoption of broadband  

► Use of broadband  
 
As an overview, broadband is widely available and seniors are increasingly aware of 
and demanding it. However, despite increasing adoption, there is a discernible gap 
between younger seniors who are enthusiastic adopters and older seniors who remain 
wary of the technology. Section II will also highlight unique approaches to bringing 
broadband to seniors and spurring demand.  
 
Section III discusses the current roles and impacts of broadband on seniors. Three 
broad areas are examined: 
 

► The social impacts of broadband on the daily lives of seniors across the 
country; 

► The economic impacts of seniors using broadband, including personal 
and economy-wide welfare gains; and 

► The effects of broadband on senior healthcare and wellbeing. 
 
To assess the real impacts that broadband is having on seniors, this section includes 
testimonials and case studies of seniors, service providers, and organizations 
specializing in the field. These real world stories illustrate the practical impacts of 
broadband and highlight the types of challenges that remain for increasing adoption 
among a wider swath of seniors.  
 
Section IV discusses the importance of greater broadband availability and technological 
advances on seniors. Even though broadband is widely available, actual adoption 
among seniors remains low relative to other age groups. However, as more robust 
networks are deployed, and as the technology is adopted by an increasing number of 
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seniors, a tipping point will be reached, spurring even more innovation in senior-
specific applications and content.  
 
In the near term, current pilot projects for training seniors and monitoring the efficacy 
of a variety of senior-specific health services will yield invaluable data regarding the 
impact of broadband and broadband-enabled technologies on seniors. Moreover, 
additional technological innovation will produce a rapidly expanding universe of 
broadband-enabled senior services. More often than not, such programs and inventions 
will come from the grassroots level with varying amounts of government involvement.  
 
Successes in the near term will enable robust innovation in the long term, producing 
ever more useful services, devices, and applications, many of which will rely on 
broadband. Increased availability, demand, adoption, and use of broadband by seniors 
over the coming decades will transform the senior care paradigm, promote 
independence, and extend lives. 
 
Section V discusses best practices for individual actors, collaborations, and government 
actors to encourage adoption and utilization of broadband and broadband-enabled 
applications among seniors via targeted education programs, to facilitate continued 
innovation by service and applications providers, and to incorporate broadband 
technologies into senior care. There are a number of areas where government can and 
should play a key role in enabling further adoption of broadband, which include a focus 
on broadband infrastructure, investment, technological innovation, and the 
advancement of broadband applications and services that are beneficial to seniors. 
 
1.3 Foundational Principles 
 
As discussed more thoroughly below, a number of foundational principles should drive 
public policy: 
 

► Broadband is enabling seniors to live better, longer, and more healthful 
lives by connecting them to their families and the world around them.   

► Broadband provides seniors with an interactive lifeline that enables a 
wide range of economic welfare gains and lifesaving medical services. 

► Those seniors who have already adopted broadband are enthusiastic 
users and are increasingly incorporating it into their daily lives in a 
number of ways.  

► Awareness, adoption, and use of broadband, however, remain 
fragmented among various generations of seniors. A number of 
obstacles stand in the way of realizing the full impact of broadband for 
all seniors.  
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► Opportunities exist to spur demand among seniors. These include 
educating seniors on the usefulness of broadband and providing them 
with options for getting online, be it at home, in a senior center, in a 
nursing home, the hospital, or the library.  

► Opportunities also exist where local, state, and federal government can 
act to facilitate the continued development and deployment of 
advanced broadband networks to seniors living in every corner of the 
United States.   

► Substantial investments in next-generation networks will be essential 
to realize the full range of broadband benefits for seniors.  

 
2. AN OVERVIEW OF BROADBAND & SENIOR CITIZENS 
 

According to a recent report by the Pew Internet & American Life project (“Pew”), 55 
percent of homes had adopted broadband by April 2008, up from just 42 percent in 
March 2006.4 However, a significant portion of the population remains offline 
altogether or continues to rely on slower dial-up connections. Pew has found that 
among those who continue to use dial-up modems to access the Internet, 62 percent 
have no desire to switch to broadband.5 Fully 27 percent of adult Americans are non-

Internet users.6 While identifying the 
reasons for not embracing broadband 
is challenging, a recent Consumer 
Electronics report found that one of 
the main reasons among consumers for 
not subscribing to broadband is the lack 
of a home computer, not lack of available 
broadband.7  Price remains a sticking 
point for some while a lack of 
understanding of what broadband is 
and what it can do also remains a 
large obstacle.8   
 

While broadband use among seniors has increased significantly over the last five years, 
a large number of seniors, especially those over 70, remain offline. As more senior-
oriented services and applications migrate online, and as new tools aimed at enabling 
seniors to live healthier and more convenient lives are deployed, it is critical that older 
adults continue to adopt broadband and use it to enhance their lives.  
 
This section will provide an overview of the current senior population and an analysis 
of the four key features of broadband use: availability, awareness and demand, 
adoption, and levels of usage.  

SNAPSHOT 1 
 The U.S. Broadband Market 

 
 100+ million broadband lines in service 
 1,360 different service providers 
 55 percent home adoption, and rising 
 Voice, video, and data provided via 

broadband 
 Prices are down four percent since 2005 

 
Sources: FCC; Pew Internet & American Life Project 
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2.1 The Senior Population: Demographics and Trends  
 
Understanding the senior demographic, analyzing population growth trends, and 
assessing economic well-being provides context for identifying areas where broadband 
is having or could have a beneficial impact on the lives of older adults.  
 
There are currently 37 million Americans over the age of 65, representing just over 12 
percent of the population.9  The number of seniors grew by 10 percent between 1996 
and 200610 and is poised to double by 2050, at which time seniors will make up nearly 
20 percent of the population.11 The senior population will also grow significantly as 
“baby boomers” begin to retire in 2011.12 According to the U.S. Census Bureau, there are 
over 78 million boomers in America, making it the largest generation in history.13 
Boomers are also among the most prosperous Americans in the country and, compared 
to those just over 65, are better off financially in terms of retirement savings.14  
However, this prosperity is tenuous due to a shrinking Social Security fund15 and other 
economic worries.16 These concerns, along with improvements in medicine and 
healthcare, are changing senior lifestyles in many ways.  
 
For example, more and more seniors, especially older boomers, are working past 
retirement.  The proportion of those aged 55 to 64 in the work force rose to nearly 65 
percent in early 2008, up 1.5 percent from the year before.17  The percentage of those 
over 65 who are still working recently climbed to 16.2 percent.18 Many jobs require 
computer skills and seniors are increasingly enrolling in programs to obtain basic 
computing skills and Internet training. Along with applications to sharpen mental 
acuity during aging,19 training seniors to use computers and the Internet are a boon to 
employers who often struggle to replace experienced and productive senior managers.20  
 
These facts bode well for bringing more seniors to broadband. Many older seniors, 
however, remain skeptical of the need to use the Internet. But, as the following 
discussion of broadband use among older adults indicates, there are effective ways and 
methods of bringing seniors of all ages to broadband. Notably, once connected via 
broadband, most become enthusiastic users and incorporate it into their lives. The 
challenge is bridging the gap between awareness and adoption of broadband.  
 
2.2 An Analysis of Broadband Use Among Senior Citizens  
 

 
 
 

Alice represents a typical senior broadband user. A relative newcomer to the Internet, 
she uses her broadband connection to keep in touch with her grandchildren and 
friends, research topics of interest, and, via email, help produce the weekly bulletin for 

“Broadband makes my life easier.” 
     ~ Alice, 72, Springfield, OH 
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her church. For Alice, broadband is a cheaper and more convenient and affordable option for 
staying in touch with loved ones and has allowed her to pursue a number of personal interests. 
This type of story is increasingly prevalent among seniors who use broadband.  
 
In analyzing the conditions under which a senior begins to use broadband, four discrete 
issues play a role. Availability of broadband is the first and perhaps most important 
factor. If broadband is not available in a given area, then seniors will not have the 
option of using it. Awareness and demand is the second factor. If broadband is 
available, are seniors aware of it? If so, are they demanding it? The analysis will discuss 
approaches to stimulating demand among seniors. Adoption of broadband is arguably 
the most challenging issue. A number of factors (e.g., access to a computer, cost, etc.) 
contribute to a relatively low adoption rate among seniors even though awareness of 
and demand for broadband might be higher. However, adoption rates continue to rise 
due to innovative approaches and programs aimed at educating seniors about 
broadband. Finally, the amount and types of Usage will be discussed. (See Snapshot 2 
for an overview.) 

 
2.2.1 Availability of Broadband 

 
Broadband is widely available throughout the United States. Indeed, it is unavailable in 
only 0.1 percent of zip codes nationwide.21 The number of broadband lines in service, 
the types of platforms over which broadband is provided, and the number of different 
service providers have all increased over the last several years. Nonetheless, some 
concerns exist that broadband is not sufficiently ubiquitous.22 

SNAPSHOT 2 
An Overview of the Availability, Awareness/Demand, Adoption,  

and Use of Broadband by Senior Citizens 
 

Availability Awareness & Demand Adoption Usage 
 Physical access to 

broadband for 
seniors tracks that of  
the general 
population 

 Broadband is widely 
available  

 Seniors living in 
rural areas likely 
have less access to 
broadband than 
other seniors. 

 Awareness of and 
demand for 
broadband is 
increasing among 
seniors 

 There is a gap 
between younger 
and older seniors 
regarding both 
awareness and 
demand.  

 19% of seniors have 
adopted broadband 
at home (Pew). 

 65% of seniors 
remain offline (Pew). 

 Unique local 
approaches are 
effective in 
increasing adoption 
of broadband by 
seniors.  

 Top uses include 
searching for health 
information and 
keeping in touch 
with loved ones.  

 A variety of 
broadband-enabled 
tools and services 
enhance mental 
acuity among 
seniors.  

