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Executive	Summary	

Method	and	implementation

Aim:	To	identify	solutions	for	promoting	older	persons’	use	of	online	communities
To	identify	the	dominant	obstacles	for	persons	aged	60	to	75	years	in	using	online	communi-
ties	and	to	infer	how	online	communities	could	become	more	attractive	to	potential	users	
of	that	age	group.	

Sample:	Average	senior	internet	users,	not	beginners
The	study	was	carried	out	with	18	internet	literate	persons	aged	60	to	75	years.	The	sample	
included	6	active	users	(3	f,	3	m)	of	online	communities,	6	persons	(4	f,	2	m)	expressing	an	
interest	in	joining	an	online	community	(intenders)	and	6	persons	(3	f,	3	m)	not	showing	
an	active	interest	in	online	communities	(hesitators).	A	group	of	6	skeptics	(refusers;	1	f,	
5	m)	were	interviewed	by	phone.	Means	for	age	were	64.5	(SD=3.8)	for	active	users,	65.7	
(SD=2.2)	for	hesitators,	70.0	(SD=5.1)	for	intenders	and	65.0	(SD=2.1)	for	refusers.	The	
participants	were	diverse	with	regard	to	place	of	residence	(German-speaking	Switzerland	
only)	and	concerning	professional	and	educational	background.	Since	the	sample	consisted	
of	“younger”	seniors,	access	to	the	internet	was	not	an	issue.

Method:	Lab	tests	and	panel	interviews
Active	users	were	treated	to	one	usability	test	session	while	intenders	and	hesitators	went	
through	two	usability	test	sessions.	Each	test	session	included	a	series	of	tasks	(scenarios)	
and	was	preceded	and	followed	by	a	semi-standardized	interview.	A	semi-standardized	
telephone	interview	conducted	four	weeks	after	the	second	test	session	marked	the	end	
of	the	study.	

Results

Unsatisfactory	user	experience	with	all	online	communities	tested
Users	were	confronted	with	significant	usability	barriers	throughout	the	whole	process	of	
using	online	communities.	This	included	unattractive	content,	lengthy	and	complex	regis-
tration	processes,	insufficient	overview	of	the	whole	website	and	the	specific	community	
features	as	well	as	difficulties	contributing	to	and	thus	becoming	involved	with	the	online	
community.	These	problems	are	mainly	rooted	in	a	lack	of	user	guidance	and	missing	
fundamental	explanations.	This	experience	left	many	test	participants	with	mixed	feelings	
about	their	membership.	Moreover,	hardly	any	of	the	test	participants	would	have	been	
able	to	master	the	registration	process	without	help	from	the	test	administrators.

Active	users	have	found	their	niche
Active	users	entered	online	communities	either	by	introduction	through	close	family	mem-
bers,	by	“ideological	affiliation”,	i.e.	contributing	their	knowledge	to	a	cause	in	accordance	
with	their	values	or	beliefs,	or	in	order	to	be	informed	about	social	real-life	activities	with	
people	sharing	their	interests.	All	of	them	derived	a	personal	benefit	from	using	a	certain	
online	community.	They	were	either	very	motivated	to	overcome	any	hurdles	in	joining	the	
respective	communities	and/or	were	supported	by	family	members	in	doing	so.	

No	big	differences	between	intenders,	hesitators	and	refusers
Hesitators’	attitudes	towards	online	communities	were	rather	critical	to	begin	with,	while	
intenders	were	quite	optimistic	that	online	communities	had	something	in	store	for	them.	
At	the	end	of	the	study,	the	persistent	non-users	in	both	groups	came	to	share	the	same	
skepticism	about	using	online	communities.	Refusers	ruled	out	deriving	any	imaginable	
benefit	from	using	online	communities	and	indicated	privacy	and	security	issues	as	reasons	
for	not	wanting	to	participate	in	online	communities.	
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Link	to	everyday	life	decisive	for	further	community	usage
In	spite	of	the	mentioned	difficulties,	5	out	of	12	community	beginners	(3	intenders	and	2	
hesitators)	intended	to	keep	on	using	the	tested	online	communities	after	the	study	had	
ended.	They	had	managed	early	on	to	establish	a	link	between	their	everyday	lives	and	
the	respective	communities	and	were	able	to	focus	on	a	limited	number	of	tasks	within	
the	community	offers.	Others	did	not	find	content	that	made	them	want	to	return	or	held	
perceived	risks,	such	as	possible	loss	of	control	or	privacy	and	security	breaches,	accoun-
table	for	not	continuing	to	use	online	communities.	A	lack	of	reciprocity	as	well	as	a	general	
dissatisfaction	with	the	contacts	established	in	the	online	community	were	also	among	the	
reasons	for	discontinuing	usage.

User	profiles:	Age	not	the	decisive	factor
Users	of	online	communities	are	not	a	homogeneous	group.	Motivations,	interests	and	hob-
bies	as	well	as	real-life	social	network	activities	differ	as	strongly	between	test	participants	
as	they	do	between	members	of	younger	generations.	Only	a	small	number	of	participants	
appreciated	a	community	focus	on	older	age	groups	(as	in	the	case	of	seniorweb.ch).	Many	
perceived	risks	were	similar	to	those	mentioned	by	younger	user	groups	and	discussed	by	
ICT	professionals.	Thus,	online	communities	do	not	simply	appeal	to	one	particular	type	of	
senior	user.	Rather,	online	communities	are	a	means	to	an	end	and	its	users	benefit	from	
specific	domains.	

Limited	options	for	social	integration	through	online	communities	
This	study	suggests	that	socially	less	well	integrated	individuals	might	also	face	more	
difficulties	participating	in	an	online	community	than	socially	well	integrated	individuals.	
Nevertheless,	online	communities	can	make	a	contribution	to	preventing	or	decelerating	
social	isolation	by	helping	senior	users	organize	and	structure	their	lives	and	by	assisting	
to	keep	up	social	integration	after	retirement.	To	a	certain	extent,	online	communities	can	
also	motivate	for	certain	activities	and	connect	people	with	similar	interests.	In	addition,	
successful	participation	in	an	online	community	can	strengthen	one’s	self-efficacy	and	
self-esteem.	

Recommendations

A	model	of	action:	attracting	and	retaining	(senior)	members	of	online	communities	
In	order	to	turn	potential	users	of	online	communities	into	active	ones,	it	is	necessary	to	
take	action	on	three	levels.	Firstly,	users	have	to	be	attracted	and	activated	by	attractive	
content	and	clearly	worked	out	and	communicated	benefits.	Secondly,	they	have	to	be	
guided	through	the	process	of	registration	and	familiarization	with	the	online	community.	
(user-centered	design	is	an	approved	process	for	reaching	these	aims.)	Thirdly,	new	mem-
bers	have	to	be	rewarded	swiftly	for	their	first	contributions	and	efforts	in	the	community.

Success	through	collaboration	of	different	stakeholders
Making	use	of	online	communities	for	social	integration	requires	efforts	from	many	different	
actors.	Community	operators	face	the	challenge	of	developing	an	attractive	platform	by	
investing	in	high	quality	content	for	the	target	group,	by	providing	a	proven-to-be	user-
friendly	application	and	by	building	trust	through	adequate,	well-tailored	communication.	
Current	community	members,	offline	organizations,	businesses	from	the	private	sector	
and	the	media	will	be	in	charge	of	creating	a	supportive	framework	for	the	development	
of	online	communities	and	their	contributions	to	social	integration.	

Quality	guidelines	needed	
It	is	essential	that	quality	guidelines	for	effective	online	communities	are	set,	legal	protection	
of	privacy	is	ensured	and	that	quality	improvement	in	services	offered	by	non-commercial	
and	commercial	stakeholders	are	promoted.	This	can	be	achieved	through	establishing	and	
promoting	a	database	of	user-friendly	communities	and	by	initiating	regular	checkups	and	
incentives	(e.g.	awards)	for	existing	online	communities.
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1.1	 Starting	situation

Older	adults	use	the	internet	and	online	communities	far	less	frequently	than	younger	age	
groups	even	though	the	number	of	active	users	above	the	age	of	sixty	years	has	increased	
rapidly	over	the	last	ten	years	(Zickuhr,	2010;	Initiative	D21,	2010;	European	Commission,	
2010).	The	focus	of	this	study	is	on	the	usage	of	online	communities	–	virtual	social	spaces	
where	people	come	together	to	engage	in	multiperson	social	communication	–	by	persons	
aged	60	to	75.

“Misconceptions”	about	the	internet	have	often	been	cited	as	the	main	reason	for	the	
non-use	of	the	internet	by	older	adults	(Lenhart	et.	al,	2003;	Eastman	&	Iyer,	2004).	It	is	
quite	conceivable	that	the	same	kinds	of	stereotypes	–	e.g.	that	the	internet	is	dominated	
by	pornography	and	criminal	activities	–	are	also	at	the	root	of	older	adults’	skepticism	
towards	online	communities.	

In	addition	to	these	fears	of	being	victimized	there	is	also	a	widespread	sentiment	among	
older	adults	that	the	internet	and	its	applications	have	been	designed	for	younger	gene-
rations	and	that	older	persons	are	not	meant	to	participate	in	online	communities.

Preece	(2001)	argues	that	most	barriers	in	using	online	communities	are	related	either	to	
usability	or	sociability,	two	concepts	that	will	be	defined	in	the	following	chapter.	

1.2	 Definitions

Good	usability	is	widely	understood	to	be	crucial	for	success	or	failure	of	an	application	
or	service.	According	to	Nielsen	(1993)	“usability“	comprises	learnability,	efficiency,	good	
memorability,	error	tolerance	and	satisfaction.	Another	important	aspect	is	the	emotions	
of	the	users,	i.e.	is	the	use	pleasant	or	even	enjoyable?

Usability	used	to	be	considered	as	a	means	to	answer	questions	of	the	type	“should	a	but-
ton	be	placed	to	the	left	or	the	right?“	or	“should	it	rather	be	blue	than	red?“.	We	apply	a	
broader	concept	of	usability	in	this	study,	based	on	Zeix’	longterm	experience	in	usability	
and	user-centered	design:

Are	the	planned	functions	really	useful	(utility)?	Do	users	accept	and	use	them	(user	accep-
tance)?	Are	the	business	model,	contents,	terms	used	within	a	site	as	well	as	its	name	
understandable	and	credible	(branding	aspects)?	Is	the	user	satisfied	with	the	possible	
options?	Does	he	or	she	feel	intimidated	by	contents	and	functionalities	he	or	she	did	not	
expect	and	maybe	not	even	want?	Or	is	his	or	her	image	of	the	brand	distorted	by	the	
experience	he	or	she	gets1?

Rubinoff	(2004)	argues	in	the	same	line	and	composed	the	following	graphic,	which	also	
includes	content,	branding	and	functionality	as	parts	of	a	satisfactory	user	experience.

Sociability,	on	the	other	hand,	refers	to	the	purpose	of	the	community	and	the	ways	in	
which	persons	are	allowed	to	interact.	The	concept	of	sociability	also	includes	aspects	of	
community	governance,	i.e.	the	formal	and	informal	policies	that	are	in	force.	

1	 Zeix	Usability	Guide	7,	User-Centered	Design	–	it’s	the	method	which	makes	the	difference	(2005)

1.	 Introduction

Usability	used	to	be	considered	as	a	
means	to	answer	questions	of	the	type	
“should	a	button	be	placed	to	the	left	
or	the	right?“	or	“should	it	rather	be	
blue	than	red?“.	We	apply	a	broader	
concept	of	usability	in	this	study.
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Figure	1:	 The	four	elements	of	user	experience	defi	ned	by	Rubinoff	(2004).	

Another	important	concept	used	in	this	study	is	that	of	social	integration.	In	our	context,	
the	term	“social	integration”	refers	to	the	extent	to	which	a	person	is	involved	in	networks	
of	relations	to	other	people.	These	networks	can	include	membership	in	voluntary	associa-
tions	but	also	the	participation	in	informal	activities.	It	is	assumed	that	differences	in	social	
integration	can	have	an	effect	on	the	readiness	to	participate	in	online	communities	and	
online	social	networks2.

Communities	in	general	create	a	“sense	of	community”	(McMillan	&	Chavis,	1986),	which	is	
an	important	prerequisite	for	mutual	trust	and	the	readiness	to	engage	in	volunteer	activity	
(Omoto	&	Snyder,	2002).	Online	communities	provide	a	virtual	social	space	where	people	
come	together	to	engage	in	multiperson	social	communication	(Preece,	2001;	Butler,	2001).	
These	acts	of	communication	lead	to	an	organic	growth	of	information,	which	defi	nes	the	
richness	of	an	online	community.	

What	constitutes	the	added	value	of	an	online	community	as	opposed	to	any	other	website	
containing	interesting	information?	In	the	best	of	cases,	online	communities	have	the	ad-
vantage	that	their	contents	are	authentic,	real	and	usually	free	of	commercial	intents.	The	
contributions	of	community	members	can	be	called	empirical	insofar	as	they	are	imprinted	
by	personal	experience.	

2	 The	concept	is	related	to	that	of	social	capital.	See	Scott	&	Marshall	(2009).

Online	communities	provide	a	virtual	social	

space	where	people	come	together	to	en-

gage	in	multiperson	social	communication
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2.	 Method

While	certain	online	communities	make	a	deliberate	effort	to	address	older	persons	many	
others	do	not.	However,	certain	communities	of	interest	(e.g.	those	focusing	on	health)	can	
of	course	be	of	particular	relevance	to	older	persons.	Chapter	2.4	will	provide	more	details	
about	the	role	of	these	online	communities	in	the	design	of	the	study.

Figure	2:	 Three	different	types	of	online	communities	were	included	in	the	study.

2.1	 Aims	of	the	study

The	following	goals	were	relevant	to	the	study:	

-	 to	identify	different	online	community	user-profi	les	among	persons	aged	60-75	years;	

-	 to	recognize	the	dominant	obstacles	in	using	online	communities;	

-	 to	examine	what	kind	of	social	contacts	participants	desired	and	how	online	communities	
could	respond	to	these	desires;	

-	 to	discern	differences	in	participants’	use	of	online	communities	depending	on	the	na-
ture	of	their	real-life	social	networks;	

-	 to	recognize	how	online	communities	could	be	more	attractive	to	older	persons.	

2.2	 Test	objects

The	online	communities	used	in	this	study	can	be	subdivided	into	three	separate	types	that	
serve	different	principal	functions.	

The	main	function	of	communities	of	interest	is	the	exchange	of	information	and	support	
concerning	one	or	several	specifi	c	topics	or	causes	(e.g.	cooking,	health,	photography).	
Knowledge	communities,	on	the	other	hand,	have	as	their	main	functional	principle	the	
collection	and	retrieval	of	information	and	the	management	of	knowledge.	Communities	
of	relationship	offer	the	opportunity	to	stay	in	touch	with	other	persons	and	to	make	new	
social	contacts.	Some	communities	of	relationship	focus	on	business	contacts;	others	are	
rather	aimed	at	informal	social	relationships.	Dating	and	searching	for	a	partner	can	also	
be	a	focus	of	this	type	of	online	community.	

Three	types	of	online	communities	were	

used	in	this	study:	Communities	of	interest,	

knowledge	based	communities	and	commu-

nities	of	relationship.
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2.3	 Sample

The	following	criteria	were	observed	in	recruiting	the	sample:	

-	 The	sample	was	to	consist	of	persons	between	the	ages	of	60	and	75	years.

-	 The	sample	was	to	include	persons	with	a	strong	real-life	social	network	as	well	as	persons	
with	intermediate	and	weak	social	ties.	

-	 It	was	to	contain	both	persons	still	working	as	well	as	retired	persons.	

-	 Both	persons	living	mainly	in	urban	areas	and	persons	living	in	rural	areas	were	to	be	
included.	

-	 The	sample	was	to	consist	of	an	equal	amount	of	men	and	women	and	to	be	sufficiently	
disparate	with	regard	to	age.

