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Abstract 
Gradual ageing of our population is one of the most significant socioeconomic challenges of present 
time. Together with increasing average age, more and more senior citizens are becoming interested in 
active spending of their leisure time. This applies not only to physical activities but also for mental or 
psychical ones. One of their options is to join the concept of the life-long education, for example by 
means of universities of the third age. They may enrol into specialised courses or possibly, start 
controlled self-study using digital technologies.  

The topic of this paper is an education of senior citizens in the field of usage of digital technologies. 
These technologies are viewed as a prerequisite for a fully-featured involvement of an individual in 
current society. The computers and the internet are an important source of information and 
communication which makes human activities in all areas more efficient. Systematic education in this 
field should lead to the bridging of a digital divide between the senior citizens and younger people who 
use these technologies on everyday basis.  

This paper aims to map the issue of senior citizens’ education and it is interested in courses on digital 
technologies. The research applies the analysis of available primary and secondary literature and the 
results of completed quantitative survey. 

Keywords: Senior education, University of the third age, digital technologies, quantitative research, 
Czech Republic.  

1 INTRODUCTION 
Population ageing belongs to significant demographic trends of the present era and is one of the 
current problems of almost each country in Europe. In the Czech Republic, the share of the population 
aged over 65 years has increased from 13,4 % to 18,3 % over the past 15 years. Most of them live in 
Italy (22%), while in Turkey only 8.2 %. Within the statistics, the exception is only Luxembourg, where 
the number of the population has decreased by 0,1 % during the research period. [1] Despite the fact 
that old age is a natural and integral part of the human life, share increasing of economically inactive 
people in comparison with active people means a big financial weight for the state. This may be e.g. 
the payment of the retirement or disability pensions, increased health and social care…The state tries 
to stop this trend by various supporting programs, or just to slow it down. 

1.1 Seniors in the context of lifelong learning 
The ageing and old age represent a natural stage of the human life. These are related concepts, 
which do not have a clear definition and exactly defined period in the human life. Mostly they are 
associated with the end of an economically active way of the life and start to draw the retirement 
pension. This age is not exactly defined in the Czech Republic. Only the minimum age and the 
number of years worked are eligible for the old-age pension. This age is slowly but steadily rising to 
the limit of 65 years. Despite that meeting, the conditions provide the entitlement to draw the 
retirement pension, it’s a decision of each one, if and when he will show its interest in this essential 
change. This change brings the risks among which are for example: 

− losing of meaning and fulfilment of the life, 
− decreasing in self-confidence and self-esteem 
− a sense of futility and uselessness, 
− social isolation, 
− a big amount of free (unused) time. 
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At this time it is crucial to find an own identity, meaning of life, a new way of spending time, creation of 
new social bonds... One of the ways is an active joining within the lifelong learning concept. OECD 
defines the lifelong learning as the activity that improves knowledge, skills and personal, civil, social or 
work competencies during the life. [2] Lifelong learning is necessary to see as the essential change of 
thinking and attitude to the education. It’s a continual process of receiving and improving the 
competencies, which are necessary to make our full success in personal as well as work life, 
regardless if it’s within formal, non-formal or informal education. [3] The lifelong learning within 
informal education creates the optimal conditions, which fully reflect the specifications of education 
needs for seniors, leading to reach the individual development and necessary social care. The main 
aim of the education of seniors is not life extension, but its quality improvement, active time spending, 
reaching of good being sense. The education of seniors also helps to orient in the fast-changing world.   

1.2 Education of seniors in the Czech Republic 
Due to the main objectives of the education focused on seniors, it is possible to divide it into three 
basic categories (organisational forms): 

− Short-term interest education 
− Academies of the 3rd age 
− Universities of the 3rd age 

1.2.1 Short-term interest education 
Short-term interest education involves the educational activities, which focus on the development of 
personal interests of the participants. Mostly is organised and operated within “the club of seniors”, 
which may be found in the most of the middle and big villages in the Czech Republic, the most 
common is a part of the retirement home and culture centres. It’s located where adequate demand for 
these services is. The club’s duties are various, many are focused on free time activities, from painting 
workshops, through movement activities (regular exercise, walking around, learning trips…) to 
discussions with experts. The candidate selects from the offer what he is interested in. Unlike next two 
categories, this is unsystematic and short-term education from the view of its duration.   