 



 
 
THE IMPACT OF BROADBAND ON SENIOR CITIZENS                                    

7 

Rural access to advanced communications services has long been a primary concern of 
policy makers. Broadband penetration is expectedly lower in some sparsely populated 
areas of the country but, according to the FCC, competition for customers has driven 
deployment to most parts of the country.23 The U.S. Internet Industry Association (“USIIA”) 
has also found that “the deployment gap between metropolitan and rural areas is 
closing.”24 Similarly, the National Telecommunications Cooperative Association 
(“NTCA”), the “voice” of rural telecommunications,25 recently announced that 91 
percent of customers in its 2008 Broadband Availability Survey area had access to 
broadband.26 And as the FCC recently observed, “[t]he percentage of the lowest density 
zip codes with at least one high-speed subscriber increased from 73.5 percent in 
December 2003 to 90.5 percent as of June 2007.”27 
 
Seniors are somewhat more likely than the average U.S. resident to live in a rural part of 
the country.  According to the United States Department of Agriculture (“USDA”) some 
15 percent of seniors live in rural areas, compared with just 12 percent of the general 
population.28 In addition, the USDA has observed that, compared to their more urban 
counterparts, rural seniors “generally have less income, lower educational attainment, 
and a higher dependence on social security income.”29 Thus, adoption of broadband by 
rural seniors is especially important because of the many social, economic, and 
healthcare-related benefits it can deliver. Yet the USIIA has concluded that lack of 
demand and adoption, rather than lack of availability, is the chief issue of concern regarding 
rural broadband efforts.30 As a result, it is essential that education and outreach efforts be 
targeted at rural seniors in order to spur adoption. 
 
Availability of broadband for seniors does not appear to be the primary issue of 
concern. Rather, as subsequent sections will detail, raising the awareness of and 
demand for broadband and increasing adoption rates is of paramount concern.  

 
2.2.2 Awareness of and Demand for Broadband 

 
Measuring the awareness of and demand for broadband among seniors is more difficult 
than assessing its availability or adoption. Although a number of public and private 
organizations have been launched to assess and spur demand at the state and local 
levels,31 many of these efforts, unfortunately, are not focused specifically on seniors. 
Their general conclusions and observations are helpful, nonetheless, in assessing 
awareness and demand among groups of people that, for many different reasons, 
remain unconnected.  
 
Connect Kentucky, a public-private partnership focused on spurring broadband 
deployment and adoption across the mostly rural state of Kentucky, has noted that a 
key factor in its successes over the years has been the creation of local eCommunity 
Leadership Teams to educate consumers on the benefits associated with broadband.32 
More than half of the residents who eventually adopted broadband did so after learning 
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about the many benefits of broadband Internet access.33 California’s Broadband 
Taskforce has recommended a number of digital literacy programs and initiatives, 
including a statewide education campaign to notify all residents of the benefits of 
broadband.34 Similarly, the FCC’s Consumer & Governmental Affairs Bureau is home to 
a comprehensive broadband outreach campaign to help foster broadband development 
by increasing consumer awareness about the benefits and availability of broadband.35 
Measuring the success of these and other endeavors is complex, but broadband subscriptions 
have consistently increased in each of the fifty states over the last few years.36 Local, 
community-based initiatives, supported by state and federal agencies, have been the 
most successful. 
 
A number of trends are evident among older Americans. First, seniors generally are less 
likely than other adults to own a computer.37 As the Consumer Electronics Association 
has observed, “[a]dults over the age of 65 are 21 percent less likely to own a home 
computer than adults under the age of 30.”38 Notably, lack of a computer, and not lack of 
available broadband, is the primary reason for not having broadband at home across every age 
group and demographic.39  
 

Second, in general, seniors 
are becoming increasingly 
aware of the Internet. As a 
result, demand for it is 
similarly increasing. 
Awareness and demand can 
be measured by how many 
seniors have used the 
Internet. This measure 
includes those who have 
adopted broadband and 
those who have logged on 
but, for some reason, have 
yet to fully integrate it into 
their lives. According to a 
number of surveys, senior 
awareness and demand for 
broadband has increased 

significantly over the last decade. In 1996, only 2 percent of those over 65 went online.40 By 
2000, that number rose to 15 percent.41 In 2004, 22 percent of seniors had gone online.42 
By 2006, that number was up to 34 percent.43  
 
Third, older seniors are less likely to go online than younger seniors. In 2006 more than 
half of people in their 60s had gone online, compared to just 28 percent of those over 
70.44  Older seniors are more likely to either have a dial-up connection or be completely 

SNAPSHOT 3 
Varying Perspectives on the “Gray” Gap  

 
“Broadband is opening a whole new world for me. It’s 
not about what should be, it’s about the real world. 
And broadband is the real world.” 
   ~ Hy, 69, Brooklyn, NY 
 
“I felt like I was being left in the dust [without 
broadband].”   
   ~ Barbara, 77, Averne, NY 
 
“I tried it but it wasn’t for me.” 
   ~ Bob, 78, Orlando, FL 
 
“Why do I need it? I’ve gotten along without it.” 
   ~ Carmela, 85, Bronx, NY 
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offline.45 Thus, a “gray” gap exists between older and younger seniors.46 Fourth, 
anecdotal data suggests that there is wide variation among seniors vis-à-vis their 
awareness of and demand for broadband (see Snapshot 3). 
 
In light of the above, outreach efforts should focus on increasing meaningful access to 
computers. Similarly, public and private sector efforts need to focus on educating all 
seniors about the benefits of broadband in order to spur demand and adoption. Local 
efforts, like Connect Kentucky, and national endeavors like the Alliance for Public 
Technology’s “Broadband Changed my Life!” campaign,47 are examples of successful 
approaches. Additional outreach efforts might be focused on older seniors in the short 
term in order to close the “gray” gap.  

 
2.2.3 Adoption of Broadband 

 
Adoption of broadband, which usually refers to the in-home installation of the service, is 
generally lower among seniors than among any other age group. Two main factors account 
for this. First, broadband demand is usually lower among seniors. Second, seniors are 
less likely to live in a traditional household than younger generations. Even though the 
vast majority of adults over 65 live at home, 4.4 percent live in nursing homes.48 These 
numbers vary widely among seniors. Only 1.3 percent of seniors between 65 and 74 are 
in nursing homes; this number rises to 15. 4 percent for those over age 85.49 Thirty 
percent of seniors live alone.50 
 
Overall, there are three key conclusions regarding the adoption of broadband by 
seniors. First, the adoption rate among seniors is increasing. Indeed, Pew has observed 
a significant increase in home adoption of broadband among seniors over the last four 
years (see Chart 1).  
 

CHART 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    Source: Pew51 
 
Across all households, 55 percent have adopted broadband.52 Over the next few years, it 
is estimated that an additional 20 percent of households, or forty-four million adults, 
will adopt broadband in their homes.53  
 

 
Age Group 

% Increase in 
Broadband 

Adoption 2005-2008 
18-29 84.2 
30-49 91.7 
50-64 85.5 
65+ 137.5 
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Yet while broadband adoption among seniors is increasing, only 35 percent have 
actively adopted it.54 Closing this gap remains the largest obstacle to unleashing the 
power of broadband for seniors.   
 

Second, a significant barrier to increased 
adoption is price. Even though 
broadband prices continue to decrease, 
many seniors live on fixed incomes. The 
median income for seniors in 2006 was 
$23,500 for males and $13,603 for 
females.55  For households headed by 
someone over the age of 65, median 
income in 2007 was $28,305.56  By way of 
comparison, the median income for 

households headed by someone under the age of 65 was $56,545 in 2007.57  With the 
average price of broadband service around $38 per month,58 compared to $11.99 per 
month for AOL dial-up,59 many seniors are opting for the slower but cheaper 
alternative. Moreover, free dial-up is available in a number of cities like New York.60 
Thus, a key challenge is helping seniors understand that spending an additional $26-38 
per month may be worthwhile and could potentially be offset by cost-savings enabled 
by their broadband connection (e.g., access to cheaper prescription drugs). Once seniors 
experience the difference between dial-up and broadband, many opt to pay more for 
the better, more reliable, feature-rich, and less frustrating service.  
 
Third, educating seniors on the benefits of broadband is important to increasing 
adoption rates. The FCC has observed that “subscribership to broadband services 
continues to increase steadily as new broadband-dependent services and applications 
emerge in the marketplace, and that subscribership growth is important due to its 
relationship with deployment.”61 Demand stimulation and education efforts have 
positively impacted broadband adoption. In Kentucky, where Connect Kentucky has 
worked to create demand and tailor supply to bring broadband to unserved areas, 
availability increased from 60 percent in 2004 to 95 percent in 2007, while adoption 
increased 83 percent between 2005 and 2007.62  
 
Local senior-specific efforts have been similarly successful (see Case Study 1). These 
efforts appear to be the most effective means for initially bringing seniors to broadband and 
encouraging adoption, while national efforts provide critical ancillary support. 
 

“I have broadband!  I started out with 
dial-up and hated it! I changed over the 
first six months after owning my 
computer.  I love my high-speed Internet, 
even though I don't like the monthly 
cost.” 
               ~ Joan, 73, Valparaiso, IN 
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2.2.4 Broadband Usage 

 
Seniors who have adopted broadband use it for a wide array of purposes.  In 2001, it 
was observed that the small percentage of seniors who used the Internet on a regular 
basis were enthusiastic participants in the burgeoning digital marketplace.63  The most 
popular application was email, followed by personal research and reading the news.64 
By 2004, while email and personal searches remained the most popular applications for 
seniors, but looking for health information rose in prominence.65 In 2006, Pew found 
that 68 percent of senior users searched for health information online, up from 60 

CASE STUDY 1 
Older Adults Technology Services (“OATS”) 

 
Based in Brooklyn, NY, OATS (www.oatsny.org) is a nonprofit organization that seeks to 
engage, train, and support older adults in using technology to improve their quality of life and 
enhance their social and civic engagement. Founded in 2004 by Tom Kamber, OATS employs a 
teaching model that is specifically tailored to seniors. Broadband, according to Kamber, has 
made his job easier. Increased Internet connection speeds have decreased the frustration of his 
students.  
 
In its first two years, OATS taught 491 free classes and special seminars to over 1,170 seniors at 
nearly 20 locations across New York City.  Over the last year, OATS has expanded and now 
trains upwards of 1,300 older adults per year. OATS works exclusively in senior and 
technology centers that are wired with broadband. OATS offers a variety of classes: a Basics 
class that introduces seniors to the computer and the Internet; Advanced class for seniors who 
want to continue honing their skills; and a Workforce Training program that prepares seniors 
to continue working or go back to work. 
 
OATS has also partnered with Per Scholas (www.perscholas.org), a computer recycling 
company based in New York City, to provide free computers to seniors who complete a 10-
week training course. After seniors graduate, Per Scholas delivers and installs a computer in 
the senior’s home. The expectation is that seniors will subscribe to broadband after having 
experienced it in their class. However, Ken Walker, a Vice President at Per Scholas, notes that 
broadband remains too expensive for many seniors even after they receive a free computer.  
 