-	 Persons	eligible	for	the	sample	had	to	have	access	to	the	internet	(not	necessarily	at	ho-
me)	and	have	basic	computer	and	internet	skills	(i.e.	they	should	know	how	to	use	e-mail	
and	Google).

-	 Participants’	profiles	were	assigned	to	the	following	four	groups:	1)	Active	users:	persons	
who	are	current	users	of	an	online	community	(either	seniorweb.ch	or	de.wikipedia.org	or	
facebook.com).	2)	Intenders:	persons	who	are	not	active	members	of	an	online	commu-
nity	but	are	interested	in	becoming	an	active	member.	3)	Hesitators:	Persons	who	could	
imagine	–	on	principle	–	becoming	involved	in	an	online	community	but	who	cannot	see	
how	they	would	benefit	from	doing	so.	4)	Refusers:	persons	who	are	not	willing	to	get	
involved	with	any	online	community.	Each	of	these	groups	was	to	consist	of	six	persons.

In	order	to	find	potential	participants,	the	following	groups	of	persons	were	contacted	for	a	
telephone	screening	interview:	

1	 Persons	who	had	earlier	agreed	to	have	their	contact	details	saved	on	the	Zeix	database.	

2	 Users	of	the	online	community	seniorweb.ch,	which	is	aimed	specifically	at	older	persons	
and	was	thus	ideally	suited	for	our	recruitment	purposes,	were	specifically	addressed	
with	an	ad	on	seniorweb.ch.	

3	 Stemming	from	other	research	activities,	the	Bern	University	of	Applied	Sciences	could	
provide	contact	information	about	contributors	to	de.wikipedia.org	aged	60	to	75	years.	
These	persons	were	also	contacted.	

4	 Finally,	Zeix	coworkers	asked	friends	and	family,	who	fit	the	predefined	criteria,	to	partici-
pate.	

In	the	course	of	a	telephone	screening	interview	the	eligibility	and	readiness	of	contacted	
persons	was	examined.	Because	of	its	importance	for	the	overall	research	question,	the	
screening	interview	aimed	to	arrive	at	a	rough	judgment	of	persons’	social	integration	by	
asking	about	the	nature	of	a	person’s	neighborhood,	whether	a	person	was	an	active	member	
of	a	club,	of	another	social	organization	or	regularly	getting	together	with	other	persons	in	
a	more	loosely	organized	form.

24	telephone	screening	interviews	were	conducted.	A	total	of	18	persons	(six	persons	per	
group	“active	users”,	“intenders”,	and	“hesitators”)	participated	in	the	lab	study.	The	nine	
men	and	women	were	equally	distributed	among	active	users,	intenders	and	hesitators.	9	
of	the	12	hesitators	and	intenders	were	contacted	via	the	Zeix	database	and	three	persons	
were	recommended	by	Zeix	co-workers.	Of	the	active	users	four	could	be	recruited	via		

The	sample	included	24	test	participants	

between	the	ages	of	60	to	75	years.	They	

where	divided	into	four	groups:	refusers,	

hesitators,	intenders	and	active	users.
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seniorweb.ch.	One	person	was	recommended	by	the	Bern	University	of	Applied	Sciences	
and	one	person	was	reached	via	the	Zeix	database.

Six	persons	(fi	ve	men	and	one	woman)	who	fi	t	the	sample	but	refused	to	get	involved	with	
online	communities	were	only	interviewed	by	phone	about	their	online	behaviour	and	
reasons	for	the	dislike	of	online	communities	(“refusers”).	

Social	integration	was	considered	to	be	average	for	three	active	users,	four	hesitators,	
four	intenders	and	three	refusers.	It	was	considered	to	be	lower	than	average	for	two	ac-
tive	users,	two	hesitators	and	three	refusers.	One	active	user’s	and	two	intenders’	social	
integration	was	considered	to	be	above	average.	

According	to	their	self-assessment	three	active	users	lived	in	a	rural	setting	and	three	in	a	
more	urban	one.	Of	the	six	hesitators,	four	lived	in	an	urban	setting	while	among	hesitators	
urban	and	rural	settings	were	again	distributed	evenly.	All	of	the	refusers	reported	to	be	
living	in	a	rural	setting.

In	order	to	cover	travel	and	other	expenses	connected	to	the	test	sessions,	participants	re-
ceived	100	Swiss	francs	(active	users)	or	150	Swiss	francs	(hesitators,	intenders),	respectively.

2.4	 Measurement	instruments

All	participants	went	through	a	screening	interview.	Participants	were	treated	to	one	or	
two	test	sessions.	Active	users	went	through	one	lab	test	session	with	the	community	they	
were	familiar	with.	

Figure	3:	 User	Groups	and	corresponding	test	sections.

Hesitators	and	intenders	were	asked	to	choose	two	online	communities,	one	of	which	had	
to	be	de.wikipedia.org,	seniorweb.ch	or	facebook.com.	The	second	online	community	per	
participant	could	be	chosen	by	the	participant.	If	no	other	community	was	known,	the	test	
team	offered	a	selection	of	12	communities,	which	refl	ected	the	authors’	intention	to	include	
a	broad	array	of	existing	online	communities	(see	table	1).	

The	selection	of	these	communities	refl	ected	the	intention	to	present	participants	with	
online	communities	that	focused	on	one	specifi	c	topic.	This	topical	focus	is	a	feature	of	
many	online	communities	but	not	of	the	three	online	communities	constituting	the	fi	rst	
choice	(seniorweb.ch,	de.wikipedia.org,	facebook.com).	The	topics	health/fi	tness,	cooking/
food,	pets	and	gardening	seemed	suffi	ciently	diverse	in	order	for	participants	to	fi	nd	a	
topic	to	their	liking.	

Refusers	only	went	trough	a	screening	

interview	while	all	other	test	participants	

were	invited	to	participate	in	a	usability	

test.	Active	users	attended	only	one	lab	

test	session	while	intenders	and	hesitators		

went	trough	a	panel	setup.
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Table	1:	 Online	communities	included	in	this	study	according	to	type	and	function.

*	These	online	communities	were	offered	to	the	test	participants	but	were	not	chosen.

Intenders	and	hesitators	went	through	a	panel	setup:	they	were	invited	to	a	second	lab	test	
session	four	weeks	after	the	first	one.	In	addition,	intenders	and	hesitators	were	questioned	
by	telephone	interview	four	weeks	after	their	second	test	session.	Each	test	session	was	
started	and	closed	with	a	semi-standardized	interview.	Refusers	were	interviewed	only	
by	phone.

The	topics	covered	in	the	interview	heading	off	the	first	test	session	included	the	amount	
of	current	computer	and	internet	use,	the	expectations	and	existing	knowledge	concerning	
online	communities,	the	motivation	for	using	online	communities	or	for	participating	in	
the	test	sessions	and	participants’	preferred	means	of	communication	with	friends	and	
acquaintances.	

The	interview	at	the	beginning	of	the	second	test	session	asked	for	participants’	general	
impressions	after	four	weeks	of	using	two	online	communities	(including	high	and	low	points).	
Participants	also	reported	on	whether	they	had	been	able	to	complete	self-prescribed	
tasks.	A	further	section	of	this	interview	was	dedicated	to	difficulties	that	participants	
had	experienced	as	well	as	to	a	verbalization	of	the	purpose	of	the	online	community	with	
which	they	had	made	themselves	familiar.

Hesitators	and	intenders	were	asked	to	

choose	two	online	communities,	one	of	

which	had	to	be	de.wikipedia.org,		

seniorweb.ch	or	facebook.com.	The	second	

online	community	could	be	chosen	by	the	

participant.
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The	test	sessions	consisted	of	participants’	working	through	several	“scenarios”,	a	series	
of	tasks,	while	being	observed	by	two	test	administrators.	These	tasks	included	getting	
started	with	a	community,	adjusting	privacy	settings,	adding	a	contribution	and	sharing	
content	with	other	members.	The	participant	worked	by	him-	or	herself	on	a	computer	
workstation,	the	scenarios	being	presented	in	written	form	on	paper.	The	two	observers	
were	sitting	in	an	adjacent	room	without	direct	eye-contact.	The	observers	could	follow	all	
actions	that	participants	performed	on	their	own	computer	screen.	One	observer	protocolled	
participants’	actions	while	the	other	observer	was	responsible	for	giving	instructions	or	
answering	questions	by	microphone,	if	necessary.	

The	usability	test	sessions	were	each	

framed	by	a	pre-	and	a	post-session	inter-

view.	During	the	usability-tests,	partici-

pants	worked	through	a	series	of	tasks	

while	being	observed	by	two	test	adminis-

trators.

Table	2:	 Overview	of	study	participants.

*	Refusers	were	only	surveyed	by	telephone.
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Post-session	interviews	aimed	to	capture	participants’	immediate	impressions	after	the	
test	session;	these	interviews	also	asked	whether	participants	had	kept	their	sense	of	ori-
entation	during	the	test	session,	what	their	rating	of	the	usability	and	accessibility	of	the	
community	website	was,	whether	they	felt	they	had	had	all	the	necessary	information,	and	
what	their	next	steps	in	using	the	online	communities	would	be.	

The	telephone	interviews,	finally,	asked	participants	for	a	kind	of	summary	or	conclusion	
after	the	eight	weeks	of	trying	out	two	online	communities.	It	explored	whether	participants	
had	developed	a	natural	routine	in	using	these	websites	or	whether	they	had	committed	
themselves	for	eight	weeks	only	and	were	looking	forward	to	stopping	their	involvement	
once	the	tests	were	over.	Otherwise,	the	telephone	interviews	repeated	many	of	the	ques-
tions	asked	in	the	pre-	and	post-test-interviews	in	order	to	examine	whether	significant	
changes	of	attitude	or	behavior	had	taken	place	in	the	meantime.

The	handwritten	protocols	of	test	sessions	and	interviews	were	filled	into	a	predefined		
Excel	spreadsheet.	One	line	was	used	per	interview	question	and	scenario	task,	respectively,	
whereas	one	column	was	used	per	test	participant.	This	procedure	made	it	easy	to	draw	
comparisons	between	test	participants.	In	the	course	of	the	data	analysis	the	important	
categories	per	spreadsheet	line	(interview	question,	test	scenario)	were	elaborated	and	
brought	into	context	with	other	categories	in	order	to	arrive	at	hypotheses	and	theory	
building.
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3.	 Results

3.1	 Interviews

3.1.1	 General	user	behaviour

Before	going	into	the	details	of	the	usability	tests	it	should	be	mentioned	how	the	study	
participants	used	the	internet	in	general.

Some	internet	activities	were	carried	out	frequently	by	all	participants.	Apart	from	the	use	
of	e-mail,	these	activities	included	information	retrieval	(e.g.	telephone	numbers,	weather	
reports,	timetables)	as	well	as	the	booking	of	hotels	and	other	travel	arrangements.	

Intenders	differed	from	hesitators,	however,	in	that	they	also	used	the	internet	for	e-banking	
and	shopping	–	activities	that	were	not	mentioned	by	hesitators.	E-banking	and	shopping	
activities	include	the	actual	transfer	of	money	whereas	many	travel	booking	activities	
only	require	a	credit	card	as	a	security	without	actual	money	transfer	being	initiated	on	
the	internet.	This	difference	between	intenders	and	hesitators	cannot	be	explained	by	the	
level	of	internet	experience,	which	is	similar	in	both	groups	(cf.	table	2).

Active	users	of	online	communities	take	internet	usage	one	step	further	by	contributing	
self-authored	content	to	websites.	Their	active	role	in	dealing	with	the	internet	was	further	
underlined	by	other	mentioned	activities,	such	as	web	design	and	running	an	e-business	
(e.g.	a	shop	for	medicinal	plants).	

3.1.2	Motivations	for	the	use	of	online	communities	

Active	users	of	facebook.com	and	of	seniorweb.ch	showed	quite	a	high	similarity	of	motives.	
Their	motivation	was	centered	on	nourishing	established	social	contacts.	There	was	how-
ever	a	difference	insofar	as	seniorweb.ch	appealed	to	older	persons	who	were	interested	
in	social	contacts	with	their	peers.	There	was	also	another	interesting	difference	between	
facebook.com	and	seniorweb.ch	users:	One	user	(male,	69	years,	shop	owner)	explained	
that	the	motivation	for	using	seniorweb.ch	was	to	remain	in	touch	with	persons	he	had	first	
encountered	offline	and	had	grown	to	like.	The	facebook.com	users	cited	different	motives:	
Apart	from	getting	to	know	new	persons,	due	to	its	enormous	popularity,	facebook.com	
offers	the	opportunity	to	search	for	people	one	knows	but	has	lost	touch	with.	Once	this	
connection	is	re-established	facebook.com	can	be	used	to	stay	in	touch	(there	was	no	
mention	of	offline-meetings).	It	can	also	be	interesting	to	use	facebook.com	to	establish	
contact	with	a	person	that	is	otherwise	hard	to	reach.	In	other	words,	one	of	the	specific	
affordances	of	facebook.com	is	that	it	can	work	as	a	means	for	contacting	persons	one	alrea-
dy	knows	who	are	unavailable	for	other	forms	of	social	contact.	But	users	of	facebook.com	
also	reported	another,	somewhat	more	straightforward	advantage	of	facebook.com.	They	
preferred	facebook.com	over	standard	e-mail	software	because	they	did	not	have	to	think	
about	how	to	disseminate	information.	It	sufficed	to	write	something	once	in	order	to	have	
all	“friends”	know	about	it.

The	motives	cited	for	being	an	active	user	of	de.wikipedia.org	are	again	different	from	tho-
se	of	users	of	facebook.com	or	seniorweb.ch.	One	could	call	these	motives	“ideological”.	
Both	contributors	to	de.wikipedia.org	stated	that	they	found	it	attractive	to	participate	in	
a	good	cause,	namely	the	development	of	an	online	encyclopedia.	

The	motivation	of	active	users	of	facebook.

com	and	seniorweb.ch	was	centered	on	

nourishing	established	social	contacts.	

Users	of	de.wikimedia.org	cited	motives	of	

an	“ideological”	nature.
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Curiosity	was	the	dominating	motive	for	participation	among	both	hesitators	and	intenders.	
However,	hesitators	voiced	more	precautions	than	intenders	and	tended	to	stress	that	they	
felt	no	real	need	to	participate.	They	were	participating	because	it	was	an	opportunity	to	
try	out	something	new	and	to	check	out	whether	online	communities	could	in	fact	have	
something	useful	in	store	for	them	after	all.	Other	than	hesitators,	intenders	were	quite	
convinced	of	the	potential	usefulness	of	online	communities	to	begin	with.	However,	so	far	
they	had	not	succeeded	in	finding	an	online	community	that	they	considered	sufficiently	
interesting.	

3.1.3	What	did	participants	expect	from	online	communities?

Participants	were	asked	in	a	general	manner	what	they	expected	from	an	online	community.

Active	users’	expectations	differed	according	to	the	choice	of	community
Facebook	users	expected	to	be	able	to	reconnect	with	contacts	that	they	had	lost	touch	with	
and	hoped	to	be	able	to	stay	in	touch	with	these	contacts	more	easily	through	facebook.
com.	They	also	mentioned	the	opportunity	to	make	new	contacts	both	for	private	as	well	as	
for	business	purposes.	Moreover,	they	conceived	of	an	online	community	as	a	flexible	and	
fast	alternative	to	more	traditional	ways	of	communication	(e.g.	e-mail).	A	specific	feature	
of	facebook.com	mentioned	by	active	users	is	its	international	appeal.	Accordingly,	it	is	a	
convenient	tool	for	maintaining	contacts	across	great	distances.

Seniorweb	users	expected	social	contacts	with	different	nuances.	For	them,	the	desired	
social	contact	seemed	to	be	of	a	“chattier”	nature.	One	user	explicitly	used	the	verb	“talk”	
to	describe	the	preferred	form	of	conversation.	Interestingly,	users	of	seniorweb.ch	em-
phasized	staying	in	touch	with	nice	persons	they	had	met	offline	(but	belonged	to	the	same	
community).	Thus,	the	meeting	of	new	people	was	featured	less	prominently	than	among	
users	of	facebook.com.	