1.2.2 Academies of the 3rd age 
Unlike the short-term interest education, from the view of duration, the academies of the 3rd age are 
focused on realising the systematic and long-term education. Mostly there are the courses focused on 
the 1 particular field (Contemporary literature, Czech history and its context, European cultural values, 
Human health…), which are elaborated in several self-linked topics. The topics are then taught in 
regular periods (for example 1x per week) by the experts. Due to the fact that this is already 
systematic education, which is self-linked between individual meetings, there is supposed the regular 
attendance. Thus, it’s about informal education focused on the specific target group. The academies 
of the 3rd age are mostly created near libraries, museums and culture houses.   

1.2.3 Universities of the 3rd age 

The universities of the 3rd age are from the view of their participants the most difficult form of the 
education. They are established and implemented by colleges, which associate in the same name 
Association. The universities of the 3rd age are a specific part of the lifelong learning since they 
provide the education of college level for seniors. It’s the integrated and systematic education drawn 
up by the university and the most often are organised into the semesters. The overall length of study 
program is given by its content. Usually, its duration is 4 semesters (2 years). After meeting the 
prescribed study plan and passing the exams, the graduate will receive the certificate. It’s obvious that 
the candidates interested in the study, do not dedicate only to their hobbies, as may be in previous 
forms, but they extend their knowledge of new elements. 

Unlike the previous form of the education, the universities of the 3rd age have given conditions for the 
candidates interested in the study. The condition to be accepted for the study is submitted an 
application, age more than 50 years and completed secondary education by graduation exam.  

The alternative of classic attendance education within the universities of the 3rd age can be so called a 
virtual university. This is operated by one of the association members and its activity is considered as 
controversial. Virtual (distance) education concept may make all process more effective, make the 
education available for more candidates and in such big number of the students may also make it 
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cheaper. However, the problem is next aspects, such as feedback, live contact with a lecturer and 
mainly social education aspect, which is one of the basic pillars of the education of seniors. In case of 
the virtual university, just this lack is compensated by involving the tutors. The candidates in the study 
meet in the library or other suitable places, where are watching prepared video tutorial in the group 
and then discussing its content. In this discussion is not involved the lecturer or another expert, but 
only the tutor. The tutor does not have professional competencies, but he has basic awareness of the 
rules and principles in the education of seniors, thus he is able to lead the discussion and actively 
work with the group. 

1.3 Digital technology as the content of education 
The evident development of digital technologies in recent 25 years has significantly influenced all 
fields of human activity. The ability of their use mainly in relation to the searching, assessment, 
creation and widespread information is referred to as the digital literacy. [4] The digital literacy involves 
the competencies associated with effective, safe and appropriate use of digital technologies to receive 
the knowledge, skills, problem solutions, cooperation, communication and creation, and share of 
personal and works life content. The individual partials of the digital literacy, which is often perceived 
as a wide concept involving all above-mentioned literacies can be divided into the parts as shown in 
Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. Digital literacy conception [5] 

From the view of the literature is often discussed the digital literacy problematics in relation to the 
lifelong learning and the necessity to eliminate the digital gap in the society. [6] Mainly in relation to the 
current ageing generation, the differences are the most apparent. These children have grown in the 
time of the internet and commonly available digital technologies. From a very early age, they are 
accustomed to using a wide spectrum of digital technologies, from smartphones, tablets and game 
consoles, to the radio-controlled drones equipped with full HD camera, which is able to operate at the 
distance of several kilometres. It’s common for them to use daily digital technologies and internet 
connection for active spending of free time and for common activities, which are required from them 
(school preparation, files sending through cloud storages, online purchases, communication with 
friends, playing the games, watching the online TV…). It may be supposed that this difference cannot 
be removed, but the systematic education’s aim in the field of digital technologies is to reduce it at 
least. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
This post primarily focuses on the education within the universities of the 3rd age, exactly the courses 
increasing the level of the digital literacy. In the introduction of this post was defined the lifelong 
learning and its benefit for seniors. In accordance with referred above, the post focuses on mapping 
the problem in the education of seniors with focusing on workshops with digital technologies. Among 
the basic research, instruments are the analysis of available primary and secondary literature, and 
semi-structure interviews, which are evaluated with use of quantitative methods. The main aim of the 
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conducted research is to find the answer to the question – Why and how seniors use the digital 
technologies. From the view of the conducted research and widespread problem of the digital 
technologies, the research survey is limited only on the most commonly used computers/laptops. 