Overall, OATS has been very successful in training seniors to access and use the Internet via a 
broadband connection. According to Kamber, most of OATS’s students are in their 70s and half 
are below the poverty line. Based on direct student feedback, after their training seniors are 
much more confident in their ability to use the Internet, which in turn increases their 
confidence to live independently. The majority of students (75 percent) also say their new 
Internet skills have made them more connected with their family and friends.  
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percent in 2004.66 The most popular health searches among seniors were for information 
on Medicare and Medicaid.67 
 
Moreover, seniors use the Internet as 
a tool to improve their lives and to 
allay age-related fears. For example, 
in 2006 nearly 60 percent of seniors 
worried about staying “mentally 
sharp.”68 As a result of increased use 
and adoption, a number of senior-
specific cognitive tools have been put 
online.  Online resources like 
Crayons for Codgers 
(http://crayonsforcodgers.home.min
dspring.com/) are specifically 
tailored to sharpen mental acuity. 
And, as seniors become more confident in their uses of broadband, they are more likely 
to become active contributors to the web by generating their own content. Senior-
authored blogs, for example, are increasingly common. Senior Planet 
(www.seniorplanet.org) is an online resource where seniors can post blog entries, 
events, and other items of interest to the community.  
 
The impacts that broadband is having on seniors will be discussed in detail in the next 
section. As an overview, broadband is enabling seniors to participate more fully in 
society. Broadband provides an interactive link with family, friends, and communities. 
Seniors are increasingly using their broadband connections to participate in an array of 
activities, from finding information on elections,69 to making travel arrangements,70 to 
managing their finances.71 Increased adoption will serve to spur additional uses and 
encourage a closer integration of the technology into the lives of senior citizens. 
 
2.3 Conclusions  
 
The data cited and observations made in this section support a number of conclusions: 
 

► Broadband is widely available to all U.S. residents including seniors. 
Rural access to broadband is also increasing, raising the need for more 
targeted education efforts to spur demand and awareness of the 
benefits of broadband among rural seniors and other rural residents. 

► Seniors are aware of broadband, and senior demand for it is 
increasing. Moreover, once online, older adults are enthusiastic and 
capable users.  

“I use the Internet everyday. My top use 
would be e-mail (for the two businesses in 
which I am involved).  Second would be 
financial management (bank account, 
payments, investments), and third would 
be shopping (mainly organizing trips, 
buying books or Christmas presents). 
Broadband has greatly expanded the 
horizons of information to which I now 
have access.” 
 

  ~ Nancy, 67, Yorktown, NY 
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► Adoption of broadband among seniors continues to increase at a 
healthy rate each year.  A number of obstacles, though, including the 
lack of computers among seniors and price, present challenges to more 
robust adoption. However, more aggressive education and outreach 
efforts could help to further spur demand, adoption, and use, 
particularly among lower-income seniors.  

► Grassroots education efforts like Connect Kentucky and OATS have 
been very successful in bringing seniors to broadband. Public sector 
support, which includes both funding and the acknowledgement of 
the real power of broadband by policy makers, is an important 
complimentary measure to bringing more seniors to broadband.  

► Enhanced public and private education and outreach efforts are likely 
required to spur awareness of and demand for broadband among 
senior citizens, especially older seniors.  

 
3. THE CURRENT ROLE & IMPACT OF BROADBAND ON SENIORS  
 

Broadband has emerged as a vehicle through which advanced services and 
applications can be delivered to seniors. This section will examine the impact of 
broadband on three core aspects of senior life.  
 
First, the social impact of broadband on seniors will be discussed. Broadband is 
allowing a growing segment of the senior population to stay in touch with family and 
friends and to reconnect with their communities. These basic functions have had 
enormously positive effects on seniors.  
 
Second, the economic impact of broadband on seniors will be examined. In addition to 
helping seniors save money on a wide array of items, broadband is also allowing older 
adults to manage retirement funds online, cut prescription drug costs, and work from 
home. Economic welfare gains have been observed for individual seniors and the wider 
economy. The impact of broadband is real and measurable and will continue to expand 
over the coming decades as more seniors adopt broadband and use it to extend their 
careers and facilitate a broad range of cost savings.  
 
Third, this section will examine the impact that broadband has had on senior healthcare 
and wellbeing. Broadband is shifting the traditional elder care paradigm and has the 
potential to radically transform the senior healthcare system. With adoption rates 
continuing to increase among seniors, and with the rising tide of tech-savvy baby 
boomers on the verge of cresting into retirement, broadband is poised to be one of a 
handful of critical tools necessary for aging seniors in the 21st-century. (See Snapshot 4 
for a summary of impacts.) 
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3.1 The Social Impact of Broadband on Seniors 
 
 
 
 
 
Joan’s enthusiasm for the Internet has been enhanced by her broadband connection. She 
subscribes to newsletters on Alzheimer’s, pharmaceuticals, and one from the Mayo 
Clinic, and recently joined Facebook. She also regularly keeps in touch with family and 
friends via email and looks forward to the day when her youngest grandchildren can 
email her back. “It won’t be long,” she says. 
 
Hy, 69, of Brooklyn, New York, agrees that broadband is “opening up a whole new 
world.” He uses his broadband connection and new computer to stay in touch with 
family and friends and to meet new people. Sandy, 70, of New York, New York is also 
an enthusiastic subscriber who uses broadband to make business and personal contacts 
and “keep in better touch.” 

“The Internet is my lifeline to the world!!!” 
      ~ Joan, 73, Valparaiso, IN 

SNAPSHOT 4 
The Social, Economic, and Health-related Impacts  

of Broadband on Senior Citizens 
 

 
Social Impact 

 
Economic Impact 

Impact on Healthcare & 
Well-Being 

 Broadband increases 
connectivity with 
family and friends. 

 Broadband fosters 
feelings of relevance 
and provides seniors 
with an interactive 
outlet to the world. 

 Enhancing personal 
communications can 
decrease feelings of 
depression and 
isolation. 

 
 
 
 

 Individual economic 
gains include: e-
commerce; managing 
personal finances 
online; savings on 
prescription drugs; 
and enhanced 
employment 
opportunities. 

 Economy-wide gains 
include increases in: 
small business 
creation; seniors in the 
workforce; senior-
oriented content and 
applications; and 
healthcare savings.  

 Broadband is 
enhancing senior 
wellness and 
preventive care. 

 Broadband is enabling 
lifesaving and life-
enhancing 
telemedicine services 
like in-home 
monitoring.  

 The potential for 
broadband-enabled 
healthcare services 
and applications is 
tremendous.  

 



 
 
THE IMPACT OF BROADBAND ON SENIOR CITIZENS                                    

15 

Similar stories are common among seniors who have adopted broadband.  
 
Broadband is empowering seniors to remain connected – and feel connected. Feelings of 
isolation are pervasive among many older adults. With some 30 percent (nearly 11 
million) of non-institutionalized seniors living alone, feeling disconnected and remote 
from family, friends, and community is common and can lead to depression or a host of 
other debilitating diseases. Studies have found that seniors who master computer skills 
appear to have fewer depressive symptoms than those who remain technologically 
unconnected72 and that increased integration through social support services can 
protect against some mortality risks and lead to better mental health.73 Anecdotal 
evidence also supports this. For example, broadband-enabled web-cams are an 
increasingly popular (and affordable) way for seniors to stay in touch with children and 
grandchildren who live far away.74 
 
Broadband is enabling an array of senior interactions with people and the community 
via email, chat rooms, blogs, and news sites and has enabled them to participate in a 
host of activities that might otherwise be out of reach.  Tom Kamber of OATS has found 
that increased social integration and interaction via broadband increases feelings of relevance 
among seniors. This, in turn, empowers seniors and provides them with confidence to 
live more independently.  
 
Seniors are also empowered to make better informed life decisions by the availability of 
online content specifically tailored for them. AARP’s website, for example, contains a 
universe of content, applications, and services for adults over the age of 50 
(www.aarp.org). AARP also includes technology information like tips on buying a 
computer and basic web lessons.75 Other senior-centric sites include Senior Journal 
(www.seniorjournal.com), Senior Net (www.seniornet.org), and Elder Web 
(www.elderweb.com).   
 
Blogs are yet another tool for seniors to reconnect with the community76 and stay 
mentally sharp.77 The number of blogs either targeted at the senior population or 
authored by seniors continues to increase. One blog, tech4seniors.blogspot.com, is billed 
as “A place for Senior Citizens to learn and embrace Twenty-First Century technology.” 
Another senior blog, Senior Planet (www.seniorplanet.org), provides a forum for 
seniors to interact and chat with each other.  
 
Broadband also positively impacts seniors by bringing them together for training 
classes. Most classes are taught at local senior centers and offer seniors a more 
interactive, hands-on activity than more traditional programs. Small class sizes, like the 
six student cap imposed by Computers4Seniors in Cobb County, Georgia, fosters a 
sense of community among fellow students.78 Computers4Seniors relies on volunteers 
to train seniors. Oftentimes, the volunteers, according to Program Director Sheila 
Parkins, are retirees of local technology companies like Lockheed Martin or IBM. 
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Conversely, OATS in New York has developed an intergenerational program that 
allows high school students to teach computer and Internet skills to seniors. The high 
school students are able to hone their communications and teaching skills while the 
seniors gain insight and share in their younger counterparts’ enthusiasm for the web.79 
One of the program’s participants said that "[t]he best part of the program is coming on 
Tuesday and Friday and being with friends and neighbors." 80 
 
Broadband holds much promise for keeping (or reconnecting) seniors to society and 
warding off feelings of isolation and depression. These benefits are especially relevant 
to older seniors as mental and physical health tends to decline at a much faster rate over 
the age of 80.81 With a large number of older adults remaining offline or tethered to slower dial-
up connections, bridging the gap between wired and unwired seniors presents a challenge.   
 