Finally,	an	important	difference	in	expectations	between	users	of	facebook.com	and	users	
of	seniorweb.ch	was	that	the	latter	expected	an	online	community	to	be	the	starting	point	
for	activities	and	functions	that	take	place	offline.	

Wikipedia	users	added	further	expectations,	namely	that	an	online	social	community	
should	allow	for	the	expression	of	one’s	personality,	that	it	should	include	the	opportunity	
for	original	contributions,	and	that	it	should	be	a	place	where	persons	assist	each	other	
(e.g.	by	giving	advice).	

Hesitators’	expectations:	Time	eaters	or	something	useful?
Hesitators’	expectations	towards	online	communities	were	again	characterized	by	the	
presence	of	reservations.	One	way	in	which	this	was	expressed	was	by	denying	the	exis-
tence	of	any	expectations	whatsoever.	Most	expectations	were	of	a	rather	theoretical	and	
impersonal	nature.	For	instance,	one	hesitator	(male,	67	years),	who	used	to	work	as	a	
sailor	and	foreign	legionnaire,	expected	an	online	community	to	be	a	place	where	he	could	
search	for	old	friends	with	whom	he	had	lost	touch.	He	had	no	intention	to	“get	to	know	
friends	via	the	computer”.	

Another	expectation	expressed	by	hesitators	was	that	online	communities	were	places	
where	one	could	chat,	chatting	being	defined	as	an	activity	where	anyone	can	“put	in	
what’s	important	to	them”.	This	emphasis	on	personal	expression	was	rather	frowned	
upon	by	hesitators.	One	participant	(male,	69	years,	insurance	agent)	worried	that	online	
communities	were	nothing	but	“time	eaters”.	The	most	optimistic	expectation	was	that	
online	communities	could	have	something	useful	in	store	and	that	participation	in	the	test	
sessions	provided	an	opportunity	to	learn	about	that.	

Hesitators	and	intenders	wanted	to	use	an	

online	community	mainly	out	of	curiosity.	

However,	hesitators	voiced	more	precau-

tions	than	intenders.
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Intenders’	expectations:	Finding	friends	is	a	privilege	of	the	young
Intenders	expressed	somewhat	more	specific	expectations.	For	instance,	a	banking	clerk	
(female,	63	years)	said	she	expected	online	communities	to	be	safe,	adding	that	this	was	
probably	also	dependent	on	one’s	own	sense	of	responsibility.	She	wanted	to	find	out	
about	the	precautions	against	criminal	activity.	Another	female	intender	(71	years,	former	
shop	owner)	expressed	the	hope	to	find	friends,	but	“not	a	partner”,	through	an	online	
community.	Other	expectations	included	the	provision	of	information	and	an	opportunity	
to	engage	in	charitable	activities.	However,	among	intenders	as	well,	certain	reservations	
were	expressed.	These	included	the	belief	that	online	communities	were	mainly	designed	
for	young	persons	and	were	useful	to	establish	contacts	between	college	students.	Thus,	
one	female	participant	(75	years,	housewife)	said	she	expected	online	communities	to	be	
of	little	personal	use.

Refusers’	expectations:	Putting	one’s	privacy	at	risk
Persons	who	refused	to	participate	in	the	study	expected	that	dealing	with	an	online	com-
munity	meant	that	they	would	have	to	reveal	personal	details	to	other	persons.	Clearly,	
their	image	of	online	communities	was	that	of	a	place	for	self-presentation,	revelation	of	
personal	matters	and	a	kind	of	fake	intimacy.	They	associated	a	considerable	risk	of	misuse	
with	all	of	these	supposed	ingredients	of	online	communities.	Since	all	of	these	persons	
had	heard	about	facebook.com,	it	seemed	quite	clear	that	facebook.com	–	or	rather	what	
they	believed	facebook.com	to	be	about	–	was	what	they	expected	online	communities	to	
be	like	in	general.	There	was	little	room	for	other	notions	of	what	an	online	community	
could	be	about	(e.g.	collaboration,	creativity,	etc.).	

Limited	perception	of	benefits,	long	list	of	risks
In	sum,	it	seems	striking	that	both	hesitators	and	intenders	know	in	theory	why	using	an	
online	community	could	make	sense.	However,	both	groups	have	a	whole	set	of	counter-
arguments,	which	make	sure	that	the	non-use	of	an	online	community	creates	little	or	no	
cognitive	dissonance.	Due	to	their	lack	of	experience	with	online	communities,	hesitators	
and	intenders	have	a	limited	mental	model	of	what	the	uses	of	an	online	community	could	
be.	Thus,	while	most	participants	believe	that	online	communities	are	about	“meeting	new	
people”	the	actual	benefits	of	online	communities	can	in	fact	be	much	more	diverse.	In	
other	words,	part	of	the	reservations	expressed	by	hesitators	and	intenders	are	rooted	in	
a	too	limited	perception	of	the	potential	benefits	of	online	communities.	If	the	actual	di-
versity	and	richness	of	possibilities	was	known	it	would	also	be	more	difficult	to	use	simple	
counterarguments	against	getting	involved.	

Concerning	risks,	hesitators	found	more	issues	to	be	worried	about,	touching	various	
categories.	A	first	category	would	be	the	way	in	which	people	communicate	in	online	com-
munities.	Here,	hesitators	were	worried	that	communication	in	online	communities	was	
somehow	unreal	and	impersonal.	A	second	major	concern	is	related	to	the	reliability	and	
the	trustworthiness	of	personal	communications	in	online	communities.	Some	hesitators	
feared	that	communications	were	highly	unreliable,	that	people	were	able	to	hide	their	
real	identities	and	that	it	was	easy	to	be	untruthful	in	one’s	statements.	A	third	section	of	
concerns	addressed	the	factor	of	time.	Some	hesitators	expected	online	communities	to	be	
“time	eaters”.	They	were	quite	sure	that	they	would	have	to	invest	a	lot	of	time	in	order	to	
use	an	online	community	and	they	felt	weary	about	having	to	do	that.	A	further	important	
dimension	that	was	considered	risky	concerns	privacy.	On	the	one	hand,	it	was	pointed	out	
that	online	communities	offered	the	opportunity	to	find	out	things	about	others	without	
having	to	ask	them	directly.	Most	hesitators	themselves	were	very	concerned	about	re-
vealing	too	much	about	themselves	to	persons	they	did	not	really	know.	Hesitators	felt	quite	
uneasy	about	“offering	a	piece	of	private	information	to	strangers”.	It	was	also	mentioned	
that	persons	with	fraudulent	intentions	might	violate	one’s	privacy.	

Intenders	voiced	clearly	fewer	concerns	than	hesitators.	The	belief	that	posts	could	not	be	
removed	and	could	be	found	on	the	internet	“forever”	was	one	fear	that	was	voiced.	An	
interesting	second	topic	that	was	raised	touches	on	the	question	of	“healthiness”	of	online	
communities.	Some	intenders	feared	that	online	communities	had	a	potential	for	addiction.		

Expectations	differed	strongly	between	

the	user	groups.	While	refusers	denied	any	

potential	benefits,	intenders	and	hesitators	

believed	online	communties	could	have		

something	in	store	for	them	–	not	knowing	

exactly	what.	Active	users	came	up	with	

more	differentiated	expectations	depen-

ding	on	the	online	community	they	were	

using.	On	the	other	hand,	the	amount	of	

perceived	risks	was	noticeably	larger	the	

more	sceptical	test	participants	were.
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3.1.4	Prior	experience	with	online	communities

How	active	users	got	started
One	active	user	of	facebook.com	(male,	62	years,	formerly	self-employed	web		
designer)	got	onto	the	community	because	his	son	was	using	it	too.	This	is	mirrored	
by	a	female	user	of	facebook.com	(62	years,	former	nurse)	who	also	recalled	that	
she	got	started	through	her	children.	“They	were	talking	about	it	so	I	got	registered	
too.”	However,	she	made	it	clear	that	she	did	not	use	facebook.com	for	staying	in	
touch	with	her	children	–	she	insisted	on	having	only	“real-life”	relations	with	them.	

A	60	year-old	former	IT-supporter	regularly	uses	de.wikipedia.org.	She	recalled	
that	her	start	in	the	community	was	simply	a	coincidence.	She	had	heard	about	
this	“encyclopedia	to	write	along”	and	liked	the	idea.	Her	first	contribution	was	
the	correction	of	a	spelling	error.	A	69	year-old	male	user	(former	shop	owner)	of	
de.wikipedia.org	also	started	contributing	to	Wikipedia	because	he	considered	it	
a	“good	thing”.	

A	woman	(65	years,	former	accountant)	using	seniorweb.ch	had	originally	conducted	
an	internet	search	using	the	terms	“activities”	and	“third	age”.	This	led	her	to	the	
online	community	seniorweb.ch.	The	second	active	user	of	seniorweb.ch	(male,	69	
years,	former	painter)	recalled	that	he	stumbled	upon	seniorweb.ch	while	surfing	the	
internet.	He	was	intrigued	by	the	announcement	of	an	excursion	to	the	museum	of	
communication	in	Bern.	After	this	first	real-life	meeting	he	joined	a	regional	group	
in	the	canton	of	Argovia,	which	had	a	regular	offline	get-together.	That	is	how	he	
got	to	know	other	members	of	seniorweb.ch	and	developed	an	interest	in	meeting	
them	in	the	online	community	as	well.	

From	these	stories	we	can	identify	different	pathways	of	entry	into	an	online	com-
munity.	One	could	be	called	a	“pathway	of	kin”	whereby	children	(or	other	close	
relatives)	introduce	their	parents	to	the	online	community.	In	our	case,	this	happe-
ned	with	the	users	of	facebook.com.	The	building	of	trust	is	simplified	by	the	fact	
that	well	known	and	trusted	persons	are	already	members	of	the	community	and	
represent	a	kind	of	guarantee	that	the	online	community	is	trustworthy	(e.g.	“If	my	
children	are	doing	it,	it	can’t	be	that	bad.”)	

A	second	pathway	would	be	of	a	more	“philosophical”	or	“ideological”	kind.	Here,	
it	is	an	appealing	vision	or	philosophy	of	the	community	that	attracts	the	new	user.	
We	find	this	pathway	in	both	of	our	active	contributors	to	Wikipedia.	

The	third	pathway	is	the	networking-based	approach,	(which	pertains	to	many	young	
users	as	well):	The	joining	of	an	online	community	is	the	result	of	a	goal-directed	
search	for	activities	that	are	specifically	geared	towards	persons	of	the	same	age	
group	or	towards	a	distinctive	group	of	interesting	people	with	whom	one	wants	to	
relate	not	only	at	regular	offline	meetings	but	also	by	means	of	the	online	community.

Panel	participants’	prior	experience
Both	hesitators	and	intenders	had	little	or	no	prior	experience	with	online	communi-
ties.	Compared	to	hesitators,	intenders	were	less	concerned	about	data	protection	
and	approached	online	communities	with	a	certain	openness	and	curiosity.

Among	the	active	users	we	find	two	subgroups:	The	seniorweb	users	were	active	
in	one	online	community	only	whereas	the	users	of	de.wikipedia.org	and	facebook.
com	were	active	in	several	online	communities.	The	other	participants	had	heard	of	
facebook.com	and	associated	it	with	the	term	“social	network”.	This	was	also	true	
for	persons	who	refused	to	join	the	panel3.

3	 All	of	these	persons	mentioned	facebook.com	when	asked	if	they	knew	any	online	social	networks.

Active	users	did	got	involved	via	three	diffe-

rent	pathways.	First,	they	wanted	to	join	be-

cause	their	own	children	or	other	relatives	

where	members	of	an	online	community.	

Second,	they	where	motivated	to	serve	a	

good	cause.	And	third,	they	intended	to	

find	an	interesting	offline	activity.



20

3.1.5	 Sum-up:	Refusers

Refusers	were	very	clear	in	their	unwillingness	to	participate	in	the	test	session	as	well	as	
their	refusal	to	engage	in	online	communities	presently	or	at	any	time	in	the	future.	

The	group	of	refusers	consisted	of	five	men	and	one	woman,	all	living	in	rural	environ-
ments.	Most	of	them	were	or	had	been	working	in	professions	requiring	a	high	education	
(teacher,	engineer,	physicist	etc.).	The	dominant	reason	stated	by	refusers	for	not	using	
online	communities	was	the	fear	that	personal	data	would	not	be	protected	sufficiently	and	
could	be	seen	–	and	potentially	misused	–	by	almost	anybody.	In	that	respect,	refusers	are	
comparable	to	the	participating	hesitators.	The	fear	of	insufficient	data	protection	must	
be	interpreted	with	caution.	It	is	typically	cited	in	ICT-related	surveys	when	participants	
do	not	see	any	personal	benefit	in	using	a	service	–	i.e.	a	benefit	to	outweigh	the	risk	–	or	
when	they	believe	to	be	lacking	the	necessary	skills	for	using	online	communities4.

During	the	brief	telephone	interview	refusers	made	it	abundantly	clear	how	strongly	they	
associated	facebook.com	with	the	terms	“online	community”	or	“online	social	network”.	They	
had	heard	about	problems	concerning	the	protection	of	personal	data	and	the	erasability	of	
profile	data	on	facebook.com.	Refusers	did	not	show	a	lack	of	(reported)	internet	versatility	
nor	were	there	striking	differences	in	levels	of	education	compared	to	test	participants.	
It	is	true,	however,	that	most	refusers	live	in	rural	areas.	Whether	and	how	this	fact	had	
an	influence	on	their	willingness	to	engage	in	online	communities	cannot	be	answered	on	
the	basis	of	our	data.	It	does,	however,	seem	rather	unlikely	that	this	factor	would	play	a	
decisive	role	since	persons	living	in	rural	areas	are	not	underrepresented	among	active	
users,	hesitators	and	intenders.	

Thus,	we	can	detect	two	main	reasons	for	refusers’	unwillingness	to	engage	in	online	com-
munities:	Firstly,	they	consider	online	communities	to	be	unsafe	with	regard	to	the	protection	
and	accessibility	of	private	data.	Secondly,	they	identify	facebook.com	(or	their	image	of	
facebook.com)	with	online	communities	in	general.	Because	they	are	uninterested	in	what	
facebook.com	has	to	offer	they	are	uninterested	in	online	communities	in	general.	They	are	
largely	unaware	of	the	other	options	that	online	communities	provide	(e.g.	opportunities	
for	authorship,	creativity,	collaboration).	

An	additional	argument	for	staying	away	from	online	communities	was	the	notion	that	
online	communities	are	aimed	only	at	young	people.	Moreover,	online	communities	can	be	
perceived	as	a	misfit	with	the	personal	lifestyle.	Thus,	one	refuser	(63	years,	female)	was	
working	as	a	dance	and	exercise	therapist	and	physical	activity	was	an	important	part	of	her	
life.	She	stated	that	she	did	not	like	to	sit	at	the	computer	and	that	she	preferred	real-life	
social	contacts.	From	her	perspective,	spending	time	in	front	of	the	computer	contradicted	
an	important	value	(“be	physically	active”).