The research was conducted in academic year 2016/2017 and totally involved 6 respondents. The 
respondents were aged between 62 to 77 years (average 77 years, median 65,5). During conducting 
the research, the process was in accordance with the principle of gradual sample construction, when 
during theoretical saturation (next answers were not bringing a new knowledge) other respondents 
were not addressed. Their basic specification is referred in Table 1. 

Table 1.  Basic characteristics of the respondents 

Label Name Sex Age Educational 
attainment 

Last work 
position Marital status No. of children / 

grandchildren 

S1 Mary F 62 Upper 
secondary 

Sales 
Manager Married 2/3 

S2 Jane F 64 Upper 
secondary Accountant Widow 2/2 

S3 Peter F 77 University IT Technician Widower 2/3 

S4 Lucy M 64 University Official Married 2/5 

S5 Emily M 68 University Teacher Married 2/3 

S6 Megan M 67 Upper 
secondary Official Married 2/4 

Despite the basic characteristics of the respondents, there was also researched their relation the 
digital technologies. In consideration to the research focus on the use of the digital technologies by the 
participants of the universities of the 3rd age, the respondent’s selection was limited only on those, who 
are their active users and owners. The limitation was done on the basis of the answer to the question 
“Which level mastery do you have in use of the digital technology (computer, laptop, smartphone)?”, 
see the Figure 2.  

 
Figure 2. Level mastery of digital technologies (question and options of answer) 

From potential respondents were selected only those, who answered “I do not have” (since their 
answers would not be relevant in relation to the researched question). The respondents with the 
answer “professional” were also removed (their joining to the research would distort the results of 
research sample). 

From the view of active use of digital technologies, there were also selected the respondents, who 
own and use at least the computer (desktop computer or laptop). Despite this, all 6 respondents also 
confirmed the ownership of other devices, as smartphone, tablet, smart TV… Advanced 
characteristics of the respondents are referred in Table 2. 
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Table 2.  Advanced characteristics of the respondents 

Label Level 
mastery 

Used technology Repeated 
attendance 

computer smartphone tablet smart TV  

S1 Intermediate X X  X 2 

S2 Intermediate X X  X 2 

S3 Advanced X X X  4+ 

S4 Intermediate X  X  2 

S5 Intermediate X   X 3 

S6 Basic X X   2 

As already mentioned, semi-structure interviews were used to collect data. Those were recorded to 
the Dictaphone (recording device) and subsequently were rewritten. The average length of 1 interview 
was 42 minutes. The answers were subsequently processed by the technology of open coding.  

3 RESULTS 
The categorization was done based on the created codes. The following subchapters correspond to 
the created categories. 

3.1 Motives and motivation 
Motivations of seniors to use the digital technology are various. From psychological point of view, we 
can divide them into internal and external. The research results point out the absence of internal 
motivation during decision accepting of the active study and use of the digital technologies. This 
confirms the answer of Lucy: “Grandchildren live far away and we see each other 2x per year. If it was 
not enough for me, they told me to use the Skype”. Emily was basically forced by friends: “We were 
planning summer vacation with girls. All was sent through the computer, e-mails were sent and I knew 
nothing. In that moment I said ENOUGH”. Jane and Mary have worked with the computer before 
leaving to the retirement. Although their decision to join the course of the digital technologies in the 
university of the 3rd age came “from outside”. “Sometimes I went to the library to use the internet. What 
I needed, I found it somehow. However, one day I was sitting before the TV and watching ‘Slavik’…I 
wanted to vote for Gott, but I did not have the option to do it. This forced me to buy an own computer”, 
Mary said.  

The dominance of external motivation over external can be likened to the ignorance of opportunities 
and use of the digital technologies. The respondents did not fully realise all benefits, which modern 
information and communication technology can bring them. The change came after taking part in 
computer course. Peter confirms it: I worked with computer by my way more than 20 years. Of course, 
it was not such computer, as we have today. It was a huge box…today it’s different. I bought it to the 
home immediately on the second week of school – mainly because of the internet…there is loads of 
information, I absolutely did not sleep the first night and I was just looking to it”. 

From the view of new competencies, acquisition is not basic if the first impulse was based on internal 
or external motivation. Decisive is that now they educate for themselves – because they want. [7] 
Despite that some respondents (Mary, Jane, Peter) were still meeting with the computer in the job, 
they use its full potential only now, in the retirement age. They discover what all is able to do with the 
digital technologies and they try to learn the most knowledge and skills. 