3.2 The Economic Impact of Broadband on Seniors 
 
The economic impact of broadband on individuals of all ages and on the entire U.S. 
economy is real, measurable, and well documented. Broadband impacts job creation, 
spurs small business creation, facilitates robust e-commerce, saves money, increases 
efficiency, and has quickly become the critical information backbone for our globalized 
world.82 A recent study prepared for the Department of Commerce found a direct 
correlation between broadband availability and economic growth.83 Similarly, 
Connected Nation, the parent organization of Connect Kentucky, estimates that a seven 
percentage point increase in broadband adoption “could result in $92 billion through an 
additional 2.4 million jobs per year created, $662 million saved per year in reduced 
healthcare costs…and $134 billion per year in total direct economic impact of 
accelerating broadband across the United States.”84  
 
As discussed below, broadband has positive economic impacts on seniors. Older adults 
are using broadband to facilitate personal economic gains, which have a cumulative 
impact on the wider economy. The economic impact has been profound for those 
seniors already online, presaging even more robust gains as more seniors adopt 
broadband.  

 
3.2.1 Individual Economic Gains 

 
The individual economic gains for seniors due to broadband range from discounts on 
items bought online to savings on prescription drugs to allowing a senior to 
telecommute to work, to reducing the transaction costs of even the smallest of tasks – 
e.g., food shopping.85 This section will explore additional ways that broadband 
facilitates economic gains for seniors. 

 
 



 
 
THE IMPACT OF BROADBAND ON SENIOR CITIZENS                                    

17 

3.2.1.1 E-Commerce  
 
One of the most popular economic applications of broadband across all demographics 
is participating in e-commerce, which allows for easy ordering and delivery of a nearly 
infinite array of goods and services online. In the second quarter of 2008, the Census 
Bureau found that e-commerce sales accounted for 3.3 percent of total retail sales in the 
United States, up from approximately one percent in 2000.86 By 2008, two-thirds of 
American Internet users had purchased something online.87  
 
Shopping online provides all consumers with access to discounted items, novel product 
information, and the ability to easily compare prices before purchasing. Thus, for those 
living on a fixed income, using a broadband connection to shop online could result in 
cost savings, which in turn could offset part or all of the monthly cost of a broadband 
connection. Seniors, however, represent the smallest segment of those who have made 
purchases online.88 Older adults tend to be warier of providing personal information 
online and skeptical about whether shopping online saves time.89 Moreover, Pew 
observes a correlation between connection speed and online shopping: “People with 
broadband at home are more likely than dial-up users to have bought something online, 
by a 74 percent to 59 percent margin.”90 Educating seniors on the potential cost-savings 
associated with shopping online and the many security apparatuses that have been 
implemented to ensure the safe transmission of personal information could spur 
additional use of broadband for these and other purposes.  
 

3.2.1.2 Drug Cost Savings 
 
Broadband facilitates the easy comparison of prices for many prescription drugs. For 
example, in 2004 Checkbook magazine found vast price differences among prescription 
drugs within the same metropolitan areas and concluded that online retailers often 
offered lower prices for certain drugs.91 A wide array of online resources has been 
developed for seniors who are looking for affordable prescription drugs. AARP, for 
example, has partnered with Walgreens to provide seniors with an online portal to purchase 
discounted drugs.92  
 
Another key area where broadband has had a real and practical impact on seniors is in 
navigating the Medicare website to order prescription drugs and manage benefits. Reforms 
implemented on January 1, 2006 created a new system that, while providing seniors 
with a number of new options, flooded participants with a deluge of information. 
Indeed, by 2008 there were some 1,824 different stand-alone plans available.93 
Unfortunately, the large number of choices and relatively poor customer service 
provided by the Medicare Helpline caused much confusion among seniors.94 
Participants in the plan were directed to the online portal to register and submit plan 
choices. This move assumed a certain level of facility with computers and the Internet. 
Fortunately, local organizations provided training to seniors to assist in the application 



 
 
THE IMPACT OF BROADBAND ON SENIOR CITIZENS                                    

18 

process. OATS of New York, for example, operated 28 clinics at six locations in 
Manhattan and the Bronx and helped lower-income seniors save a total of $19,000 on 
their drug costs.95 Peer counselors were used to provide seniors with intra-generational 
support. As peer counselor Areatha, 77, of New York, observed: “With so few seniors 
using the Internet today, these peer counseling clinics are the best way for a lot of 
people to get the information they need."96  
 

3.2.1.3 Managing Personal Finances  
 
Broadband also appeals to older adults who wish to manage their personal finances. A 
wide range of broadband-enabled activities have been observed, ranging from checking 
bank account balances online to having bills paid automatically to managing retirement 
portfolios. Participation in these activities by seniors who have adopted broadband is 
robust and continues to increase.  
 
AARP recently found that nearly three-quarters of retired workers received the majority 
of their retirement income from Social Security.97 Forty percent received some form of 
pension from an employer and about 27 percent received income from an IRA or 
company-sponsored 401(k).98 However, Merrill Lynch observed a shift in the traditional 
model of retirement among older boomers and younger seniors. In a 2005 report, 
Merrill found that “the majority of boomers relate that they plan to keep working and 
earning in retirement.”99 Yet these more affluent and younger seniors tend to worry 
about running out of money due to unforeseen illness or having to care for loved 
ones.100 As a result of these worries and the opportunity to work past retirement, many 
seniors are actively using their Internet connections to manage a growing variety of investments 
in order to assure a secure retirement.  
 

John, 65, of Dallas, TX 
exemplifies the savvier segment 
of older adults who actively use 
their broadband connections to 
manage retirement savings and 
other investments. John first 

started using the Internet in the early 1990s. “At that time, my company was just 
beginning to go paperless. We got in a shipment of laptops and they slowly began 
giving them to us,” he remembers. As a salesman who worked mostly from home, John 
was an early adopter of the Internet. John is currently semi-retired (he continues to 
freelance from home, which is facilitated by his broadband connection) and uses 
broadband to manage investments. John observes that his broadband connection has 
allowed him to seize control of his portfolio. He supplements prior financial knowledge 
with e-newsletters from providers like Investor’s Business Daily, Morningstar, and 
Kiplinger’s. John estimates that he saves quite a bit of money by being his own financial 

“You can’t trade stocks effectively with a dial-up 
connection, especially since most of these sites 
stream real-time market data.” 
   ~ John, 65, Dallas, TX 
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planner. “There are no commissions or fees when you cut out the middle man. Only 
subscription fees for the newsletters and trading services.” 
 
Recent economic uncertainty has decreased optimism among many seniors for a 
comfortable retirement. Many are postponing retirement in order to continue working 
and adding to their savings.101 Broadband-enabled personal financial services and 
applications are increasingly essential to seniors in this endeavor. They empower older 
adults to take control of their portfolios and have a stake in the allocation of their funds. Seniors 
can save money and quickly shift strategies, all from the comfort of their home. 
 

3.2.1.4 Employment Opportunities Extended 
 
Broadband is enabling seniors to extend their careers past retirement age or embark 
upon new careers via the Internet. This is important in light of workforce projections 
that predict a shortfall in experienced, management-level workers in the coming years.  
 
The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) has estimated that the U.S. economy will add 18.9 
million jobs in the decade ending in 2014.102 Yet, over the same period, nearly 36 million 
workers are expected to leave their jobs permanently and will need to be replaced.103 
According to AARP, older adults are poised and willing to work past retirement: “69 
percent of workers [between the ages of] 45 to 74 plan to work during retirement years. 
Many want to work on different terms, with more flexibility and autonomy than during 
earlier careers. Seventy percent of older workers say they are looking for ways to balance work 
and their personal lives, and 41 percent report that the ability to work from home is an absolutely 
essential part of their ideal job.”104 A recent report issued by the Taskforce on the Aging of 
the American Workforce observed that the supply of seniors in the workforce will 
increase significantly over the next decade 2014, rising by 74 percent between 2004 and 
2014.105 As AARP concluded, broadband will play a major role in extending the careers of 
seniors.106 A key component of such is telecommuting. 
 
Broadband has facilitated the deployment of telecommuting programs in offices across 
the country. Indeed, some 42 percent of employers currently offer employees a telework 
option, up from 30 percent in 2007.107 Gartner estimates that 12 million people telework 
more than eight hours per week, double the amount in 2000.108 By 2009, Gartner expects 
this number to reach 14 million.109 The Taskforce on the Aging of the American 
Workforce has recommended that employers promote telework and flexible retirement 
options for older workers in order to retain them110 and continue benefiting from their 
managerial experience and expertise.111 
 

3.2.2 Economy-Wide Welfare Gains 
 
It is widely accepted that broadband will produce enormous consumer welfare gains 
across the entire economy. One study, from 2001, estimated that these gains would 
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amount to $400 billion annually.112  Recent studies have projected lower annual gains, 
but estimates remain in the hundreds of billions of dollars.113 The cumulative expected 
impact of individual welfare gains by seniors using broadband on the wider economy is 
similarly impressive. According to a 2005 study, the aggregate cost savings due to the use of 
broadband by seniors and in the care of seniors was estimated to be between $532 billion and 
$847 billion by 2030.114 This estimate includes savings realized from increased efficiencies 
in health care and the economic impact of having more seniors in the workforce.  
 
In addition, broadband stimulates small business creation and promotes 
entrepreneurship among seniors by lowering the costs of starting and running a 
business. For example, Barbara, 77, uses her broadband connection to support her 
career as a public speaker (www.barbarahillary.com). She uses her website to publicize 
her experience and to solicit speaking offers. Senior Net partnered with eBay in 2000 to 
provide computer and Internet training for seniors who wished to use eBay as a vehicle 
for selling possessions or hand-made goods.115  
 
Moreover, the business of bringing seniors to broadband is thriving. A growing number 
of small businesses and nonprofit organizations have been established in response to 
increasing demand for broadband and computer skills by seniors.  Similarly, senior-
oriented services are thriving due in large part to the rapidly increasing demand for and 
adoption of broadband. It has been observed that seniors, unlike their younger 
counterparts, represent a “sticky” demographic from a marketing perspective, meaning 
that seniors are more likely to be more loyal users of certain services and not switch as 
rapidly or be as fickle as younger users.116 This has spurred investment in senior-
specific websites and online services.117 
 
Recent economic uncertainty, however, threatens to slow the economic gains of 
seniors.118 The number of seniors living in poverty119 or who have declared 
bankruptcy120 has increased in recent years, especially among older seniors. These trends 
highlight the importance of broadband as an interactive tool that can be used to take control of 
one’s financial well-being. Broadband enables seniors to save money on a variety of items 
including prescription drugs, to continue working, and to put them in direct control of 
their finances. As such, educating seniors on the benefits of broadband for them is of 
critical importance.  
 