4	 E.g.	Zeix	(2010).	Mobile	Studie.

Refusers	consider	online	communities	

generally	to	be	unsafe.	This	has	to	do	with	

viewing	facebook.com	as	the	stereotype	of	

an	online	community.	As	a	matter	of	fact,	

refusers	do	not	see	how	they	could	benefit	

from	joining	and	“hide”	behind	perceived	

privacy	and	security	breaches.
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3.2	 First	test	session

3.2.1	 First	lab	tests:	Getting	started

Intenders	and	hesitators	worked	through	three	scenarios	for	each	of	the	two	online	communi-
ties	they	were	testing.	Table	3	provides	an	overview	of	the	main	topic	of	the	scenarios,	the	
focus	of	observation	for	test	administrators	and	the	criteria	used	for	assessing	goal	attain-
ment.	The	scenarios	used	for	the	self-chosen	topical	communities	are	identical	to	those	
used	for	seniorweb.ch.	What	becomes	evident	when	looking	at	table	3	is	that	engaging	in	
the	actual	community	functions	of	an	online	community	requires	a	user	to	have	successfully	
managed	registration	and	login	processes	(with	the	possible	exception	of	de.wikipedia.org)	
and	to	possess	a	suffi	cient	amount	of	orientation	in	navigating	the	online	community	site.

Active	users	participated	in	a	usability	test	only	once.	The	scenarios	they	worked	through	
are	the	same	ones	that	were	presented	to	intenders	and	hesitators	in	the	second	lab	test.	
Hence,	the	results	of	the	usability	tests	with	active	users	are	integrated	in	chapter	3.3.

Table	3:	 Scenarios	used	in	the	fi	rst	test	session	for	intenders	and	hesitators.
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3.2.2		Usability	fi	ndings

Our	test	participants	encountered	many	problems	during	the	usability	tests.	The	fi	rst	
barriers	appeared	right	at	the	beginning.

Registration	processes	are	diffi	cult	to	manage
Lengthy	and	complex	registration	processes,	which	our	test	participants	encountered	with	
seniorweb.ch	and	facebook.com	(de.wikipedia.org	doesn’t	require	registration),	are	bound	
to	set	back	even	the	most	highly	motivated	user	right	from	the	beginning.	Hardly	any	of	
our	test	participants	mastered	the	registration	process	without	help.	

The	fi	rst	hurdle	on	seniorweb.ch:	Due	to	a	suboptimal	design,	the	button	to	start	the	regis-
tration	was	overlooked	by	most	intenders	and	hesitators.

Test	participants	encountered	serious	

usability	problems	on	all	tested	websites.	

Hardly	any	of	the	test	participants	would	

have	managed	the	registration	process	of	

seniorweb.ch	and	facebook.com	without	

help.

Figure	4:	 The	button	for	registration	on	seniorweb.ch	is	easily	overlooked.
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After	working	through	a	lot	of	text	to	fi	nd	out	which	is	the	free	membership	to	choose,	test	
participants	had	to	fi	ll	out	their	personal	account	details.	There,	most	of	them	struggled	
with	the	input	of	a	password:	seniorweb.ch	provides	an	instant	password	strength	check,	
which	is	creditable.	But	seniorweb.ch	only	considers	passwords	as	suffi	ciently	secure,	if	
they	contain	a	minimum	of	six	characters,	numbers,	punctuation	marks	and	minor	as	well	as	
capital	letters	–a	standard,	which	requires	quite	a	complex	password.	The	serious	usability	
problem	our	test	participants	encountered	was	the	fact	that	passwords	with	only	a	low	
or	a	medium	strength	are	highlighted	in	the	warning	colors	red	and	orange.	Additionally,	
a	comment	box	in	the	same	color	shows	up,	which	increases	the	impression	of	making	
a	mistake.	Believing	erroneously	that	the	form	could	only	be	completed	with	a	“green“	
password,	test	participants	became	quite	desperate	while	aiming	to	meet	this	requirement.

Figure	5:	 Finding	a	secure	enough	password	was	quite	a	challenge	for	the	test	participants.
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Further	on,	test	participants	were	required	to	enter	a	“CAPTCHA”	in	order	to	complete	
the	form.	Because	not	only	the	“CAPTCHA”	had	to	be	reentered,	but	the	password	as	well,	
missing	the	correct	letters	made	more	than	one	test	participant	lose	his	nerves:	“This	regis-
tration	process	is	excruciatingly	complicated,”	the	former	electrician	said	(male,	76	years).	

Another	test	participant	clicked	on	the	register	card	“Anmelden”	(“sign	on”)	on	top	of	
the	page	after	having	completed	the	form,	because	it	looked	like	the	next	logical	step	in	
the	registration	process.	In	fact,	he	had	to	learn	that	this	was	the	login	mask	for	already	
registered	members.	Switching	back	to	the	register	card	“Registrieren”	(“register”)	made	
him	lose	all	previous	entries.	

The	third	step	of	the	registration	process	required	a	test	participant’s	name	and	address,	
which	did	not	create	any	problems.	However,	many	test	participants	ignored	the	following	
message	that	the	e-mail	address	had	to	be	confi	rmed.	Consequently,	they	assumed	that	
the	registration	process	was	fi	nished	and	tried	to	log	themselves	in.	This,	in	turn,	created	
an	error	message	that	again	most	of	them	did	not	recognize.

Overall,	the	registration	process	of	seniorweb.ch	is	overly	complex	and	loaded	with	usa-
bility	hurdles,	which	make	registration	diffi	cult	not	only	for	older	persons	but	for	any	new	
user	regardless	of	age.	Without	the	help	of	the	test	facilitator	none	of	the	test	participants	
would	have	managed	to	register.

Figure	6:	 The	last	step	of	the	registration	process,	confi	rming	the	e-mail	address,	was	ignored	by	many	test	participants
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Test	participants	who	tried	to	register	for	facebook.com5	encountered	similar	problems.	
Admittedly,	registration	itself	is	simple:	just	a	few	basic	personal	details	are	needed	and	
users	are	guided	with	a	process	indicator.	But	the	registration	process	is	then	followed	
by	basic	settings,	such	as	“fi	nding	friends”,	“educational	details”	and	“adding	a	picture”.

During	the	fi	rst	step	of	these	settings	a	serious	usability	problem	occurred.	A	text	fi	eld,	
opened	by	default,	invites	users	to	add	their	hotmail	address	in	order	to	fi	nd	friends.	Be-
cause	the	text	fi	eld	is	labeled	unspecifi	cally	with	“Deine	E-Mail”	(“your	e-mail”),	test	par-
ticipants	added	their	non-Hotmail	addresses	and	got	an	error	message	in	return	without	
understanding	why.	They	could	have	clicked	the	link	“Diesen	Schritt	überspringen”	(“Skip	
this	step”)	at	the	bottom	of	the	page,	but	none	of	the	test	participants	actually	saw	the	link.	
Because	clicking	the	button	“Freunde	fi	nden”	(“fi	nd	friends”)	is	seemingly	the	only	option	
for	interaction	on	this	page,	the	only	way	out	was	to	close	the	browser	window.

5	 Facebook.com	undertook	some	modifi	cations	of	their	interface	between	the	usability	tests	and	the	writing	of	this	
report.	These	modifi	cations	are	mostly	of	a	“cosmetic”	nature	insofar	as	none	of	the	usability	barriers	detected	in	the	
usability	tests	have	been	eliminated.	Nevertheless,	the	screens	displayed	in	this	study	may	differ	slightly	from	what	
the	test	participants	experienced.

Figure	7:	 Test	participants	were	trapped	on	this	page,	because	they	didn’t	see	the	link	at	the	bottom.
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Finally,	with	the	help	of	the	test	facilitator,	all	test	participants	managed	to	get	through	the	
three	steps	of	personal	settings.	The	end	of	the	process	is	marked	by	a	“Welcome”	page,	
which	made	all	our	test	participants	feel	completely	lost:	the	page	shows	the	three	steps	
of	personal	settings	again,	which	the	users	had	just	worked	through	and	did	not	provide	
any	further	guidance.	Another	grave	usability	problem	is	that	the	message	requiring	the	
e-mail	address	to	be	confi	rmed	fi	rst	in	order	to	complete	the	registration	process	is	placed	
above	the	header	of	the	website,	where	it	was	overlooked	by	all	test	participants	–	as	was	
the	case	with	seniorweb.ch.

Again,	as	on	seniorweb.ch,	all	test	participants	seriously	struggled	with	the	registration	
process	and	needed	assistance.

Figure	8:	 As	on	seniorweb.ch,	test	participants	did	not	see	the	message	requiring	them	to	confi	rm	their	e-mail	address.
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Lack	of	orientation	for	new	users
Once	this	fi	rst	step	(registration)	is	managed,	insuffi	cient	overview	of	functionalities	and	
central	community	features	can	put	a	swift	end	to	older	persons’	beginning	involvement	
in	an	online	community.

On	seniorweb.ch	test	participants	complained	about	the	information	overload	on	the	home-
page.	This	had	to	do	with	the	fact	that	test	participants	considered	the	box	“Kategorien”	
(“categories”)	on	the	left	to	be	the	main	navigation	and	lost	themselves	in	blog	posts	hi-
ding	behind	the	categories	listed	there.	Most	of	the	test	participants	did	not	recognize	the	
horizontal	main	navigation	by	up	to	a	very	late	point	during	the	usability	test.

Participants	also	had	diffi	culties	handling	

the	basic	community	features:	to	fi	nd	other	

users,	to	invite	them	and	to	respond	to	

friendship	requests.

Figure	9:	 The	grey	box	on	the	left	was	wrongly	considered	to	be	the	main	navigation.
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This	fact	intensifi	ed	the	problem	that	the	actual	community	features	on	seniorweb.ch	are	
situated	on	the	second	navigational	level.	Only	by	clicking	on	the	not	very	meaningful	re-
gister	card	“Club”	did	test	participants	have	the	chance	to	actually	see	them.	Consequently,	
all	test	participants	struggled	when	trying	to	fi	nd	out	about	the	seniorweb.ch	community.	
Even	the	former	web	publisher	(63	years,	hesitator)	stated	that	during	the	whole	test	
session	he	had	remained	unaware	of	the	fact	that	there	were	“other	persons”	(i.e.	com-
munity	members)	on	seniorweb.ch.	In	other	words,	he	had	not	been	able	to	experience	the	
community	aspect	of	seniorweb.ch	even	though	that	aspect	would	appear	to	be	the	true	
heart	and	soul	of	seniorweb.ch.

All	three	tested	communities	were	perceived	as	being	overloaded	with	information.	In	
the	case	of	facebook.com,	the	former	professional	networker	(female,	64	years)	said	she	
was	surprised	by	how	complicated	facebook.com	was.	Participants	also	had	diffi	culties	
handling	the	basic	community	features:	to	fi	nd	other	users,	to	invite	them	and	to	respond	
to	friendship	requests.	All	test	participants	expected	to	fi	nd	these	features	by	clicking	on	
“Freunde	fi	nden”	(“fi	nd	friends”)	in	the	navigation.	But	when	doing	so	they	once	more	
were	only	offered	to	fi	nd	friends	through	adding	their	e-mail	address	(or	skype	name).	In	
order	to	fi	nd	people	they	knew	by	entering	a	name	they	had	to	use	the	search	fi	eld	in	the	
header	–	a	spot	that	test	participants	more	or	less	found	by	chance	only	after	searching	
for	quite	a	while.	For	the	same	reason	test	participants	missed	out	on	friendship	requests	
(see	second	test	series).

Figure	10:	 The	seniorweb.ch	community	hides	two	levels	below	the	homepage.
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Figure	11:	 Basic	community	features	such	as	friendship	requests	and	the	search	fi	eld	for	fi	nding	friends	were	overlooked	during	the	usability	tests.
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Both	in	the	case	of	facebook.com	but	to	a	lesser	extent	also	of	seniorweb.ch,	privacy	was	
a	matter	of	some	concern	to	hesitators	and	intenders.	In	the	case	of	facebook.com,	the	
possibility	of	adjusting	privacy-settings	was	appreciated.	However,	all	test	participants	
had	trouble	actually	fi	nding	the	privacy	settings	which	are	only	accessible	by	clicking	
on	a	small	arrow	in	the	header.	The	actual	handling	of	the	adjustments	was	found	to	be	
complicated	and	rather	confusing:	none	of	the	test	participants	understood	the	default	
settings	without	having	to	think	about	them	very	carefully.	Moreover,	customizing	privacy	
settings	was	defi	nitely	asking	too	much	of	our	test	participants.	“There	are	so	many	links	
I	could	click,	it’s	confusing!”,	the	former	banking	clerk	said	(female,	63	years).

Figure	12:	 Privacy	settings	were	appreciated	by	test	participants	but	hard	to	fi	nd	and	even	harder	to	understand.
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An	important	fi	nding	concerning	de.wikipedia.org	was	that	its	community	character	was	
not	even	recognized	by	intenders	and	hesitators.	However,	community	features	are	not	ne-
cessarily	at	the	core	of	de.wikipedia.org.	Some	users	might	just	contribute	by	editing	articles.	
But	this	undertaking	requires	overcoming	many	usability	barriers	and	a	lot	of	perseverance.

The	entire	process	of	getting	started	as	an	active	contributor	was	considered	complicated	
and	time-consuming.	Once	the	test	participants	had	found	the	author	portal	they	were	
surprised	and	in	some	cases	even	dumbfounded	by	the	complexity	of	active	contribution:	
the	number	of	links,	guides,	references	and	manuals	was	simply	overwhelming.	In	any	
case,	our	test	participants	did	not	know	where	to	begin.	Even	a	very	experienced	author	
admitted	that	it	was	easy	to	lose	track	if	one	did	not	“exercise”	regularly.	Above	all,	one	
hesitator	(male,	former	web	publisher,	63)	mentioned	that	he	found	the	language	being	
used	in	instructions	and	manuals	to	be	“too	highstanding”.	He	also	came	to	the	conclusion	
that	he	would	need	to	have	better	English	skills	in	order	to	become	an	active	contributor.

Figure	13:	 Getting	started	on	Wikipedia	involves	a	lot	of	reading	and	requires	perseverance.
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3.2.3	Topical	communities:	Little	activity,	no	benefi	ts	

A	the	outset,	the	test	administrators	asked	intenders	and	hesitators	if	there	was	a	website	
with	community	features	that	they	would	like	to	explore.	None	of	the	participants	could	
come	up	with	such	a	website.	Therefore,	the	test	team	facilitated	the	selection	of	a	second	
online	community	by	presenting	participants	with	a	list	of	possible	choices	(cf.	table	1).

The	topical	online	communities	chosen	by	the	participants	covered	the	areas	of	health,	
cooking	and	business	networking.	However,	all	participants	lost	interest	in	these	topical	
online	communities	quite	quickly	and	discontinued	using	them.	The	main	reason	for	this	was	
that	these	online	communities	are	embedded	in	websites	that	can	easily	be	used	without	
being	a	member	and	logging	in.	Participants	were	quite	content	simply	to	use	the	websites	
for	matters	of	information	retrieval	and	refrain	from	actual	community	activity.	Moreover,	
because	they	were	mainly	interested	in	a	speedy	retrieval	of	information,	they	preferred	
to	use	a	general	search	engine	(mainly	Google)	and	felt	that	logging	into	a	specifi	c	online	
community	was	inconvenient	and	provided	no	additional	benefi	t.	This	can	be	illustrated	
with	online	communities	focusing	on	cooking	(e.g.	chefkoch.de,	gutekueche.ch):	Our	par-
ticipants	lost	interest	in	these	online	communities	because	they	could	not	identify	any	use	
above	and	beyond	fi	nding	recipes.	But	since	they	already	had	strategies	of	fi	nding	recipes	
on	the	internet	they	did	not	need	an	online	community	to	do	so.	

Figure	14:	 Low	quantity	and	quality	as	on	the	Diabetes	forum	of	vitaclic.ch	is	a	common	problem	of	topical	online	communities.
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In	some	cases,	participants	made	the	experience	that	the	general	level	of	activity	in	these	
communities	was	quite	low.	Thus,	when	they	tried	to	engage	in	community	activities	they	
did	not	get	any	responses	or	could	not	fi	nd	original	contributions.	Clearly,	asking	new	mem-
bers	to	initiate	activity	in	an	online	community	is	too	much	to	ask.	It	must	also	be	said	that	
the	quality	of	content	in	many	of	the	topical	communities	was	clearly	below	standard.	This	
was	underlined	by	participants’	statements:	“I	personally	know	more	biking	routes	than	
are	listed	here”	(male,	69	years,	former	insurance	agent)	or	“I	know	more	about	diabetes	
than	the	people	writing	in	the	expert	forum”	(male,	76	years,	former	electrician).