3.2 Changes in the life of seniors  
Interesting is also the view of the respondents to their peers, who do not actively use the digital 
technologies, Emily comments it: “they think that it’s only for young people and it’s not suitable for use. 
That’s not true!” Peter, the oldest of the respondents adds that “they are lazy to do whatever. They are 
old and they only have to die”. This is very nicely completed by Jane: “They are simply scared, they 
are scared of the changes, to learn something, and they are scared that it will not work or they will 
damage it”. At the same Emily completed that she was also worried. Due to that, she searched for the 
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course and she did not start with the computer on her own in the home. Within the course she learned 
basics, she learned to correctly use the computer (turn on, turn off), to search for timetables and 
theatre program on the internet. She liked it so much that she immediately searched for another 
course, where she could improve her skills. This confirms also Megan, who has started with the 
computer within the 1.study in the university of the 3rd age. ”I was scared. I did not know to turn it on. 
My hands are shaking, so it took a long time, so I learned to control the mouse. But now I am 
professional”, she adds with the smile and she shows 3 certificates of course graduation.  

Emily is the teacher by body and soul. She recommends all to start and mainly not to be scared of 
anything. She does not see the problem that the senior will learn to use the PC – just on the contrary. 
She also adds: “we will not catch up young people, but we can try it”. 

Natural curiosity and desire to learn something bring in contact with the digital technologies more 
seniors within the universities of the 3rd age. In consideration of the role, which information and 
communication technologies have in the now, the universities create more courses to their programs, 
which are focused mainly on their control. It’s about one of a few transversal topics, which may be 
found in humanistic, social or technical focused courses. 

3.3 The way of use of digital technologies  
Information and communication technologies have started coming to our homes more than 25 years 
ago. The personal computers could connect to the internet since 1996, thus more than 21 years. 
Within the context of the respondents’ age, this was in the period, when most of them still were 
economically active and these technologies were in such level and price that not everyone could use 
them. The age may be one of the biggest barriers to using the digital technologies by the current 
senior generation.  

As Megan states: „When we were young, computers did not exist. We had only the abacus, maybe 
calculator, but nothing more.” As referred above, some respondents already met with the digital 
technologies in the job. Jane is glad because of making the work easier, until that time she had to 
process all documents manually as accountant. “If we made the manual mistake, we had to search for 
and repair it very difficult. Many times was better to start from the beginning. Later the computer did it 
instead of us. It was easier with it”, she adds.  

Other respondents also confirm the benefits from the use of the digital technologies. Searching for 
information, making the work easier, communication with others. These are the benefits, which agree 
all addressed. Mary adds, “I do not know how I could live without the internet. I can find there 
everything. News, books, watching the TV…” Megan adds: “It also help us to the school. Some 
teachers gave us interesting websites, where we can find next information, to practice what we 
learned.” Lucy already referred in the introduction about communication with family, mainly through 
Skype. Emily appreciates that on the internet can be found “simply everything”, even though you have 
to search for more time. “I found the website where I can see the galleries and museums. I do not 
have to pay the entrance and neither to travel. “Although I would like to travel there, but it’s far away 
and expensive. In this way, I have it for free.” 

The respondents state the digital technologies as useful not only from the view of common activities 
related to their previous job, or with hobbies, or with university study, but they also extend their mind-
sets with new and unknown. Lucy buys the gifts on the internet. It’s faster and she does not have to 
travel. She prefers to pick up personally only fragile things, but other things are delivered by the post 
on following day. Mary also buys on the internet: “I do payments with the card, it’s fast and also secure 
if I am careful. There must be always that green shield and https in the link…” she is referring what 
she learned in the course within the university of the 3rd age. She does not only buy. Mary has also the 
account in the internet market. She makes by hand and started selling fabric dolls. She adds: “It was 
easy, I just asked the teacher how to establish my own website, I told that I also want to get rich on the 
internet”, she laughs, “he told me about websites and he recommended me this website, so I signed 
up and now I am selling”. Jane, who had early job as accountant, organises the budget in Excel. She 
exactly knows what amount of the money is remaining until the end of the month. She smiles and 
adds “…sometimes during the way from the shop I just forget how much money I actually spent and 
then I can delete the whole spreadsheet”. Other respondents also use the software of Microsoft Office 
packet. Emily and Jane create the presentations in PowerPoint, and they send them to the friends and 
schoolmates from the school. Peter also confirms it, who adds angrily: “…I always receive any SPAM. 
Just meaningless presentations. Those women are crazy, they don’t have what to do, so they just 
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send forward it. Sometimes in that message are almost 100 recipients.” Here is also shown the use of 
professional terminology (SPAM), which was the one course’s content of the digital technologies.  