3.3 The Impact of Broadband on Senior Wellbeing and Healthcare 
 
Broadband and the universe of applications enabled by it are transforming the way 
technology is used in caring for aging adults. Indeed, broadband has sparked a 
reassessment of many of the perceptions associated with elder care. For example, 
personal wellness systems – services that use technology to promptly address the 
deleterious aspects of aging – are increasingly popular and are replacing older models 
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of senior healthcare that seemed to focus more on easing seniors into the last phases of 
their lives. Moreover, a wide range of broadband-enabled tools and services are being 
developed to augment the nation’s approach to senior healthcare.  
 
The transformation of senior healthcare is inextricably linked to a renewed focus on 
senior wellbeing. Senior wellbeing refers to the ways in which older adults prepare for 
and counteract the effects of aging. The traditional approach relies largely on passive 
techniques like “managing illness,” which is reactive to health crises.121 The new focus, 
however, is on “maintaining wellness,” which represents a more holistic approach to 
the aging process.122 From a healthcare perspective, broadband allows seniors and their 
caregivers to “personalize and ‘consumerize’ health and wellness technologies.”123 
From a wellbeing standpoint, broadband empowers individuals by providing them 
with tools to maintain and improve mental and physical health.  
 
This section will detail how broadband is becoming an indispensable tool for seniors 
who wish to increase their personal wellbeing and for the healthcare industry as it 
prepares to care for larger numbers of senior citizens. The interactive and real-time 
nature of broadband makes it one of the important innovations in U.S. healthcare.  
 

3.3.1 Broadband & Senior Wellbeing 
 
Broadband and broadband-enabled technologies are being used to enhance senior 
wellbeing in three important ways.  
 
First, broadband Internet access provides seniors with a critical outlet for obtaining 
increasingly sophisticated medical and health information and allows them to be 
preemptive and interactive in their efforts to combat the harmful effects of aging.  
 
In 2006, Pew estimated that nearly 70 percent of adults over the age of 65 and 80 percent 
of boomers used the Internet to find medical information.124 A 2005 report issued by the 
Kaiser Family Foundation concluded that seniors have the most to gain from online 
health and medical resources because seniors “face a greater number of health 
conditions and use prescription drugs and health care services at a far higher rate than 
younger adults.”125 Seniors with broadband connections are more likely to go online for 
health information than those with dial-up connections.126 
 
In response to increasing demand for online health and medical information among 
seniors and older baby boomers,127 a number of broadband-enabled resources have 
been deployed. Sites like WebMD (www.webmd.com) and Family Doctor 
(www.familydoctor.org) provide general health information for all users and have solid 
reputations for providing accurate and up-to-date entries. Senior-specific health portals 
have also been deployed and have been well received. The Mayo Health Clinic, for 
example, has a dedicated Senior Health Center (www.mayoclinic.com/health/senior-
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health/HA99999) that provides pertinent information on a wide range of common 
senior ailments and diseases. AARP recently launched four new online tools specifically 
tailored to enable seniors to “do everything from choose an excellent doctor or hospital, 
to better understand and evaluate their own health symptoms, conditions and 
medicines.”128 The National Institute of Health (“NIH”) also has a web portal dedicated 
to senior health information (http://nihseniorhealth.gov/). These and a wide range of 
additional broadband-enabled tools are providing seniors with reliable, current, and 
lifesaving information.  
 
Second, broadband and broadband-enabled applications are being used to help sharpen 
brain function among seniors. Many experts agree that since “older” brains retain a 
large amount of “semantic memory” (e.g., facts and figures) and “expert knowledge” 
(i.e. specialized information re a particular skill or hobby), mental functions can be kept 
sharp by targeted brain exercises.129 As a result, broadband-enabled brain exercises are 
increasingly popular online destinations for seniors. These include tools created by 
Spry, Posit Science, and MindFit, among many others.130 Other broadband-enabled 
activities include participating in online multiplayer games like Second Life131 and 
fitness games on gaming consoles like the Nintendo Wii, which is extremely popular 
with seniors.132 
 
Brain exercises in general have been found to delay cognitive decline and the onset of 
dementia and Alzheimer’s.133 It has been estimated that such diseases “cost the United 
States more than $148 billion annually in Medicaid and Medicare services and in 
indirect costs to businesses that employ [Alzheimer’s] and dementia caregivers.”134 
Intervening in the development of the disease can contribute to delaying the onset of 
Alzheimer’s and other dementia. It was recently estimated that “interventions that 
could delay the onset of Alzheimer’s disease by as little as one year would reduce 
prevalence of the disease by 12 million fewer cases in 2050.”135  
 
Third, broadband and broadband-enabled content empowers older adults with 
information, provides them with a vehicle for participating in their community, 
improves mental health, and enables them to live more independently. The result is a 
shift in the paradigm for elder care, one that supports more seniors aging in place and 
that decreases senior dependence on caregivers and on other aspects of the traditional 
healthcare model, all of which will have measurable social and economic impacts.  
 

3.3.2 Broadband & Senior Healthcare 
 
Approximately 60 percent of all health care spending in the United States is spent on 
seniors.136 By one estimate, among people turning 65 today, 69 percent will need some 
form of long-term care.137 With the population of seniors expected to double in the 
coming decades, senior health care will become more costly. Recent innovations, driven 



 
 
THE IMPACT OF BROADBAND ON SENIOR CITIZENS                                    

23 

by wider broadband availability, have the potential to radically transform the current 
senior healthcare paradigm.  
 
It has been estimated that broadband-based health resources can save some $927 billion in health 
care costs for seniors and people with disabilities.138 A large percentage of these cost-savings 
will be realized via the development and deployment of broadband-enabled 
telemedicine services, specifically in-home health monitoring technologies and other 
remote care services. These innovations, which largely rely on a reliable broadband 
connection to link doctor and patient, have the potential to transform elder care by 
lowering healthcare costs, increasing the efficient use of health care professionals, and 
freeing seniors from the strictures of traditional senior care.139  
 

3.3.2.1 In-Home Monitoring Technologies  
 
Many in-home monitoring systems use wireless sensors to track a senior’s movements, 
record falls, and upload health information to a web-based interface that is accessible by 
caregivers and family members. Broadband is being used to augment these systems by 
providing real-time data transmission capabilities. For example, a series of pilot projects at 
the Oregon Center for Aging & Technology (“ORCAT”) are using broadband-enabled 
real-time monitoring  in order to gather critical cognitive and mobility data in an effort 
to detect mental decline at an early stage (see Case Study 2). As these technologies 
progress, more robust broadband networks will enable more intelligent software to 
analyze personal health data and send out alerts to caregivers.140  
 
The falling prices of sensors and other technologies related to in-home monitoring, 
along with the convenience associated with these systems for seniors, caregivers, and 
family members, have spurred interest in and demand for such services.141 One study 
projects the market for monitoring services will become a $2 billion per year industry by 2010.142 
The same study estimates that 3.4 million seniors will be using networked sensor 
applications to monitor and improve their health by 2012.143 And even though seniors 
have expressed privacy concerns regarding the use of tracking devices, AARP found 
that a majority would consider subscribing to these services so long as they were 
affordable.144  
 
The use of broadband-enabled in-home monitoring technologies has many positive 
impacts on seniors and the wider healthcare industry. From an economic standpoint, 
the cost savings associated with more widespread use could be significant. Consider 
that the average cost for a private room in a nursing home is $213 per day or $77,745 
annually.145 The average monthly cost of living in an assisted living facility is $2,969 or 
$35,628 annually.146 And the average hourly rate for a certified home health aide is 
$32.37.147 Medicare and Medicaid pay for the vast majority of long-term care.148 
Effective implementation of an in-home monitoring system could reduce or eliminate 
certain expenses for many seniors, and the concomitant burden on federal funds, at 
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least for a period of time. From a wellbeing standpoint, aging in place offers many 
seniors a more comfortable and mentally rewarding lifestyle. Moreover, these 
innovative new technologies enable seniors to monitor their health in real-time and 
potentially preempt fatal or degenerative disease. 
 

 
 
 

CASE STUDY 2 
 Oregon Center for Aging & Technology (“ORCAT”) 

 
Over the last several years, ORCAT, which is based at the Oregon Health & Science 
University, has launched a number of pilot initiatives in the Portland area to test the 
effectiveness of in-home monitoring technologies for seniors. According to Tracy 
Zitzelberger, the Center’s Administrator, ORCAT is trying to gather sufficient data to 
show the efficacy of these services while also creating a service that allows seniors to 
age in place. ORCAT uses radio frequency sensors to monitor mobility and cognitive 
functions. ORCAT sees a relationship between these two functions and has offered a 
number of studies that support their argument that gathering real-time data allows 
caregivers and family members to track the mental decline of a senior.  
 
One of ORCAT’s current pilots has participants in over 300 homes across the 
Portland area. Each of the study’s participants is over 80 and has agreed to be 
monitored by a net of wireless sensors deployed throughout their homes. Mobility 
data is gathered by the sensors and sent wirelessly to a laptop computer, where the 
data is time-stamped and uploaded daily to the project center. They are required to 
provide email feedback via a broadband connection provided by ORCAT. Data is 
supplemented by regular email communications from the participants regarding 
their experience. The preliminary conclusion by researchers was that “it appears that 
the perceived benefit of ultimately understanding how such systems might extend or 
enable their independent living outweighed any concerns about disruptions to their 
daily activities.” (Jeffrey Kaye et al., Deploying Wide-Scale In-Home Assessment 
Technology, available at www.orcatech.org/papers/FICCDAT_07_Kaye.pdf).  
 
Zitzelberger observes that while broadband has been beneficial to ORCAT’s research 
efforts, “It is too slow and too asymmetric.” She feels that fiber-optic connections 
would be better for the delivery of real-time data. In the near-term, the program will 
continue with its pilot programs to see whether in-home systems are effective in 
tracking cognitive health and preventing dementia. It is hoped that in-home 
monitoring systems will shift the traditional paradigm associated with Alzheimer’s 
and other dementias away from treatment and towards early detection and 
prevention. 
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3.3.2.2 Additional Remote Care Technologies.  
 
A wide range of additional remote care technologies enable seniors to live more 
independent lives and to age in place. Examples of these technologies include a 
vibration-based fall detector149 and wander management systems.150 These and other 
“person-centric” technologies promote independence among seniors and a culture of 
personal responsibility by untethering seniors from caregivers and institutional care.151 
As AARP recently found, the vast majority of seniors – 87 percent – prefer to have help provided 
to them in their home while a similar percentage of older adults said they are willing to sacrifice 
some of their privacy in order to remain at home during their later years.152 While many of 
these services currently do not use broadband, leveraging the ubiquity of high-speed 
networks will enhance the ability of these services to gather and transmit more data 
more quickly.  
 