Another	case	in	point	is	slow	or	even	missing	responsiveness.	This	was	experienced	by	an	
intender	(male,	66	years,	former	engineer)	who	contributed	a	recipe	to	an	online	community	
focusing	on	cooking.	He	found	the	review	process	for	recipes	to	take	so	long	that	he	had	
no	interest	in	contributing	again	(“It	takes	them	months	to	review	a	recipe.	I	get	an	e-mail	
with	a	“thank	you”...	But	the	recipe	still	isn’t	online.”)

Test	participants	lost	interest	in	topical	

communities	quickly	due	to	insuffi	cient	

quantity	and	quality	of	the	content.	

Moreover,	they	experienced	a	low	level	of	

activity	and	slow	or	even	missing	respon-

siveness.	
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3.2.4	What	did	participants	like?

Seniorweb:	regional	strength	and	suitable	age	group
In	the	interview	following	the	first	test	session	hesitators	said	they	liked	the	fact	that	there	
were	real	people	behind	seniorweb.ch	and	that	you	could	meet	these	people	in	real	life	and	
in	some	cases	quite	close	to	your	own	home	(via	regional	groups	on	seniorweb.ch).	One	he-
sitator	(male,	69	years,	former	insurance	agent)	specifically	appreciated	that	seniorweb.ch	
was	targeted	at	older	persons.	Another	aspect	of	seniorweb.ch	that	was	found	to	be	at-
tractive	was	the	diversity	of	contents	and	the	selection	of	topics.	One	intender	(female,	
69	years,	former	secretary)	said	she	found	the	name	seniorweb.ch	specifically	appealing.	

Facebook:	curiosity	vs.	privacy
With	regard	to	facebook.com	a	prominent	issue	was	privacy.	Participants	were	relieved	to	
see	that	one	could	take	steps	in	order	to	make	one’s	facebook	posts	more	private.	Being	
able	to	follow	other	persons’	activities	was	considered	fascinating.	One	hesitator	(female,	
64	years),	who	used	to	work	as	a	professional	networker,	admitted	that	it	thrilled	her	to	see	
what	others	were	writing.	Clear	structure	and	good	overview	were	two	aspects	mentioned	
by	intenders	though	they	had	obvious	difficulties	finding	all	necessary	functions	and	clus-
ters	to	get	their	profile	going	during	the	test.	Of	course,	the	huge	number	of	participants	
was	considered	an	attractive	feature	of	facebook.com.

de.wikipedia.org:	free	access	to	knowledge	as	an	attractive	concept
Accessing	the	community	features	of	de.wikipedia.org	was	considered	quite	easy.	While	
registration	is	recommended	it	is	not	required	in	order	to	get	started	and	the	possibilities	
for	contribution	become	available	immediately.	Login	and	registration	processes	that	often	
proved	to	be	difficult	in	test	sessions	with	other	online	communities	were	therefore	not	an	
issue	with	de.wikipedia.org,	a	fact	that	was	well	received	by	the	participants.	

Participants	were	intrigued	by	the	idea	of	contributing	to	a	widely	used	and	accepted	ency-
clopedia.	However,	they	were	also	rather	in	awe	of	the	rules	and	regulations	that	needed	
to	be	followed	in	order	to	make	a	contribution	acceptable.
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3.2.5	What	did	participants	not	like?

In	the	interview	following	the	first	test	session,	participants	were	asked	to	name	aspects	they	
had	not	liked	about	their	first	experience	with	an	online	community.	The	things	that	annoyed	
hesitators	during	the	first	test	session	can	be	categorized	as	typical	usability	problems.	
Login	and	registration	created	difficulties	both	on	seniorweb.ch	as	well	as	on	facebook.
com.	One	hesitator	(female,	66	years,	former	controller)	was	unhappy	about	having	to	
provide	her	home	address	when	registering	on	seniorweb.ch.	Also	referring	to	seniorweb.ch		
there	were	remarks	stating	an	overload	of	information.	It	also	seems	important	to	note	
that	some	negative	emotionality	was	reported	as	in	the	case	of	the	former	professional	
networker	(female,	64	years)	who	said	that	she	had	felt	insecure	during	the	test	session	
with	facebook.com	and	that	she	wanted	to	get	a	better	grasp	of	“the	whole	thing”	first.	

One	hesitator	(male,	63	years,	former	IT-professional	and	web	designer)	dealing	with	
de.wikipedia.org	had	a	more	specific	problem.	Despite	his	professional	experience	he	could	
not	figure	out	if	it	was	possible	to	contribute	in	his	Romansh	dialect	(Ladin),	which	he	had	
expected	it	would	be.	Not	surprisingly,	he	was	disappointed.	

Difficulties	were	also	encountered	by	the	intender	focusing	on	de.wikipedia.org	(male,	66	
years,	former	engineer).	He	found	it	hard	to	understand	what	he	was	supposed	to	do	in	
order	to	work	through	the	scenario	presented	and	clearly	felt	that	he	would	have	needed	
much	more	time	to	be	successful.

Quite	clearly,	intenders’	negative	experiences	in	the	first	test	session	were	very	similar	to	
those	of	hesitators.	Even	experienced	Internet	users	struggled	with	getting	started	(registra-
tion,	login)	and	were	surprised	at	encountering	more	difficulty	in	using	facebook.com	than	
they	had	assumed.	They	were	rather	taken	aback	by	the	amount	of	information	presented	
(seniorweb.ch)	and	experienced	some	negative	emotions,	mainly	in	the	form	of	irritation	
at	having	“beginners’	problems”	as	quoted	by	an	intender	(female,	75	years,	housewife).	

It	seems	striking	that	after	their	first	test	session	hesitators	did	not	mention	any	aspects	
concerning	social	relations	among	the	things	that	they	did	not	like.	The	reason	for	this	is	
probably	that	they	did	not	get	as	far	as	actually	interrelating	with	other	members	of	the	
respective	communities.
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3.3	 Second	test	session

Four	weeks	after	the	first	test	session,	hesitators	and	intenders	were	invited	for	the	second	
session.

3.3.1	 Experiences	at	home	(pre-interview)

In	the	time	between	the	two	test	sessions	participants	(hesitators	and	intenders)	continued	
to	use	the	two	online	communities	they	had	chosen	before	the	first	test	session.	During	the	
pre-interview	of	the	second	test	session	they	were	then	questioned	about	their	experiences.	

More	activity	than	expected
On	the	whole,	participants	were	more	active	in	testing	the	online	communities	that	were	
attributed	to	them	by	the	test	administrators	(facebook.com,	seniorweb.ch,	de.wikipedia.
org).	Almost	all	intenders	visited	these	online	communities	on	a	daily	basis.	A	first	step	
often	consisted	of	completing	profile	data.	Quite	a	few	participants	had	not	truly	completed	
that	first	step	during	the	test	session	and	felt	a	need	to	return	and	“finish	the	job”.	A	typi-
cal	example	of	this	is	the	intender	(female,	63	years,	former	banking	clerk)	who	adjusted	
privacy	settings	on	facebook.com.	

All	participants	tended	to	visit	the	self-chosen	topical	online	communities	less	frequently.	
We	can	assume	that	they	were	kept	busy	enough	with	finding	out	how	their	“main	com-
munities”	actually	worked.	They	used	the	additional	communities	mainly	as	databases	for	
topical	information	(health,	cooking,	hiking).	Only	one	intender	(female,	69	years,	former	
secretary)	actually	tried	to	contribute	content	(to	the	online	community	quevita.ch).	She	
was	asked	to	fill	in	an	additional	form	and	considered	that	a	hassle.	Consequently,	she	lost	
interest	and	did	not	make	another	effort	to	provide	personal	content	to	the	online	community.

Intenders:	Finding	the	assets	of	their	communities
Intenders	seemed	to	have	had	more	fun	in	the	four	weeks	following	the	first	test	session	
than	hesitators.	Three	out	of	six	intenders	made	use	of	the	opportunity	to	contribute	con-
tent	to	the	online	communities.	The	other	three	intenders	visited	their	online	communities	
no	less	frequently.	However,	they	refrained	from	actively	contributing	any	content	or	from	
contacting	other	community	members.	Some	participants	were	exploratory	in	getting	to	
know	their	online	communities.	For	instance,	one	intender	(female,	63	years,	former	ban-
king	clerk)	reported	that	she	clicked	on	all	the	icons	on	facebook.com	to	learn	about	them.	
In	a	similar	vein,	another	intender	(female,	69	years,	former	secretary)	reported	that	she	
liked	to	“crisscross”	through	seniorweb.ch.	Other	participants	showed	a	somewhat	more	
conservative	behavior.	For	instance,	one	intender	(male,	76	years,	former	electrician)	stated	
that	he	worked	systematically	through	the	seniorweb.ch	starting	page.	He	would	choose	
no	more	than	one	topic	per	day.

Concerning	seniorweb.ch,	one	intender	(female,	69	years,	former	secretary)	enjoyed	looking	
at	all	the	pictures.	Moreover,	it	was	positively	mentioned	that	seniorweb.ch	was	a	platform	
for	organizing	a	large	range	of	concrete	activities	in	the	“real	world”.	Seeing	people	of	that	
age	group	being	active	and	dynamic	was	a	further	positive	aspect	mentioned.	One	intender	
(female,	69	years,	former	secretary)	uploaded	a	greeting	card	designed	by	her	husband	to	
the	respective	interest	group	on	seniorweb.ch,	and	a	further	participant	(female,	63	years,	
former	banking	clerk)	asked	a	health	expert	a	question.

With	regard	to	facebook.com,	one	intender	(female,	63	years,	former	banking	clerk)	had	re-
connected	with	two	old	friends	she	had	met	in	the	USA	and	found	it	exciting	to	be	in	touch	
with	them	again.	However,	another	intender	couldn’t	come	up	with	anything	specifically	
positive	about	facebook.com.	

All	test	participants	were	quite	active	using	

their	online	communties	at	home	during	

the	two	test	sessions.	Three	out	of	six	

intenders	made	use	of	the	opportunity	to	

contribute	content.



37

The	most	enthusiastic	response	came	from	a	66	year-old	male	intender	(former	engineer)	
who	had	dealt	with	de.wikipedia.org.	He	had	authored	a	contribution	which	–	after	some	
corrections	–	was	accepted.	He	was	proud	that	he	had	accepted	that	challenge	and	happy	
to	have	succeeded.

Hesitators:	not	convinced	after	4	weeks	of	trial
After	four	weeks	of	using	online	communities	independently,	hesitators	were	rather	
reserved	with	regard	to	mentioning	positive	aspects	of	their	experience.	Compared	to	
intenders,	hesitators	showed	a	somewhat	lower	frequency	of	visiting	their	online	com-
munities.	None	of	them	did	so	on	a	daily	basis.	Hesitators	also	differed	from	intenders	in	
that	they	did	not	actively	contribute	to	the	online	communities.	Said	one	hesitator	(male,	
69	years,	former	insurance	agent):	“I	had	planned	to	post	a	comment	about	pensions	
but	then	I	felt	that	the	discussion	was	taking	another	turn	[so	I	did	not	post	it].”	Another	
hesitator	(female,	64	years,	professional	networker)	reported	about	her	use	of	facebook.
com:	“I	just	search	for	names	a	little	bit.	Then	I	get	a	list	of	10	names	and	I	don’t	know	
which	one’s	the	right	one.	You	would	have	to	make	a	friendship	request.”	

Two	of	them	had	nothing	positive	to	say	about	seniorweb.ch.	One	hesitator	mentioned	
the	appealing	structure	of	the	website.	With	regard	to	facebook.com,	as	in	the	first	test	
session,	the	sheer	size	of	the	network	was	mentioned	as	an	asset.	The	hesitator	(male,	
63	years,	former	web	publisher)	who	had	started	out	being	interested	in	de.wikipedia.org	
had	stopped	using	it	due	to	the	fact	that	he	thought	he	could	not	work	in	his	Romansh	
dialect	(Ladin6).	

6	 Given	the	usual	policies	of	wikipedia.org	it	seems	quite	unlikely	that	a	contributor	could	not	use	his	preferred		
	 idiom.	It	is	much	more	likely	that	a	contributor	using	a	less	prominent	idiom	would	have	to	begin	a	new	article		
	 and	would	face	certain	difficulties	in	contributing	to	existing	articles.	Thus,	it	seems	implausible	that	the	reason		
	 given	by	our	hesitator	is	truly	valid.	On	the	other	hand,	his	perception	of	this	situation	as	a	problem	and	an		
	 obstacle	to	participation	remains	important.	It	illustrates	how	potential	contributors	can	be	kept	from	participa	
	 ting	by	how	they	interpret	previous	contributions.

Hesitators	showed	a	somewhat	lower	

frequency	of	visiting	their	online	communi-

ties	than	intenders.	None	of	them	chose	to	

contribute	actively.
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Struggling	with	settings	and	functions
A	majority	of	hesitators	and	intenders	reported	having	had	no	or	only	minor	diffi	culties	
in	using	their	assigned	online	communities.	The	secretary	(female,	69	years	old)	reported	
having	had	diffi	culties	with	changing	her	username	–	she	had	been	advised	to	do	so	because	
she	had	used	her	full	e-mail	address	as	a	username.	It	took	the	same	intender	long	to	fi	nd	
out	where	she	could	upload	her	personal	photo.	She	kept	searching	for	her	user	account	
but	would	have	needed	to	access	her	user	profi	le	(“Mein	Konto”)	and	then	click	on	“Bear-
beiten”	(“edit”).	She	concluded	that	the	problem	was	that	she	did	not	speak	English	very	
well	–	a	clear	indication	that	English	computer	jargon	is	very	much	present	on	seniorweb.ch.

Figure	15:	 Finding	the	place	for	adding	personal	data	on	seniorweb.ch	is	quite	a	challenge	for	new	users.

One	intender	(female,	71	years	old,	former	shop	assistant)	still	reported	having	had	prob-
lems	with	logging	in	and	logging	out	of	seniorweb.ch	even	though	she	was	an	experienced	
computer	and	internet	user.	
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Staying	patient	with	work	fl	ows
Concerning	Wikipedia,	one	hesitator	(male,	63	years,	former	web	publisher)	admitted	that	
the	reason	he	did	not	encounter	any	handling	problems	was	that	he	didn’t	“go	in	deeply.”	
The	former	engineer	(male,	66	years,	intender)	dealing	with	de.wikipedia.org	reported	
that	while	logging	in	was	really	easy	“fi	nding	out	how	it	really	works	takes	hours!”	Obvi-
ously,	authors	must	bring	along	a	very	strong	motivation	to	contribute	to	the	community	
and	perhaps	have	a	lack	of	alternatives,	both	for	expression	of	one’s	personality	–	and	for	
social	networking.

What	participants	liked
During	the	telephone	interview	four	weeks	after	the	second	test	session	positive	points	
mentioned	with	regard	to	seniorweb.ch	were	that	it	was	fun,	that	it	offered	an	opportunity	
for	social	contacts	and	that	it	featured	an	attractive	selection	of	topics.	

Concerning	facebook.com	the	professional	networker	(female,	64	years)	mentioned	that	she	
liked	the	fact	that	she	could	see	what	others	were	doing	without	having	to	write	anything	
herself.	Finding	friends	and	making	contacts	was	another	point	mentioned	as	being	posi-
tive	although	she	was	quick	to	add	that	this	was	mainly	true	for	others	and	not	for	herself.	

Intenders	offered	a	somewhat	broader	array	of	aspects	they	liked	about	seniorweb.ch.	
They	seemed	to	enjoy	the	fact	that	seniorweb.ch	was	about	older	persons	being	active	
and	getting	together	to	do	things	in	the	real	world.	The	opportunity	to	be	creative	was	also	
seen	as	an	enjoyable	element	of	seniorweb.ch	(e.g.	in	designing	greeting	cards).	Similar	to	
the	hesitators	they	seemed	to	agree	with	the	selection	of	topics	featured	on	seniorweb.ch.	