The respondents were speaking mostly to the relation of computer use (without distinction on classic 
desktop computer or laptop). But there were also positive responses to another devices. Lucy praised 
the tablet. In his words, it’s “simply a small computer which fits into the bag. I take it to the spa, there I 
could take that box very difficult”, he refers to the ownership of classic desktop computer. On the 
contrary, Peter referred to the great smartphone assistant, in which he uses mainly maps, navigation 
and translator. As he says: the translator is amazing. “Even it works if someone talks…I put it close to 
the mouth and in a minute I have it”. Mary praises the function of smart TV, she also taught her 
schoolmates to use it, but they cannot absolutely understand it. “I played in it the cartoons for my 
grandchildren. I press the red button and then I just select, which cartoon I want to watch. I have to 
drive them out of there because there are too many cartoons and they do not want to leave”.  

From the view of use of the digital technologies as mean (and instrument) for communication, it’s 
suitable to mention the respondent’s relation to social networks. Only one of the respondents said that 
he has Facebook account, but he does not use it. “Nothing happens there, I do not know how to use it. 
I do not like it. I rather read or search for useful information” Peter says. Other respondents do not 
have the account. Jane tried to create because her children have it, but she could not do it. The 
computer is amazing, we are not scared of the internet, but we do not need social networks, other 
respondents said. Jane adds, “I simply do not need to show myself on the internet. Why others should 
see my photos?” Megan has similar attitude and she says that e-mail is good option to communicate. 
She can write to whoever she wants and also send attachment or photos. “I also know to upload them 
to the Google, we learned it, I have it on my smartphone, I just click on it and I am there”, she adds. 
Emily has similar attitude to the social networks from the view of her profession. As a former teacher, 
she adds: “Those current children do nothing other. During the break time, they are sitting and looking 
to the phone. Even they do not put it away during the lunch time. If we did not scare them to seize it, 
they would be looking to that also during the teaching classes. It’s horrible.” 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The aim of the research survey was to map the relation of seniors to the digital technologies and its 
use. The quantitative research totally involved 6 seniors, the participants of university study of the 3rd 
age. Characteristics and selection of the respondents are referred in chapter 2. 

Overall relation of the respondents to the digital technologies is affirmative and positive. Despite the 
fact that some of them use e.g. the computer for many years, they consider themselves as beginners 
or intermediate. They mostly find the benefits in their use and not only in relation to the computers, but 
also tablets, smartphones or smart TVs. It’s obvious that the respondents are interested “to move with 
the times”. Previous profession and overall lifestyle of the respondents also has its role in the relation 
to the digital technologies. As positive element may be considered the attendance in the university of 
the 3rd age, or its interest to educate further from general point of view. 

The results show that the main reason for the use of digital technologies was external motivation. 
Mainly the pressure of outside (family relatives, peers, friends…) forced seniors to their active use. 
They referred themselves as “basic user” after finishing the course focused on the use of the digital 
technologies, despite the fact that they early experimented with it, or even they used it in the job 
before leaving to the retirement. The external motivation was gradually changed into the internal 
motivation and in the next study are the respondents driven mainly by the interest to discover still 
hidden possibilities of information and communication technologies.  

They also consider active use of the digital technologies as the element, which separates them from 
the peers without the digital literacy. This is confirmed by the theory of digital gap and necessity of its 
getting over. The respondents consider the reasons said by their peers as the excuses and disinterest 
of themselves and their surroundings.  

Among the most used devices are desktop computer or laptop. The respondents use these devices 
mostly for: 

− searching for information, 
− communication, 
− online trading, 
− fun, 
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− processing of photos, 
− translations. 

The research results show that the digital technologies and education in this field significantly made 
the senior’s life rich. Their application is wide and the results confirm that seniors try to use this 
potential and change the passive into the active life. It’s obvious that the results of this work cannot be 
generalised and the conclusions are valid only in the research sample, but despite this, the research 
brought the interests and significantly unexpected findings.  

From the view of next research would be suitable to pay attention to the problem fields of the 
education of seniors and also the competencies acquisition rate from the field of the digital 
technologies and its comparison with younger individuals. 
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