3.4 Conclusions  
 
Broadband enables a universe of technologies, services, and applications that provide 
seniors with real social, economic, and health gains. In particular: 
 

► Broadband connects seniors to family, friends, and community by 
providing them with an interactive lifeline to the growing universe of 
information and services available online. 

► Connecting seniors promotes a more independent lifestyle. Older 
adults who are more consistently engaged are less depressed and more 
active.  

► Broadband provides seniors with a medium through which they can 
realize significant economic gains via comparison shopping, lower 
drug costs, managing personal finances, telecommuting, and small 
business creation.  

► Broadband is also spurring innovations within the senior healthcare 
industry, which promises to transform the traditional elder care 
paradigm and refocus efforts on senior well-being.  

► The use of broadband and broadband-enabled tools by seniors and in 
the care of seniors has the potential to reduce healthcare costs by 
billions of dollars each year, to encourage the creation of small 
businesses and nonprofits focused on educating and training seniors to 
use broadband, and to foster an innovative marketplace for senior-
oriented content and services.  

 
Acknowledging and promoting these successes is essential to attracting more seniors to 
broadband. It has been found that “the usefulness perception of [information 
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technologies by] senior citizens can be driven by both tangible benefits such as resource 
savings and intangible benefits such as self-actualization.”153 In other words, the more 
that seniors are aware of the many benefits of broadband and experience the tangible 
benefits associated with it, the more they will demand and adopt it. Thus, the coordinated 
efforts of local, state, and national organizations and broadband campaigns should focus on 
touting the practical uses and impacts of broadband for seniors.  
 
4. THE IMPACT OF GREATER BROADBAND AVAILABILITY & 

TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCES ON SENIORS 
 

Greater broadband availability and continued technological advanced will result in a 
number of positive impacts on seniors in the coming years.  
 
4.1 Innovation at the Network Level 
 
First, innovations at the network level will enable a number of near-term innovations by 
providing more robust infrastructure, faster speeds, and more reliability. Over the next 
several years, network owners are poised to continue investing in their networks in 
order to provide all users, including seniors, with better broadband connections. 
Telephone and cable companies, for example, will continue to deploy fiber-optic 
systems, which have the potential to transmit data at speeds above 100 megabits per 
second. Similarly, wireless carriers will leverage their advanced spectrum licenses and 
more effective spectrum management techniques to build out third- and fourth-
generation networks. 
 
In addition to faster speeds, network managers will deploy more sophisticated 
protocols and methods for ensuring the reliable and secure transmission of high-
priority data from services like real-time health monitoring systems to doctors, 
caregivers, family members, and, when necessary, emergency medical personnel.  
Moreover, such techniques will be used to optimize the user experience for all 
subscribers by providing managers with latitude to decongest network traffic that could 
degrade the transmission of life-enhancing and lifesaving senior-oriented services.  
 
The wider deployment of next-generation networks and optimal management 
techniques will further enable innovation by application and content developers. As 
more seniors adopt and use broadband, a wider array of senior-specific services will 
likely be developed for use in daily life. Moreover, competition among broadband 
providers will further push down prices, making the technology more affordable for all 
consumers, particularly seniors.  In sum, the continued deployment of robust next-
generation networks will spur continued experimentation, innovation, and adoption of 
helpful senior-oriented services and applications.  
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Especially in view of the nation’s current financial crisis and credit crunch, policies at 
every level of government should strive to promote as much investment in broadband 
infrastructure as possible. The build-out, maintenance, and management of advanced 
networks, along with the development of broadband-enabled services and applications, 
cost billions of dollars. Policy actions which promote investment and innovation are in 
the best interests of seniors. To this end, government measures like the recent adoption 
of a law to enhance broadband data collection by the FCC will accelerate the 
deployment and adoption of this critical technology.154 
 
4.2 Near-Term Outlook   
 
Second, greater broadband adoption and use will have a number of near-term benefits. 
With the wider deployment of local demand stimulation programs and training 
courses, it is expected that more seniors will adopt broadband, and that additional older 
seniors will as well, thus narrowing the “gray” gap. 
 
As more seniors adopt broadband, and as more robust networks are deployed across 
the country, the number and type of broadband-enabled services and applications that 
empower seniors will continue to proliferate. Providing seniors with more tailored 
products will allow a larger percentage of this segment to experience the tangible 
benefits of broadband, which in turn will spur adoption among even more seniors via a 
version of viral marketing among older adults. In addition, the proliferation of senior-
specific broadband-enabled healthcare tools like in-home monitoring systems, along 
with the promotion of a new approach to elder care, will increase the demand for these 
types of services. As a result, having a larger number of senior using these technologies 
will provide more data on the efficacy of telemedicine services and should work to 
create a robust market for such services. Collecting additional data for these services in 
the near-term will prove crucial to their long-term viability.  
 
The successes of today’s pilot and other projects will inform the innovations of 
tomorrow. Data collected now will help determine whether current innovations are 
sustainable and of value to seniors. In addition, the next few years will be crucial to the 
future success of technological innovations in the field of senior telemedicine. Wider 
deployments and system refinements will help to assuage any fears held by seniors and 
to allay doubts of skeptical practitioners.155 Thus, the near-term successes of unique 
efforts aimed at bringing broadband to seniors, like OATS, and organizations that use 
broadband to provide cutting-edge telemedicine and in-home, broadband-based 
monitoring services, like Elite Care (see Case Study 3), will be critical to the deployment 
of similar models across the country.  
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CASE STUDY 3 
Elite Care 

 

Elite Care (www.elitecare.com) operates two senior facilities in Oregon and employs a 
variety of innovative monitoring technologies. Through its “Creating an Autonomy-Risk 
Equilibrium” program, Elite Care deploys comprehensive "smart home" technology 
systems. Elite Care provides residents with the option of carrying a badge that contains a 
wireless sensor. This sensor interacts with other sensors in the home and around the 
premises to provide biofeedback to a centralized database. This system serves three 
primary audiences: residents who want biofeedback and cues to prolong their 
independence; staff members who want constant health information in order to identify 
health problems early and objective quality control measurements; and family members 
who wish to check up on their loved ones via Elite Care’s Family Portal. Broadband 
connections enable real-time monitoring by family and caregivers. Lydia Lundberg, one 
of Elite Care’s founders, says that the Family Portal “keeps families happy” by allowing 
them to monitor the health and status of a loved one (but only if the resident gives 
permission). Equally as important, staff also monitors the biofeedback.  
 
Launched in 2000, Elite Care’s two communities house almost 100 seniors. Lundberg 
feels as though her program is a trendsetter in the world of facilities-based senior care. 
She is particularly proud of the fact that much of the technological innovation that has 
resulted over the past few years is driven by residents providing constant feedback. 
While her program is open only to paying customers, Lundberg is confident that similar 
types of technologies will be common in the homes of many seniors once the costs of 
such services come down.  

 
Also in the near-term, telemedicine and other senior service providers will continue to 
outreach to additional potential patients. For example, Lisa Gaudet, Director of Remote 
Care Technology for Northeast Health,156 observes that in areas where broadband is not 
yet available, senior-specific telemedicine providers are using analog technologies (e.g., 
dial-up modems) to get into seniors’ homes. However, Gaudet foresees a number of 
innovations centered on cellphones because of their relative ubiquity and the large 
number of applications available on them. Moreover, the increasing sophistication of 
cellphones, particularly 3G-enabled Smartphones, allows users to access the Internet at 
broadband-level speeds. The deployment of more robust wireless broadband networks 
will be a boon to rural providers like Northeast Health and others across the country 
and will provide yet another means of getting more seniors to use broadband-enabled 
services.  
 

* * * * * 
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With the coming wave of retiring baby boomers on the horizon, policies and practices 
forged now will set an important precedent for addressing the demands and needs of a 
savvier generation of older adults.  
 
4.3 Long-Term Outlook  
 
Assuming that near-term demand stimulation and adoption efforts succeed at bringing 
a majority of seniors online, the long-term outlook is bright for older adults who use 
broadband. Niche uses currently evident among some seniors – e.g., actively managing 
finances online, using broadband for health purposes like brain exercises, comparison 
shopping for prescription drugs, etc. – will become the norm for many older adults. In-
home monitoring technologies and other senior telemedicine services will become more 
widespread, promoting a more independent lifestyle among seniors. Each of these trends 
presage a significant positive shift in perceptions associated with senior living, healthcare, and 
wellbeing. 
 
Driven by retiring baby boomers and younger seniors, the older population in the 
coming decades will be more independent, more willing and able to work from home, 
and savvier in how to incorporate broadband into their lives. Equally as important, this 
new senior lifestyle will have consequences far beyond just this older demographic. 
Economic welfare gains associated with medical savings, a potential decrease in 
reliance on public funding, a more interactive healthcare system, and other efficiencies 
stemming from broadband, for example, will likely be distributed across all 
demographics.  
 
Cutting-edge research and experimentation currently underway predicts positive 
lifestyle changes for seniors. For example, broadband networks will increasingly be used as a 
medium through which critical information is sent in support of appliances and products 
designed to assist seniors. These types of “smart” products will collect critical data in real-
time and use broadband connections to analyze and transit the data the proper entity. 
For example, a researcher has developed a “smart” shoe that gathers data related to 
person’s balance and, in theory, could alert the wearer, caregiver, or monitoring agency 
of an imminent fall.157  
 
Combined with in-home monitoring technologies, seniors can benefits from a “smart” 
home that acts as a real-time, always-on receptacle for critical health information that 
can in turn be used to provide more real-time diagnoses to seniors via broadband.158 
Intel, among others, is experimenting with a Digital Home that would provide a 
“continuum of care” for seniors. The Home would leverage advanced broadband 
capabilities to provide remote services and to allow family members to stay abreast of 
their aging loved ones.159 Remote consultations with physicians from one’s home will 
likely become standard160 as health records and other diagnostic technologies become 
portable over a broadband connection.161 Much further down the line, “smart” robots 
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hold promise for providing seniors with a physical presence to deliver critical assistance 
in emergencies.162 
 
Broadband will thus continue to be an invaluable tool for seniors in the long-term, both 
as a service they use to participate in a wide range of activities and as a compliment to 
“smart” products that will provide them with non-invasive real-time monitoring of 
their health and movements. In addition, broadband will continue to be used to 
enhance economic well-being, which will trickle down to the wider economy, and to 
bolster social interactions and community connectedness. Each of these uses will 
transform the traditional assumptions associated with aging as seniors live more 
independent lives with the help of broadband.  
 