Unlike	the	hesitators	dealing	with	facebook.com	intenders	tended	to	emphasize	the	chance	
for	reconnection	with	existing	social	contacts	as	something	they	liked	about	facebook.com.
Potentially,	the	opportunity	to	play	games	could	also	be	alluring	to	the	target	group.	How-
ever,	one	intender	(female,	63	years	old,	banking	clerk)	said	she	was	scared	of	getting	
addicted	to	playing	games	on	facebook.com	and	cited	that	as	an	important	reason	why	she	
was	considering	quitting	facebook.com	altogether.	An	interesting	aspect	of	facebook.com
mentioned	by	hesitators	was	its	potential	for	intergenerational	contact	and	exchange.	
However,	it	is	worth	noticing	that	one	intender	(female,	75	years	old,	housewife)	concluded	
that	facebook.com	was	mainly	something	for	the	young	,	as	she	did	not	succeed	in	fi	nding	
contacts	on	facebook	in	her	generation.

De.wikipedia.org’s	diversity,	the	opportunity	it	offers	for	being	creative	and	the	fact	that	
one	can	discuss	with	others	a	topic	one	cares	about	were	mentioned	as	being	attractive	
elements.	

Growing	insecurities	at	home
One	hesitator	(male,	67	years)	who	used	to	work	as	a	sailor	and	foreign	legionnaire	clearly	
had	trouble	trusting	the	seniorweb.ch	site.	He	became	concerned	that	he	would	suddenly	
be	confronted	with	bills	for	using	the	website	and	more	or	less	argued	that	the	interesting	
things	on	seniorweb.ch	had	to	be	paid	for.	Concerning	facebook.com,	hesitators	felt,	on	the	
one	hand,	that	older	persons	were	out	of	place	and	that	facebook.com	was	merely	something	
for	“the	young”.	On	the	other	hand,	one	remark	concerning	the	options	for	social	contact	
on	facebook.com	seems	particularly	interesting:	One	hesitator	(female,	65	years,	former	
linguist	and	nurse)	made	it	clear	that	she	was	not	interested	in	“her	contacts’	contacts”.	

It	is	important	to	note	that	test	participants	did	not	name	very	many	particular	usability	
problems.	It	would,	however,	be	short-sighted	to	conclude	from	this	that	they	did	not	en-
counter	any	such	problems.	Because	of	their	limited	knowledge	about	online	communities	
it	is	diffi	cult	for	test	participants	to	pin	down	verbally	their	experiences	so	that	they	can	be	
categorized	easily.	Rather,	they	often	expressed	a	kind	of	general	uneasiness	or	insecurity	
about	their	dealings	with	online	communities.	It	does	not	seem	far-fetched	to	assume	that	
usability	problems	play	an	important	role	in	creating	these	feelings	even	if	they	are	not	
voiced	in	a	concrete	manner.	
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Critical	refl	ections	about	the	idea	of	an	online	community
Aspects	of	social	relations	in	online	communities	play	a	more	prominent	role	in	intenders’	
comments	on	what	they	did	not	like	about	their	experience	between	the	fi	rst	and	the	second	
test	session.	For	instance,	concerning	seniorweb.ch,	comments	were	made	that	refl	ected	
a	concern	that	real	social	relations	would	be	replaced	by	contact	via	the	computer,	the	
former	clearly	being	preferred.	Another	intender	(female,	71	years,	former	shop	owner)	
stated	that	she	hated	the	fact	that	she	had	“to	produce	herself”.	In	particular,	she	disliked	
the	fact	that	among	the	features	of	seniorweb.ch	there	was	a	partner	search	opportunity	.	
Social	relations	also	fi	gure	among	the	topics	raised	concerning	facebook.com.	One	intender	
(female,	63	years,	former	banking	clerk)	asked:	“What	about	true	social	contact?”	Thus,	
she	obviously	felt	that	the	kind	of	social	contact	offered	by	facebook.com	was	in	some	way	
lacking.	This	was	partly	due	to	her	irritation	about	the	games	available	on	facebook.com,	
which	she	found	distracted	persons	from	actually	relating	to	each	other.

Lack	of	support	in	every	community
A	certain	lack	of	support	was	another	topic	that	intenders	commented	on.	Thus,	in	the	
case	of	facebook.com	the	former	banking	clerk	(63	years,	intender)	was	troubled	because
a	wrong	school	showed	up	in	her	profi	le	and	she	could	not	fi	gure	out	how	to	change	that	
information.	Support	was	also	an	issue	with	regard	to	de.wikipedia.org,	which	was	conside-
red	to	be	too	complicated	for	starters.	The	former	engineer	(66	years,	intender)	expressed	
a	clear	wish	for	more	guidelines	and	clearly	visible	fi	rst	steps.	He	felt	he	had	to	collect	
instructions	from	many	different	places.	

Some	intenders	repeated	that	seniorweb.ch	was	overloaded	with	material	–	a	complaint	that	
had	already	appeared	earlier.	It	is	noteworthy	that	what	was	considered	as	“overloaded”	
is	probably	the	result	of	a	lack	of	structure	in	the	contents	and	agitated	graphical	design.	
The	challenge	for	online	communities	is	to	fi	nd	the	right	mixture	between	sparseness	and	
clarity,	on	the	one	hand,	and	variety	and	multiplicity,	on	the	other,	in	order	to	appeal	to	a	
large	number	of	potential	contributors.	The	more	content	is	available,	the	more	support	
and	user	guidance	the	users	need	for	exploring	it	successfully.
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3.3.2	Second	lab	test:	Becoming	active

As	in	the	fi	rst	test	session,	intenders	and	hesitators	worked	through	different	scenarios	for	
each	of	the	two	online	communities	they	were	testing.	However,	the	second	test	session	
focused	exclusively	on	seniorweb.ch,	facebook.com	and	de.wikipedia.org.	This	allowed	for	
a	greater	number	of	scenarios	per	online	community	(up	to	six	scenarios	instead	of	three).	

Active	users	were	presented	the	same	scenarios	as	intenders	and	hesitators.	However,	they	
participated	in	a	usability	test	only	once.	The	results	are	included	in	this	chapter.

Table	4	provides	an	overview	of	the	main	topic	of	the	scenarios,	the	focus	of	observation	
for	test	administrators	and	the	criteria	used	for	assessing	goal	attainment.	While	in	the	fi	rst	
test	session	the	focus	was	on	registration	and	getting	a	basic	overview	and	orientation,	the	
second	test	session	had	a	clear	emphasis	on	actual	community	functionalities	(i.e.	looking	
for	and	writing	contributions,	interacting	with	other	members,	fi	nding	out	about	rules	and	
restrictions	when	authoring	content).	

Table	4:	 Scenarios	used	in	the	second	test	session	for	intenders,	hesitators	and	active	users.
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3.3.3	Second	test	session:	Usability	fi	ndings	

After	struggling	with	registration	processes	and	getting	an	overview	of	basic	functionali-
ties	as	well	as	community	features	in	the	fi	rst	test	session,	intenders	and	hesitators	now	
had	diffi	culties	in	contributing	to	and	in	getting	involved	with	the	community.	Active	users	
stumbled	over	identical	usability	problems,	although	to	a	lesser	extent	the	more	involved	
they	were	in	the	community.

Sharing	and	participating	made	complicated
The	test	participants	still	had	a	considerable	amount	of	diffi	culties	in	working	through	
the	scenarios.	The	encountered	problems	seemed	to	be	quite	basic:	For	instance,	in	the	
case	of	seniorweb.ch,	all	test	participants	(hesitators,	intenders	and	active	users7)	found	
it	diffi	cult	to	upload	photos	and	felt	that	a	great	effort	was	needed	to	create	a	blog	entry.

Starting	a	blog	entry	was	considerably	easy	for	all	test	participants:	all	of	them	quickly	
found	out	how	to	begin.	However,	this	was	the	only	step	of	editing	a	blog	entry	they	mana-
ged	without	help.	The	main	problem	was	that	in	order	to	include	a	picture	in	a	blog	entry	
of	seniorweb.ch	the	picture	has	to	be	added	to	a	picture	gallery	fi	rst.	These	two	processes	
are	combined	in	an	unfortunate	way:	while	editing	a	blog	entry,	all	test	participants	ex-
pected	to	be	adding	a	picture	by	clicking	on	“Durchsuchen”	(“Search”)	and	picking	a	fi	le	
from	the	computer’s	hard	drive	–	as	in	an	e-mail	(see	fi	gure	16).	But	this	way,	only	pictures	
that	have	already	been	uploaded	to	the	picture	gallery	can	be	chosen.	In	order	to	do	this,	
test	participants	had	to	click	on	“Hochladen”	(“Upload”)	fi	rst.	Moreover,	test	participants	
got	even	more	confused	trying	to	upload	a	picture	because	this	entry	mask	looks	exactly	
the	same	as	the	one	for	editing	a	blog.	Many	test	participants	ended	up	writing	their	blog	
entry	in	this	window	not	understanding	that	it	only	refers	to	the	picture.	Eventually,	none	
of	the	test	participants	managed	to	post	a	blog	without	help.

	

7	 Note	that	the	two	active	seniorweb.ch	users	turned	out	to	be	very	inexperienced	with	this	community.	When	they		
	 came	to	the	usability	test	they	had	both	forgotten	their	password	for	logging	in.	Therefore,	the	results	of	active		
	 users	of	seniorweb.ch	may	resemble	strongly	the	results	of	intenders	and	hesitators.

During	the	second	test	session	test	

particpants	again	struggled	with	major	

usability	problems.	Even	active	users	had	

diffi	culties	to	share	and	contribute	content.	
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Figure	16:	 Adding	a	picture	to	a	blog	contribution	is	a	challenging	mission
	 on	seniorweb.ch.
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On	facebook.com	hesitators	and	intenders	were	also	quite
similar	with	regard	to	their	struggles	in	connecting	to	
others.	The	former	banking	clerk	(female,	63	years)	did	
not	notice	a	friendship	request	on	facebook.com	until	she	
returned	to	the	second	test	session	where	it	was	brought	to	
her	attention	by	the	test	administrators.	None	of	the	test	
participants	realized	that	friendship	requests	are	indicated	
by	an	icon	in	the	header	(see	fi	gure	11,	page	29).	All	test	
participants	expected	to	be	notifi	ed	by	e-mail,	which	is	the	
case	by	default.	This	seems	to	be	a	beginners’	problem,	
because	it	was	no	issue	for	active	users.

Sharing	a	photo	with	a	specifi	c	contact	brought	up	usability	
problems	as	well.	Only	one	intender	and	one	active	user	
managed	to	do	this	without	help	by	clicking	on	the	correct	
link	for	uploading	a	photo.	The	others	had	troubles	because
they	did	not	know	where	to	begin:	one	test	participant	
chose	the	recipient	fi	rst	and	looked	for	a	possibility	to	
share	content	on	the	recipient’s	facebook	page.	The	
others	chose	the	picture	on	the	hard	drive	of	the	computer	
fi	rst	and	tried	to	upload	it	to	facebook	by	drag	and	drop.	
Apparently,	the	more	complex	a	task,	the	greater	the	chan-
ce	that	active	users	will	be	struggling	as	well.

The	diffi	culties	in	meeting	the	requirements	for	writing	an	
article	on	de.wikipedia.org	are	of	a	different	nature.	Only	
the	former	engineer	(66	years,	intender)	went	on	using	
Wikpedia.	Although	he	had	managed	to	contribute	to	an	
existing	article	to	Wikipedia	at	home,	he	was	not	able	to	
recapitulate	his	procedure.	Moreover,	doing	research	for	
editing	a	new	article	during	the	usability	test	made	him	
lose	himself	in	information	and	start	all	over	again	(see	
fi	gure	17).	He	felt	that	he	was	under	time	pressure	during	
the	test	scenarios	and	said	that	de.wikipedia.org	“needed	
someone	who	could	bring	more	structure	into	the	whole	
thing”.	

Figure	17:	 Editing	an	article	on	Wikipedia	requires	a	lot	of	research	–	
	 for	instance	about	relevance	criteria.
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3.3.4	What	did	participants	like?

In	the	second	test	session	the	participants	seemed	to	grow	more	aware	of	the	social	
nature	of	seniorweb.ch	and	of	the	opportunity	to	take	part	in	blog	discussions.	Thus,	the	
opportunity	to	make	friends,	to	upload	photos	that	can	be	seen	by	others	and	in	general	
to	contribute	to	discussions	were	found	to	be	positive	aspects.	One	hesitator	specifically	
mentioned	the	user-friendliness	of	seniorweb.ch	–	perhaps	a	result	of	the	greater	famili-
arity	with	the	website.	

Seniorweb.ch	received	a	good	evaluation	as	a	resource	of	information.	On	facebook.com	
the	possibility	of	uploading	and	sharing	material	was	well	liked.	However,	other	than	in	the	
case	of	seniorweb.ch	privacy	was	again	mentioned	–	albeit	positively,	i.e.	in	the	sense	that	
it	was	possible	to	specify	privacy	settings	and	to	remove	old	posts,	two	functionalities	the	
participants	knew	due	to	the	interventions	of	the	test	administrators.

3.3.5	What	did	participants	not	like?

After	the	second	test	session	hesitators’	comments	on	negative	aspects	of	their	experience	
with	seniorweb.ch	again	centered	on	usability	problems	and	a	lack	of	support.	

Intenders	and	hesitators	felt	they	had	received	too	little	guidance	while	trying	to	upload	
a	photo	and	had	had	to	do	too	much	searching	for	information	on	their	own.	The	forms	
needing	to	be	filled	in	for	blog	contributions	or	in	order	to	upload	a	photo	were	considered	
overly	complicated.	These	statements	were	largely	mirrored	by	comments	made	about		
facebook.com	concerning	“too	much	information”	and	difficulties	with	adjusting	user-defined	
settings.	Concerning	social	relationships,	the	web	publisher	(male,	63	years)	referred	to	
the	internet	as	a	medium	that	“lets	you	go	sour”	[with	waiting].	Thus,	he	thought	that	the	
time	spent	on	the	internet	was	mostly	wasted.	

With	regard	to	facebook.com,	the	former	secretary	(female,	69	years)	was	irritated	by	
the	fact	that	she	had	not	managed	to	find	the	notification	settings.	The	former	banking	
clerk	(female,	63	years)	was	annoyed	by	the	fact	that	she	had	not	understood	the	term	
“poke”	correctly.	She	had	also	unknowingly	failed	to	answer	a	friendship	request	and	felt	
bad	about	that.	

The	time-span	for	completing	the	de.wikipedia.org	scenario	was	considered	too	short	and	
de.wikipedia.org	was	perceived	as	lacking	in	structure.	The	intender	in	question	(male,	
66	years	old)	expressed	his	frustration	about	the	fact	that	during	the	test	session	he	had	
been	unable	to	find	certain	materials	that	he	had	been	able	to	retrieve	at	home.	Obviously,	
establishing	a	routine	procedure	posed	a	real	problem	to	him.	

Especially	intenders	were	disappointed	because	they	felt	that	they	had	not	lived	up	to	their	
own	expectations.	As	the	former	shop	assistant/owner	(female,	71	years)	said:	”I	just	didn’t	
get	it.	You	had	to	help	me	and	I	would	have	liked	to	be	able	to	do	it	by	myself.”
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3.3.6	Sum	up:	Active	users	

Active	users	are	a	heterogeneous	group.	They	are	all	quite	experienced	Internet	users,	
living	both	in	cities	as	well	as	in	rural	environments.	Two	of	them	were	former	professionals	
in	IT	/	web	design.	A	former	painter	(male,	69	years)	and	a	former	nurse	(female,	62	years)	
also	figure	among	the	group	of	regular	online	community	users	–	even	though	their	former	
professions	do	not	involve	any	substantial	use	of	information	technology.

What	active	users	have	in	common	is	that	they	draw	a	clear	benefit	from	their	use	of	online	
communities.	They	show	very	different	patterns	of	usage.	Thus,	we	find	some	heavy	users	
who	spend	several	hours	per	day	engaging	with	different	online	communities	and	contri-
buting	eagerly.	Others	are	content	with	using	just	one	online	community	and	restricting	
their	use	to	specific	functionalities	or	sections	of	interest.	In	other	words,	active	users	
have	found	their	particular	niche.	They	feel	that	their	involvement	in	online	communities	
is	beneficial	to	them	and	they	consider	the	amount	of	personal	investment	to	be	adequate	
in	view	of	what	they	get	in	return.	

This	does	not	mean	that	active	users	did	not	encounter	any	difficulties	during	the	test	ses-
sion.	Even	the	62	year-old	former	web	designer	using	facebook.com	came	to	the	conclusion	
that	the	process	of	adjusting	privacy	settings	in	facebook.com	was	not	very	user	friendly	
and	sometimes	confusing.	A	female	user	of	seniorweb.ch	(65	years,	former	accountant)	
admitted	that	she	found	the	website	overloaded	and	hard	to	navigate	while	even	the	veteran	
user	of	de.wikipedia.org	stated	that	there	were	some	things	on	the	website	that	she	had	
to	search	for	over	and	over	again.

Thus,	we	see	that	while	active	users	are	content	with	what	they	get	from	their	involvement	
in	online	communities,	this	does	not	mean	that	they	do	not	encounter	any	usability	prob-
lems.	However,	due	to	the	clearly	identified	personal	benefits,	occasional	difficulties	are	
not	central	to	their	experience.	

Active	users	have	in	common	that	they	

draw	a	clear	and	individual	benefit	from	

their	use	of	an	online	community.	Even	

if	they	struggle	with	the	same	usability	

problems	as	intenders	and	hesitators,	

these	difficulties	are	not	central	to	their	

experience.
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3.4	 Final	telephone	interviews

In	the	final	telephone	interview	four	weeks	after	the	second	test	session	the	test	admi-
nistrators	aimed	to	find	out	who	among	the	participants	would	keep	using	their	online	
community	and	why.	

3.4.1	 Sum	up:	Hesitators	vs.	intenders	

Some	interesting	changes	in	the	course	of	the	study	could	be	observed.	On	a	general	level,	
it	is	to	be	noted	that	while	statements	and	reasons	for	not	using	online	communities	ten-
ded	to	be	somewhat	stereotypical	in	the	beginning	of	our	study,	participants	now	arrived	
at	more	nuanced	assessments	of	the	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	online	communities.	
Interestingly,	some	of	the	conclusions	they	made	do	not	differ	strongly	from	those	that	are	
also	discussed	by	younger	users	as	well	as	the	professional	ICT	community.	

Hesitators’	attitudes	towards	online	communities	were	clearly	more	critical	than	those	
of	intenders	to	begin	with.	They	could	name	a	lot	more	potential	risks	of	using	an	online	
community	in	the	beginning	and	denied	the	existence	of	potential	personal	benefits.

However,	after	the	first	test	session,	they	seemed	rather	positively	surprised	about	what	
online	communities	had	to	offer.	That	optimism	had	all	but	disappeared	when	they	returned	
four	weeks	later.	Clearly,	they	had	not	profited	from	their	autonomous	use	of	the	online	
communities.	It	is	quite	likely	that	hesitators	would	have	needed	a	much	greater	amount	of	
positive	reinforcement	and	immediate	feedback	upon	entering	the	community	for	the	first	
time.	Moreover,	hesitators	tended	to	be	somewhat	less	aware	of	the	social	nature	of	online	
communities	during	their	autonomous	use	in	between	the	two	test	sessions	and	were	more	
reliant	on	the	inputs	of	the	test	administrators	to	realize	some	of	the	social	opportunities	of	
their	communities.	None	of	the	hesitators	actively	contributed	to	the	online	communities	
between	the	two	test	sessions	or	during	the	four	weeks	between	the	second	test	session	
and	the	telephone	interview.	Most	of	them	had	voiced	intentions	to	contribute	but	then	did	
not	act	on	them.	Clearly,	“posting	something	just	to	see	what	will	happen”	was	not	a	valid	
option	to	them.	They	wanted	to	be	very	sure	how	a	contribution	would	reflect	on	them	
and	how	it	would	be	received	by	the	community.	In	other	words,	the	hesitators	continued	
to	hesitate	and	did	not	change	into	a	more	proactive	and	exploratory	mode	of	behavior.	

Many	intenders	started	out	with	quite	high	expectations	concerning	not	only	the	online	
communities	but	also	their	own	internet	and	computer	literacy.	Before	starting	into	the	
first	test	session,	the	main	outlook	was	one	of	curiosity.	They	were	quite	optimistic	that	
online	communities	had	something	valuable	in	store	for	them	even	though	they	were	unsure	
about	what	exactly	that	would	be.	Moreover,	compared	to	hesitators,	intenders	identified	
much	fewer	risks	connected	to	the	participation	in	online	communities.	Intenders	also	were	
quite	confident	about	their	own	internet	and	computer	literacy,	i.e.	they	expected	from	
themselves	a	high	level	of	mastery	and	competence	in	the	use	of	online	community	features.

After	the	first	test	session	intenders	were	on	the	one	hand	able	to	identify	an	even	larger	
number	of	benefits	of	participation	in	online	communities	but	on	the	other	hand	they	also	
saw	more	risks	involved	in	using	online	communities.	Furthermore,	being	confronted	with	
certain	limitations	and	a	considerable	amount	of	usability	problems	–	at	least	in	the	initial	
stages	of	the	test	session	–	was	probably	even	more	of	a	problem	for	them	than	for	hesi-
tators	and	left	them	disappointed.

Intenders	were	quite	optimistic	at	the	

beginning	of	the	study.	But	in	the	end,	

they	shared	hesitators’	scepticism.

Rosemarie
Notiz
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Though	intenders	were	more	optimistic	than	hesitators	in	the	beginning	of	the	study,	in	
the	end	the	general	mood	among	intenders	was	almost	exactly	as	skeptical	as	that	of	he-
sitators.	Hesitators,	on	the	other	hand	could	not	overcome	their	insecurities	by	using	the	
communities	for	a	limited	amount	of	time.	

Only	three	out	of	six	intenders	continued	to	use	the	tested	online	communities	while	two	
out	of	six	hesitators	were	expected	to	continue	using	the	community	after	the	study.	

3.4.2	Reasons	for	continued	use

Among	the	test	participants	who	voiced	that	they	would	continue	to	use	the	online	communi-
ties	that	they	had	familiarized	themselves	with	were	persons	who	showed	a	real	interest	
and	even	a	desire	to	contribute	actively.	The	web	publisher	(male,	63	years)	knew	that	he	
would	like	to	post	on	seniorweb.ch	a	piece	of	travel	writing	about	Thailand	and	the	Philip-
pines.	The	former	electrician	(male,	76	years)	said	“he	had	to”	continue	using	seniorweb.ch	
because	he	was	waiting	for	an	answer	to	his	blog	post.	This	utterance	seems	quite	important	
because	it	shows	that	once	a	person	enters	into	a	communicative	process	the	principle	
of	reciprocity	becomes	important	and	can	have	the	effect	of	drawing	a	person	into	the	
community.

Concerning	de.wikipedia.org	the	former	engineer	(male,	66	years)	had	no	trouble	naming	
quite	a	few	reasons	for	continuing	his	involvement.	He	was	at	the	time	working	on	a	project	
that	offered	itself	very	well	as	a	contribution	to	de.wikipedia.org.	It	also	became	clear	that	
because	he	had	a	very	high	opinion	of	the	quality	of	de.wikipedia.org	he	was	proud	about	the	
opportunity	to	contribute.	During	the	eight	week	experience	with	de.wikipedia.org	he	already	
contributed	an	extension	to	an	existing	article,	which	gave	him	a	feeling	of	happiness	and	
satisfaction.	It	should	also	not	be	neglected	that	he	hinted	at	the	fact	that	de.wikipedia.org	
appealed	to	his	ambition.	He	seemed	to	like	the	challenge	involved	in	contributing	an	
article.	Finally,	it	is	also	worth	noting	that	he	saw	de.wikipedia.org	as	an	excellent	activity	
for	staying	mentally	fit	–	in	that	respect	he	compared	de.wikipedia.org	to	normal	work.	

It	is	noticeable	that	those	participants	who	at	the	end	of	the	study	showed	a	clear	com-
mitment	for	continued	use	of	the	tested	online	community	were	able	to	make	a	clear	
connection	early	on	between	the	online	community	and	certain	important	aspects	of	their	
everyday	life.	Thanks	to	that	connection,	they	felt	an	intrinsic	motivation	to	return	to	the	
online	community	and	follow	up	on	those	aspects	that	were	relevant	to	them.	Thus,	an	
intender	(female,	71	years)	showed	a	strong	interest	to	find	out	more	about	the	hobbies	
of	seniorweb.ch	community	members.	As	a	former	owner	of	a	tea	shop	she	had	a	large	
network	of	social	contacts	and	did	not	feel	a	need	to	make	more	friends.	However,	sharing	
interests	or	hobbies	with	others	was	intriguing	to	her	and	made	her	return	to	seniorweb.ch	
on	a	regular	basis.	She	had	been	going	to	leisure	exhibitions	and	therefore	found	it	easy	
to	make	a	connection	between	a	familiar	“real	world	activity”	and	the	opportunity	offered	
by	seniorweb.ch.	

On	the	other	hand,	it	was	the	social	aspect	of	facebook.com	that	motivated	the	former		
linguist	and	nurse	(female,	65	years)	to	continue	using	this	online	community.	She	stressed	
that	she	found	it	more	convenient	to	communicate	with	established	faraway	friends	through	
facebook.com	than	having	to	write	to	each	of	them	individually.	She	had	spent	a	large	
portion	of	her	professional	life	in	Cameroon	and	Tchad	and	still	had	a	network	of	social	
relations	in	these	countries.	Thus,	to	her,	facebook.com	was	actually	a	tool	that	saved	her	
some	effort	in	keeping	in	touch	with	people	she	knew.	She	saw	a	clear	personal	benefit	in	
using	facebook.com	and	felt	she	was	getting	quite	a	lot	in	return	for	her	time.

Five	out	of	12	test	participants	–	three	

intenders	and	two	hesitators	–	continued	

to	use	the	tested	online	communities	.

Reasons	for	continued	use	are:	

-	 Having	the	chance	to	find	attractive		

	 offline	activities.

-	 Being	motivated	to	contribute	to	an		

	 interesting	topic.

-	 Being	challenged	and	staying	mentally		

	 fit.

-	 Having	found	a	new	and	simpler	way	of	

	 communicating	–	especially	with		

	 faraway	friends.
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3.4.3	Reasons	for	non-use	

Altogether,	four	hesitators	and	three	intenders	are	unlikely	to	continue	using	the	tested	
online	communities	any	further.	Although,	for	instance,	the	professional	networker	(female,	
64	years)	stated	that	she	would	continue	to	use	facebook	“maybe	once	a	month”	it	is	more	
realistic	to	assume	that	she	will	give	up	on	it.	This	tendency	towards	hypothetical	narra-
tives	could	be	observed	in	many	responses	of	“non-users”.	Examples	of	these	narratives	
are	“Online	communities	are	a	good	idea.	But	they	just	weren’t	made	for	me.”	or	“Maybe	
later	in	life,	when	I	won’t	be	able	to	go	outside	anymore,	I’ll	become	a	member	of	an	online	
community.”	Some	test	participants	who	made	it	clear	that	they	would	not	return	to	the	
tested	online	community	had	obviously	reached	their	decision	at	an	early	point	as	well.	
For	instance,	one	hesitator	(female,	66	years,	former	controller)	stated	after	the	first	test	
session:	“My	[negative]	expectations	were	confirmed.	This	didn’t	knock	me	out	of	my	chair.”	

Probably	the	most	salient	argument	that	some	hesitators	voiced	against	using	seniorweb.ch	
was	quite	simply	that	they	had	not	developed	a	true	interest	in	the	online	community	and	
felt	no	need	to	belong	to	the	community.	They	could	not	come	up	with	an	answer	to	the	
question	“why?”	In	other	words:	For	them	there	was	simply	no	point	in	participating	in	
online	communities.

On	the	one	hand	quality	and	quantity	of	content	was	criticized.	With	regard	to	seniorweb.ch,	
some	test	participants	did	not	manage	to	cope	with	the	amount	of	content	and	felt	that	they	
needed	to	invest	too	much	time	in	order	to	participate.	For	instance,	the	former	insurance	
agent	(male,	69	years)	felt	he	had	to	work	his	way	through	a	lot	of	useless	stuff	in	order	to	
arrive	at	something	interesting.	He	came	to	ask	himself:	“What’s	the	use	of	blogging?”	While	
he	found	it	“nice”,	on	principle,	that	there	existed	a	platform	for	seniors,	he	made	it	clear	
that	he	considered	voicing	one’s	opinion	on	“everything”	a	rather	vulgar	habit.	He	did	not	
want	to	be	a	part	of	it:	“I	wasn’t	actively	searching	for	something	like	this.”	The	ex-sailor	
and	foreign	legionnaire	(male,	67	years)	–	who	was	supposed	to	be	a	perfect	candidate	for	
nourishing	his	international	contacts	via	an	online	community	–	had	not	been	able	to	clear	
up	his	confusion	about	which	services	on	seniorweb.ch	were	free	and	which	ones	had	to	
be	paid	for.	Therefore	he	commented	quite	harshly	on	seniorweb.ch’s	content	–	which	did	
not	suit	his	needs.	In	addition,	the	former	secretary	(female,	69	years)	said	that	she	was	
rather	irritated	by	the	amount	of	commercial	ads	on	seniorweb.ch,	which	she	could	not	
distinguish	from	original	content.	

On	the	other	hand,	the	absence	of	interest	in	the	online	community	can	be	attributed	to	
a	certain	feeling	of	alienation	as	expressed	in	the	sentiment	“This	is	not	my	world”	or		
“Facebook	was	not	made	for	me.”	The	professional	networker	(female,	64	years)	as	well	as	
the	housewife	(75	years)	stated	that	they	felt	somehow	in	the	wrong	place	because	their	
age	group	was	not	really	present	on	facebook.com.	In	particular,	the	specific	type	of	social	
exchange	practiced	on	facebook.com	was	not	to	everyone’s	liking.	As	the	former	banking	
clerk	(female,	63	years)	said:	“I	don’t	need	to	know	all	these	things	about	others.”	

The	same	test	participant	was	finally	convinced	that	facebook.com	led	to	“negative	social	
effects”.	Instead	of	being	kept	up	to	date	with	her	nieces	(who	did	not	accept	her	friendship	
request)	she	had	been	attracted	to	playing	games	on	facebook.com	and	was	concerned	about	
the	addictive	potential	of	these	games.	This	led	her	to	the	conclusion	that	facebook.com	
was	not	really	about	social	relations	but	actually	kept	people	in	front	of	the	computer	and	
thus	away	from	real-life	social	contacts.	Apparently,	this	potential	loss	of	personal	control	
can	be	frightening	to	some	test	participants.	This	was	illustrated	by	the	former	legionnaire’s	
statement	that	he	did	not	want	an	online	community	to	“control	him”.	It	is	possible	that	
this	fear	of	not	being	in	control	is	related	to	one’s	efficacy	in	dealing	with	the	personal	
computer	and	in	using	the	internet.	Clearly,	a	person	fearing	a	loss	of	control	will	not	be	
motivated	to	use	an	online	community.

Reasons	for	non-use:

-	 A	bad	overall	user	experience.

-	 No	interest	in	the	community	or	

	 no	perceived	benefits,	respectively.