4.4 Conclusions  
 
Near-term gains are critical to enabling long-term successes. Going forward, a 
multifaceted focus is necessary. First, connecting more seniors to broadband will help 
narrow the “gray” gap and provide seniors with access to a growing universe of life-
enhancing and lifesaving applications and services.  
 
Second, targeted education efforts regarding the real benefits of broadband will spur 
adoption and use in the short term. In addition to the previously discussed cost-savings 
enabled by broadband, educating seniors on the many ways that broadband can be 
used for personal social and healthcare gains is essential to stimulating demand and use 
by older adults.  
 
Third, over the next few years it will be necessary to continue providing an 
environment that promises easy access to innovative broadband-enabled tools and 
services. The promotion of broadband as a key tool for enabling better health care and 
enhanced aging by public and private sector stakeholders will also spur adoption 
among seniors and encourage continued innovation.  
 
5. GOVERNMENT, SENIORS & BROADBAND: BEST PRACTICES FOR 

MEANINGFUL POLICYMAKING 
 

Broadband is having and will continue to have profound positive impacts on senior 
citizens, the economy, and the healthcare system. A variety of stakeholders in the public 
and private sectors will play a key role in facilitating the continued deployment of 
advanced networks and spurring innovation. Meaningful policies and approaches for 
empowering seniors via broadband will occur in many arenas.  
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Best practices for meaningful policy making include: 
 

1. Comprehensive education and outreach efforts by individual actors 
and by public-private collaborations are critical components to raising 
senior awareness of the many benefits associated with broadband.  

2. Foster a culture of applied technology and innovation across the 
country and at every level of government in order to educate seniors 
on the real world benefits of broadband. 

3. Supporting local organizations that specialize in bringing seniors to 
broadband is essential to increasing adoption and use. 

4. A spectrum of options exists, in lieu of outright subsidies, to make 
broadband more affordable and available to seniors while leaving 
ample room for competition to organically drive down the price of 
broadband for all consumers. 

5. Core policy tools, combined with effective public-private partnerships, 
should be used to encourage broadband deployment to unserved areas 
of the country. 

6. The lack of access to a computer by seniors should be addressed in 
ways similar to those that seek to stimulate demand for and adoption 
of broadband. 

7. Continue adhering to the nation’s minimalist regulatory approach for 
broadband in order to encourage continued investment and 
innovation in broadband networks and technologies.   

 
5.1 BEST PRACTICE #1 
 

Comprehensive education and outreach efforts by 
individual actors and by public-private collaborations 
are critical components to raising senior awareness of the 
many benefits associated with broadband.  

 
Even though broadband adoption and use are on the rise among senior citizens, a 
number of older adults remain unaware or are skeptical of the practical benefits 
associated with it. Indeed, the current “gray” gap is illustrative of the generational split 
among seniors: older seniors are generally wary of going online while younger seniors 
and baby boomers are more avid users. However, as previously discussed, seniors of all 
ages are more likely to use broadband once they learn of its benefits and receive training on how 
to use it.  
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To date, local and national organizations and initiatives have been successful in the 
education of and outreach to seniors regarding the many benefits of broadband. The 
successes of national actors like AARP and APT, along with more local efforts like 
OATS and public-private collaborations like Connect Kentucky, demonstrate how 
effective targeted education can be in spurring demand and use of broadband and 
broadband-enabled services. Thus, similar efforts should be encouraged and supported 
in order to promote education on:  
 

► Prescription drug benefits and cost savings 

► Information regarding state and federal insurance and medical benefits 

► Cost-savings associated with e-commerce 

► Applications and tools to sharpen mental acumen 

► Staying connected with family and friends 

► Healthcare information and tools (e.g., real-time health monitoring) designed 
to prolong independent living 

► Websites, blogs, and other content tailored specifically for seniors 
 

5.2 BEST PRACTICE #2 
 
Foster a culture of applied technology and innovation 
across the country and at every level of government in 
order to educate seniors on the real world benefits of 
broadband. 

 
The United States has been a world leader in the transition towards a more digital, 
interconnected global marketplace. The Internet was developed in the U.S. in the 1970s 
and 1980s; 163 the U.S. was one of the first countries to see the value in incorporating 
information technology into government and business in order to cut costs and make 
processes more efficient;164 and the U.S. has arguably the most robust broadband 
infrastructure in the world, both wired and wireless.165 Yet in spite of these successes, 
the United States has yet to fully embrace the life-altering implications of broadband. 
More often than not, broadband discussions become bogged down in policy debates over esoteric 
issues when the focus should be on promoting a broadband-enabled digital culture. There are a 
number of ways that government – local, state, and federal – businesses, nonprofits, and 
other stakeholders can work together to educate and empower seniors via broadband.  
 
First, government should reassess the ways it uses technology vis-à-vis senior citizens to ensure 
that its services are inviting and inclusive of the senior point of view. In addition to posting 
information online, many government websites, especially those that provide senior 
services, could be redesigned to be more senior-friendly and interactive. The range of 
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senior-friendly design elements range widely, from making sure that text fonts are large 
enough to ensuring that information flows properly and guides seniors to the right 
place.166 Also, in the appropriate instances, “open” applications could be implemented 
to provide seniors, caregivers, and others who are involved in elder care an outlet for 
suggesting best practices, correcting misleading information, and voicing opinions on 
issues. There is a large body of literature on the many virtues of a more robust e-
government culture.167 Given the high rates of senior voting relative to other age 
groups,168 and a collective dedication to community, e-government may be a key lure 
for spurring more seniors to adopt broadband at home. 
 
Second, an extension of making information more useful to senior users is creating a set of useful 
tools online for older adults to use – and educating seniors on these tools via outreach efforts. 
This would include partnering with organizations to leverage expertise and create 
synergies for seniors. For example, the Medicare administration could supplement its 
website with links to sites like BenefitsCheckup.org, a senior-friendly site that helps 
older adults identify benefits they qualify for and provides information on a wide range 
of government and private services.169 On a more local level, New York City has 
developed a portal – Access NY – that “identifies and screens over thirty City, State, 
and Federal human service benefit programs” for seniors and other residents.170 Other 
states provide similar services. Promoting these types of services could draw more 
seniors online provided that the value of using them is effectively communicated.  
 
Third, policy makers could partner with local organizations to raise awareness of technology in 
general and broadband specifically. For example, in New York City, City Councilmember 
Gail Brewer worked with OATS to put on a “touch tank” for senior citizens. This event 
brought seniors together to experience new technologies, answer any questions, and 
allay any fears or intimidation they might have.171 Similarly, national politicians could 
tout the positive impacts of broadband on seniors by commissioning studies or holding 
hearings. U.S. Senator Herb Kohl, for example, has convened numerous hearings of the 
Senate’s Special Committee on Aging and has called for the preparation of various 
reports on a wide array of senior issues.172 
 
Fourth, federal entities and elected officials could partner with national organizations like the 
Alliance for Public Technology (“APT”) and leverage these groups’ experience in drawing 
attention to broadband. Over the last several years, APT has sponsored a “Broadband 
Changed my Life!” campaign that aggregates success stories that describe how people 
have benefited from using broadband.173 Similarly, senior-oriented advocacy groups 
like AARP and Senior Net could be viable partners in such ventures. A combination of 
local and national awareness campaigns would have a significant impact on seniors, 
many of whom remain offline altogether.174  
 
Creating a national culture that more aggressively embraces technology and broadband 
would provide seniors with more awareness of the life-altering impacts of high-speed 
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Internet access and could potentially spur a large number to adopt it at home. Local 
efforts that specialize in the training of seniors to use computers and broadband are an 
essential part of this more national strategy. 
 
5.3  BEST PRACTICE #3 
  

Supporting local organizations that specialize in 
bringing seniors to broadband is essential to increasing 
adoption and use. 

 
As previously discussed, many seniors are unaware of broadband, and, for those who 
are aware, there is a gap between awareness and adoption. Local efforts have been 
highly successful at bridging this divide by providing seniors with targeted training in 
basic computer and Internet skills. Local, state, and federal government can provide 
critical support to these organizations in a number of ways.  
 
First, the lifeline for many of these local organizations is public funding. While some local 
nonprofits like OATS in New York are able to attract private support, many programs, 
like Computers4Seniors in Georgia, rely entirely on public funding. Thus, dedicating a 
reliable stream of funding and creating competitive grant programs to support these 
efforts would allow current service providers to focus on providing training to seniors 
and encourage additional organizations to be developed and launched.  
 
Second, local governments should work with training programs and other senior-related projects 
to concentrate their efforts on geographic areas or segments of the population that are most in 
need. Many computer and Internet classes are provided only in modern facilities that are 
wired for broadband, thus limiting the reach of these efforts. By partnering with local 
government, training programs and other service providers could expand their 
offerings to areas outside their traditional purview. California, for example, has 
recognized the potential synergies available by coordinating statewide broadband 
education efforts and is actively pursuing a comprehensive approach to spurring 
broadband demand, adoption, and use.175  
 
The economic and political support of local service providers by state and local 
government is essential to helping older adults overcome fears and skepticism 
associated with broadband. Although smaller in scale than national organizations, local 
groups like OATS have been successful because of their size, not in spite of it. Small 
classes allow for more interaction among students and promote a more congenial 
atmosphere. Moreover, intergenerational programs, used by organizations like Per 
Scholas and Mount Hope, add another personal touch to training efforts that larger 
entities cannot provide. Thus, local training programs, with the support of local and 
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state government, have the potential to further close the gap between those seniors who 
have embraced broadband and those who remain wary of it.  
 
5.4 BEST PRACTICE #4 

 
A spectrum of options exists, in lieu of outright subsidies, 
to make broadband more affordable and available to 
seniors while leaving ample room for competition to 
organically drive down the price of broadband for all 
consumers. 

 
Cost continues to be a major obstacle for many seniors who might otherwise subscribe to 
broadband. As discussed above, many seniors live on a fixed income and oftentimes 
cannot justify spending additional money on a broadband connection. A number of 
options are available to policy makers to make broadband more affordable to seniors 
while also deferring to the organic market forces that continue to drive down the price 
of the service. Outright subsidies, however, might not be the most economically rational 
approach. It has been argued that subsidies would ultimately be socially sub-optimal 
because they would create inefficiencies that offset any benefits that might accrue.176 In 
lieu of subsidies, policy makers have a number of options available to them.  
 
First, insurance laws could be modified to reflect the realities of aging and technology in the 
twenty-first century. Clauses in the Medicare laws, for example, could potentially create 
unnecessary obstacles for seniors who wish to use broadband to enhance their lives. 
Medicare healthcare benefits, for instance, are suspended if a senior returns to work, 
even if it is only on a part-time basis. As mentioned above, telecommuting options and 
other broadband-enabled applications allow seniors and baby boomers to continue 
working past the age of retirement and earn additional income that could be used to 
support their broadband subscription. Last year, Senator Herb Kohl introduced two 
bills that would allow older workers to continue in their jobs or return to work, and 
offered employers incentives for retaining or hiring seniors.177 These and similar reform 
efforts could be implemented to incorporate broadband into the Medicare and 
healthcare schemes for seniors and potentially allow for reimbursement.  
 
Second, state and federal government should consider extending tax credits to the purchase of 
broadband by seniors in order to defer some of the cost. These types of credits have been 
offered to service providers to spur the deployment of broadband in states around the 
country.178 Extending similar credits to individual seniors could be a viable approach to 
stimulating demand and adoption of broadband among seniors who would not be able 
to afford it otherwise.  
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Third, regardless of the approach adopted by state and federal government to assist seniors in 
affording broadband, these efforts should not impede the organic market forces that are driving 
down prices. The price of broadband access has steadily fallen over the years. Moreover, 
competition among different broadband providers for an increasingly shrinking pool of 
consumers has led to the development of a variety of pricing plans for users. For 
example, some companies are experimenting with different price tiers, which base 
monthly bills on how much bandwidth a person uses.179 In the future, some companies 
may tailor special packages for seniors and other segments of the population in order to 
cater to their unique needs and uses. Thus, the market should be provided with wide 
latitude to compete and provide innovative service packages to seniors.  
 
5.5 BEST PRACTICE #5 

 
Core policy tools, combined with effective public-private 
partnerships, should be used to encourage broadband 
deployment to unserved areas of the country. 

 
Investment and innovation in the broadband market have successfully spurred network 
deployment to nearly every part of the country and, where there are pockets of unserved 
consumers, viable local and state solutions, supported by federal funding, currently exist to 
bring broadband to these areas. In order to further these successes, three primary 
approaches should be considered: first, continued use of public-private partnerships at 
the state level; second, meaningful reform of the federal Universal Service Fund 
(“USF”); and third, the provision of additional funding and the creation of additional 
incentives for the deployment of advanced broadband infrastructure across the entire 
country. Each of these approaches effectively targets unserved areas and ensures the 
development of appropriate build-out strategies to spur the deployment of broadband 
to them.  
 
First, public-private partnerships have thus far been successful in bringing broadband to 
unserved areas and stimulating demand among non-broadband users like seniors who live in 
these largely rural parts of the country. The Connected Nation model, which was first used 
in Kentucky, has since been adopted in Tennessee, Ohio, and West Virginia.180 Its e-
community strategies, which build on the best practices of the Connect Kentucky 
model, offer communities a way to “effectively and efficiently leverage technology” by 
promoting the value of broadband and broadband-enabled services.181 This approach 
has successfully bridged the broadband and technology divide between urban and rural 
areas, and higher-income and lower-income users, and should be considered a model 
for other states around the country. Connected Nation estimates that adoption of its 
model by states across the country would result in a nationwide economic stimulus of 
over $134 billion per year.182 
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Second, careful and rational reform of the federal USF reform could be designed to target 
unserved areas and provide support to spur the adoption of broadband and other advanced 
communications services. The USF was originally created to subsidize the build out of 
basic telephone infrastructure to rural parts of the country. However, with telephone 
penetration near 100 percent, and with the number of traditional telephone lines 
decreasing every year since 2002,183 reforms should center on containing the size of the 
fund, targeting truly unserved areas of the country, and designing economic incentives 
for providers to build out their networks to reach those who do not yet have access to 
broadband. Using this type of mechanism will ensure that funding is used as an 
incentive for innovation and not as a subsidy to support an unsustainable and 
ineffective business model.  
 
Third, additional funding from the government, either via an economic stimulus package184 or 
another source, could supplement USF funding and other grants to support local broadband 
education efforts and to create additional incentives for the deployment of broadband to unserved 
areas. The recent economic downturn and credit crunch has highlighted the need for 
public and private sector collaboration to create economic development opportunities in 
communities across the country. A number of organizations have called on the 
government to allot a portion of economic stimulus funding to the continued 
deployment of broadband infrastructure.185 Funding of this sort should focus on 
spurring broadband build-out to unserved parts of the country and could also be used 
to support new and existing programs that bring seniors and other users to broadband 
(e.g., those described above in Best Practices 1-4). Vehicles for allotting such funding 
could include tax breaks for broadband providers, support grants for local nonprofits, 
and loans or other subsidies for the purchase of a computer.  
 
Policy makers should consider these and other types of policy tools when implementing 
an approach to further spur broadband build-out, demand, and use. Government 
should act to address clear instances of market failure and work to make broadband 
available to seniors and all other residents living in remote parts of the country.  
 
5.6 BEST PRACTICE #6 

 
The lack of access to a computer by seniors should be 
addressed in ways similar to those that seek to stimulate 
demand for and adoption of broadband. 

 
The primary reason among all age groups for not having broadband is the lack of a computer, not 
lack of available broadband. In addition, seniors are less likely than other age groups to 
own a computer. Owning or having access to a computer is a prerequisite to using wire-
based broadband. However, in lieu of direct government involvement in providing 
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seniors with a computer, a number of innovative approaches are currently being 
employed across the country to make computers available to seniors.  
 
Computer recycling programs like Per Scholas have been effective in refurbishing old 
computers and making them available to seniors and low-income consumers at 
discounted prices. In addition, Per Scholas has teamed with OATS in New York City to 
provide seniors with a free computer, installation, and a lifetime warranty upon 
completion of a training class (see Case Study 1 above). Similarly, One Economy 
(www.one-economy.com) has developed a viable model for bringing lower-income 
users to broadband and training them to use it for personal and economic gain. It has 
developed programs like its Digital Inclusion initiative and trained volunteers via its 
Digital Connectors program to connect the unconnected.186  
 
These and similar types of grassroots initiatives have been very successful in spurring 
awareness, demand, and use of broadband among seniors and lower-income users. As 
mentioned above, government could expand its support of these types of programs in 
order to spur the use of broadband by older adults and other unconnected consumers.  
 
5.7 BEST PRACTICE #7 

 
Continue adhering to the nation’s pro-competition 
regulatory framework for broadband in order to 
encourage continued investment and innovation in 
broadband networks and technologies. 

 
A regulatory approach based on pro-investment policies has resulted in a tremendous 
amount of innovation that is inuring to the benefit of seniors.  Congress, the FCC, and 
an array of other policy makers have, thus far, crafted broadband policies that are 
spurring the deployment of next-generation networks throughout the country – 
networks that will be able to support the data-rich senior-oriented services and 
applications that are on the horizon.  All categories of providers (the traditional telcos, 
cable companies, wireless companies, and others) have responded to this regulatory 
environment with substantial investments.  This, in turn, has spurred tremendous 
innovation of broadband-enabled applications, content and services, including 
specifically for seniors. 
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Continuing this approach is in the best 
interest of seniors and of the nation as 
a whole. As the Federal Trade 
Commission (“FTC”), the nation’s 
preeminent monitor of competition in 
a variety of markets, recently 
observed: “industry-wide regulatory 
schemes – particularly those imposing 
general, one-size-fits-all restraints on 
business conduct – may well have 
adverse effects on consumer welfare, 
despite the good intentions of their 
proponents.  This is particularly true 
in terms of product and service 
innovation.”187 As a result, the FTC 
recommended a cautious approach to 
policy making in the broadband arena, 
one that proceeds carefully and 
balances the interests of all 
stakeholders in the market before 
acting.188 (See Snapshot 5 for a 
discussion of the benefits of certainty 
and reliability in the broadband 
market.) 
 

6. CONCLUSION 
 

Broadband is empowering and enhancing the lives of all consumers, including the 
nation’s senior citizens. Policies forged now will dictate whether these many positive 
gains are allowed to accrue of their own momentum.   
 
Going forward, policymakers at all levels of government will inevitably have 
opportunities to pursue policies that could benefit the broadband market.  Throughout 
the entire history of the advanced communications market, policies forged at the federal 
level have directly affected consumers. For example, after a deregulatory framework for 
wireless was adopted and implemented in the early 1990s, prices immediately 
decreased as piecemeal state-by-state regulation was replaced by a harmonized national 
approach. In the case of broadband, a hands-off approach has led to the development of 
a robust market and enormous leaps in innovation, all of which has profoundly 
changed the way seniors and other users live their lives. (Please see the introductory 
paper in this series for further discussion.)  

SNAPSHOT 5 
Why Certainty & Reliability Are Important 

to Broadband Providers & Users 
 

1. The current regulatory regime has 
spurred the development of senior-
focused applications and services.  

2. Seniors are more likely than other users 
to use emergency and life-saving 
applications. These services depend on a 
reliable broadband connection to be 
effective. 

3. Network reliability depends upon a 
network owner having ample latitude to 
manage an increasing amount of data 
flowing over its infrastructure. 
Constraining this could decrease the 
reliability and efficiency of network.  

4. In light of the recent economic 
downturn, it is important to craft policies 
that provide regulatory certainty and 
incentives to spur further investment 
and innovation.   
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Over the next few years, government and industry will have many similar 
opportunities to help ensure the continued development, deployment, and adoption of 
advanced broadband technologies. Collaboration among the public and private sector 
will spur demand for and use of broadband among seniors. Because broadband is the 
foundation upon which many future approaches to aging and senior care may be based, 
it is essential for policy makers to champion policies that create opportunities for 
continued investment, innovation, and technological advancement. Accordingly, policy 
makers should focus their efforts on ensuring that all seniors understand the 
importance of and have access to the growing universe of broadband-enabled services, 
applications, and technologies. Broadband is changing the aging paradigm and policy 
makers should not stand in the way.   
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