-		 A	certain	fear	of	losing	control	of	one’s

	 identity	or	actions.

-	 Perception	of	the	online	community	

	 as	a	hostile	environment.

-	 Fear	of	privacy	and	security	breaches.

-	 Slow	processing	of	own	contributions	

	 and	missing	reciprocity.
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Critical	remarks	made	by	test	participants	about	privacy	issues	on	facebook.com	point	
in	the	same	direction.	The	professional	networker	(female,	64	years)	felt	uneasy	about	
a	perceived	lack	of	privacy.	She	felt	it	could	be	dangerous	not	to	know	your	counterpart.	
Probably	for	the	same	reason	the	former	controller	(female,	66	years)	kept	up	her	opini-
on	that	she	did	not	like	to	expose	herself	in	an	online	community.	There	were	also	some	
additional	arguments	voiced	that	were	specific	to	facebook.com,	namely	that	facebook.
com	had	a	bad	press	and	was	sometimes	used	to	organize	large	gatherings	of	people	that	
could	get	out	of	control	and	be	downright	dangerous.	Furthermore,	some	test	participants	
believed	that	posts	on	facebook.com	were	irremovable	and	that	even	if	you	thought	you	
had	deleted	something	it	was	in	fact	still	retrievable.	

Another	reason	why	test	participants	stopped	using	an	online	community	was	a	low	level	
of	interaction,	i.e.	only	a	small	number	of	other	users	were	present	and	there	were	no	or	
only	slow	responses	to	our	participants’	contributions.	The	test	participants	who	actively	
tried	to	share	their	own	knowledge	had	to	find	out	that	their	contributions	did	not	elicit	any	
reactions	from	the	community.	In	other	words,	one	of	the	main	principles	of	a	community,	
namely	reciprocity,	was	not	implemented	in	these	communities	to	a	sufficient	extent.	
Investing	into	an	online	community	without	receiving	a	sufficient	amount	of	benefit	in	
return	violates	the	important	principle	of	reciprocity	and	prevents	the	development	of	a	
true	“sense	of	community”	(McMillan	&	Chavis,	1986),	which	is	an	important	prerequisite	
for	the	establishment	of	a	functioning	community.

A	second	reason	was	the	slow	processing	of	contributions	for	reasons	of	quality	assurance.	
While	quality	assurance	is	an	important	issue	particularly	for	topical	online	communities,	
it	is	important	to	find	ways	of	organizing	it	without	making	contributors	wait	for	too	long.	
Seeing	one’s	contribution	on	the	website	is	a	rewarding	and	reinforcing	experience	that	
online	communities	should	try	to	provide	as	quickly	as	possible.	Perhaps,	accepting	a	con-
tribution	on	a	provisional	basis	and	indicating	that	a	contribution	is	still	under	review	could	
be	a	way	of	rewarding	contributors	without	neglecting	quality	assurance.
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4.	 Conclusions

Positive	aspects	of	seniorweb.ch	at	a	glance:

-	 Positive	image	of	an	active	generation.	

-	 Interesting	and	lively	content.

-	 Possibility	to	connect	with	people	who		

	 live	in	the	same	geographical	region		

	 and		share	the	same	interests.		

-	 Possibility	to	get	to	know	people	via	

	 offline	meetings.

Positive	aspects	of	facebook.com	at	a	glance:

-	 Large,	international	and	intergeneratio-	

	 nal	community.

-	 Specification	of	other	users	on	the			

	 basis	of	interests	and	geographical	

	 region.

-	 Simple	way	of	communicating	–		

	 especially	with	people	living	abroad.

4.1	 What	makes	communities	attractive	to	older	persons

seniorweb.ch:	Manifold	activities
Participants	enjoyed	the	authenticity	and	liveliness	of	seniorweb.ch.	In	particular,	they	
liked	the	fact	that	seniorweb.ch	transports	an	image	of	older	persons	as	being	active.	The	
diversity	of	the	contents	was	not	seen	as	a	disadvantage.	However,	participants	differed	
in	their	views	concerning	the	name	“seniorweb”	and	the	fact	that	the	online	community	
is	targeted	at	a	specific	age	group.	While	some	participants	did	not	mind	the	age-specific	
orientation	others	felt	they	were	categorized	as	being	“old”,	which	they	found	difficult	to	
identify	with.

A	strong	point	of	seniorweb.ch	is	that	it	contains	material	that	is	fun	to	use	(e.g.	read	artic-
les,	be	inspired	by	other	people’s	hobbies,	to	play	virtual	card	games).	Those	participants	
who	were	certain	to	continue	their	activities	on	seniorweb.ch	did	so	because	they	found	a	
topic	that	interested	them	(e.g.	travel	writing).

The	opportunity	to	make	social	contacts	was	also	mentioned	as	a	positive	feature	of		
seniorweb.ch.	Nevertheless,	a	clear	majority	of	participants	remained	very	reticent	to	make	
use	of	that	opportunity	and	did	not	count	the	posting	of	original	contributions	among	the	
benefits	even	though	one	would	assume	that	to	be	at	the	core	of	community	activities.	
Interestingly,	while	seniorweb.ch	was	seen	as	a	place	where	you	could	get	to	know	some-
one	new	it	was	made	clear	that	the	actual	goal	was	to	meet	persons	in	real	life.	This	re-
gional	differentiation	and	the	initiation	of	offline	meetings	on	a	local	level	are	facilitated	by	
functionalities	of	seniorweb.ch,	which	allow	to	search	not	only	for	persons	sharing	one’s	
interests	but	also	to	restrict	that	search	to	one’s	own	geographical	region.	This	finding	is	
backed	by	the	experiences	of	active	users	who	stayed	with	the	online	community	due	to	
pleasant	experiences	with	the	same	people	offline.	We	consider	this	aspect	as	crucial	for	
advocating	social	integration	in	the	target	group.	

facebook.com:	Large	and	intergenerational
The	sheer	number	of	members	and	the	internationality	of	the	network	were	aspects	that	
were	mentioned	as	being	positive.	Therefore,	typical	“lurking”	behavior	such	as	looking	
at	other	people’s	posts	and	pages	out	of	curiosity	was	a	tempting	activity	for	some	test	
participants.

On	the	other	hand,	test	participants	considered	the	possibility	to	stay	in	touch	with	people	
they	already	knew	as	a	major	benefit.	Especially	communicating	with	people	living	abroad	
was	considered	to	be	more	attractive	and	more	efficient	than	by	using	e-mail.	In	addition,	
due	to	its	broad	appeal,	facebook.com	has	the	potential	for	intergenerational	communication	
even	though	it	is	viewed	by	some	older	persons	as	“something	for	the	younger	generations”.

Finally,	the	possibilities	of	adjusting	personal	settings	to	one’s	needs	were	appreciated	even	
though	participants	had	some	difficulties	when	actually	trying	to	do	so.	However,	it	seems	
that	facebook.com	does	have	quite	a	serious	image	problem	in	that	respect.
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de.wikipedia.org:	Special	interest	needed
de.wikipedia.org	was	seen	as	an	enormously	diverse	community	for	persons	caring	deeply	
about	a	specific	subject	and	wanting	to	share	their	information	with	others.	Its	potential	
benefit	was	seen	in	the	opportunity	to	actually	contribute	something,	namely	a	transla-
tion	of	existing	articles	or	a	new	article	based	on	travel	experiences	and	simply	to	“serve	
a	good	cause”.

What	became	quite	clear	during	the	test	sessions	is	that	de.wikipedia.org	is	attractive	to	
persons	enjoying	an	intellectual	challenge,	who	want	to	stay	mentally	fit	and	are	perhaps	
interested	in	a	certain	sense	of	competition.

Quality	of	content	is	seen	as	the	defining	element	of	de.wikipedia.org.	Ultimately,	it	is	at	
the	root	of	most	discussions	taking	place	in	the	community	and	it	is	also	responsible	for	
the	way	in	which	de.wikipedia.org	is	perceived	by	its	users.	In	any	case,	the	possibility	to	
join	these	discussions	was	appreciated	but	not	considered	during	the	course	of	this	study.

Topical	communities:	Attractive	promise
The	main	incentive	for	participating	in	a	topical	community	is	its	attractive	subject	matter.	
Especially	topics	such	as	health	and	cooking	are	doubtless	appealing	to	many	persons	in	
our	target	group.	While	information	can	be	collected	through	other	channels	as	well,	a	
topical	community	has	the	added	value	of	the	authentic,	hands-on	experience	of	other	
human	beings.	

Topical	online	communities	were	chosen	by	our	participants	because	they	expected	to	re-
ceive	valuable	information	and	inspiration	in	a	specific	field	of	interest.	In	turn,	they	were	
willing	to	share	some	of	their	own	expertise.

Positive	aspects	of	de.wikipedia.org	at	a	

glance:

-	 Serving	a	good	cause.

-	 Possibility	to	actively	share	knowledge.

-	 A	challenge	that	keeps	one	mentally	fit.

Positive	aspects	of	topical	communities	at	

a	glance:

-	 Attractive	topics.

-	 Authentic,	hands-on	knowledge.
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4.2	 Dominant	obstacles	in	using	online	communities

In	the	following	paragraphs	we	distinguish	reservations	the	test	participants	mentioned	
in	the	interviews	from	problems	the	test	administrators	identified	by	observing	users’	
behaviors	during	the	lab	test	sessions.	

4.2.1	Usability	problems	lead	to	an	unsatisfactory	user	experience

The	tested	online	communities	left	the	test	participants	with	an	unsatisfactory	user	expe-
rience.	The	cause	of	this	was	on	the	one	hand	the	sheer	amount	of	usability	problems	test	
participants	were	confronted	with	in	the	respective	communities.	On	the	other	hand,	many	
usability	problems	were	so	serious	that	they	actually	prevented	participants	from	using	
the	online	community.

Significant	barriers	appeared	throughout	the	whole	process	of	using	online	communities.	

1.	 Many	online	communities	drop	out	at	a	very	early	stage	because	they	are	either	unknown	
or	unattractive	for	potential	users.	The	reasons	for	this	are	manifold	and	not	always	in	the	
area	of	influence	of	the	community	provider:

-	 People	tend	to	be	“diverse”.	It	is	a	complex	matter	for	a	community	provider	to	meet	
the	interests,	beliefs	and	needs	of	the	target	group.	

-	 Insufficient	quality	and	quantity	of	content	can	put	off	users.

-		 Community	features	are	not	appreciated	by	everybody.	A	cooking	community	like	
chefkoch.de	offers	quite	a	lot	to	users	without	them	actually	having	to	join	the	commu-
nity	and	being	able	to	write	contributions.

2.	 Lengthy	and	complex	registration	processes	contain	the	risk	that	potential	users	never	
arrive	at	actually	using	the	online	community.	Either	because	they	simply	don’t	master	the	
registration	process	or	because	the	registration	process	creates	negative	emotions	in	be-
ginning	users	that	will	be	attributed	to	the	online	community	as	a	whole.	The	encountered	
usability	barriers	are	manifold:

-	 Missing	or	unclear	process	indication.

-	 Unclear	indication	of	possibilities	for	taking	action,	e.g.	imprecise	naming,	poorly	
perceivable	links.

-		 Suboptimal	design	of	error	messages	and	references.	

-	 Poor	marking	of	optional	action	steps.

-	 Complex	password	requirements.

-	 Non-readable	“CAPTCHA”.

Usability	problems	of	a	very	serious	nature	

left	test	participants	with	an	unsatisfactory	

user	experience	and	actually	prevented	

participators	from	using	the	online	com-

munity.		
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3.	 Lacking	overview	of	the	website	and	its	functionalities	can	nip	any	beginning	motiva-
tion	to	use	an	online	community	in	the	bud.	An	insufficient	overview	of	the	community	and	
basic	functionalities	is	particularly	grave	with	regard	to	features	such	as	finding	members,	
inviting	them	and	responding	to	friendship	requests.	This	has	to	do	with	the	absence	of	an	
elaborated	concept	for	the	website:

-	 Lack	of	coherent	information	architecture	and	user	guidance	(clustering	and	labeling,	
characteristics	of	navigation,	orientation	aids,	integration	of	specific	functionalities	
etc.).

-	 Lack	of	a	stringent	concept	for	providing	different	modes	of	access	(navigation,	search,	
indexes,	thematic	and	target	group	access	etc.)

-	 Insufficient	definition	of	processes	(e.g.	find,	comprehend,	decide,	take	action,	share).

-	 Inadequate	graphic	design.

-		 Unclear	identification	of	paid	and	user-generated	content.

4.	 Usability	problems	can	complicate	or	even	render	impossible	the	contribution	to	and	the	
involvement	with	the	community.	This	concerns	the	act	of	actually	adding	a	contribution	
(e.g.	an	article	or	a	post,	a	picture)	as	well	as	the	manner	and	frequency	of	interaction.	
Test	participants	had	to	deal	with:

-	 Missing	or	unclear	process	indication	as	well	as	unclear	indications	of	possibilities	for	
taking	action	(the	same	barriers	as	experienced	in	the	registration	process).

-		 Little	activity	in	the	community	and	missing	responsiveness.

-		 Inappropriate	or	even	rude	conversations.

The	main	problems	are	rooted	in	a	lack	of	user	guidance	and	missing	fundamental	explana-
tions	about	how	“the	whole	thing”	works	and	what	it	is	supposed	to	be	about.	Too	many	
essential	steps	in	participating	in	an	online	community	require	users	to	have	a	mental	
representation	–	a	cognitive	schema	–	of	what	he	or	she	is	supposed	to	do	(e.g.	login,		
registration,	posting,	blog,	etc.).	When	these	schemata	are	lacking	much	more	fundamental	
guidance	and	explanation	would	be	needed	in	order	for	persons	to	have	a	satisfying	first	
encounter	with	an	online	community.	While	an	experienced	online	community	user	will	
search	for	information	fitting	this	pre-existing	cognitive	schema,	many	of	our	participants	
would	have	needed	much	more	guidance	in	order	to	be	able	to	carry	out	the	actions	re-
quired	for	working	through	the	scenarios.	

These	phenomena	seem	to	be	only	partly	related	to	age:	In	the	comparative	usability	tests	
during	the	study	“Digital	Natives	vs.	Digital	Immigrants”	(Zeix,	2010),	groups	of	senior	users	
(50+)	and	native	users	(15+)	worked	through	the	same	scenarios.	Both	groups	faced	the	
same	usability	problems,	e.g.	on	facebook.com	when	trying	to	upload	photos.	However,	all	
typically	community-related	functions	such	as	“being	friend”	with	someone	or	posting	an	
update	proved	to	be	easier	for	the	digital	natives	as	they	all	had	schemata	(mental	models)	
of	how	communities	are	supposed	to	work.

In	sum:	All	of	the	online	communities	which	were	used	during	the	test	contained	many	
usability	problems	that	have	a	negative	impact	on	a	person’s	user	experience	and	can	
actually	increase	preexisting	insecurities.	

Significant	barriers	appeared	throughout	

the	whole	process	of	using	online	commu-

nities:	

-		 Unknown	or	unattractive	online	com-	

	 munities.

-	 Lengthy	and	complex	registration	pro-

	 cesses.

-	 Insufficient	overview	of	basic	commu-

	 nity	features.

-	 Difficulties	sharing	and	contributing

	 own	content.

Persons	inexperienced	with	online	commu-

nities	lack	a	mental	model	of	fundamental	

processes.	Therefore,	they	need	more	

explanations	and	user	guidance	in	order	to	

succeed.
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4.2.2	Perceived	risks	

From	the	perspective	of	the	test	participants	using	an	online	community	entails	quite	a	
few	risks.

Online	communities	are	time	eaters
Some	of	the	stated	risks	pertain	to	quality	and	quantity	of	the	content.	Some	test	parti-
cipants	considered	the	large	amount	of	content	as	a	potential	source	of	distraction.	The	
former	insurance	agent	(male,	69	years)	felt	that	he	had	to	navigate	through	large	amounts	
of	information	that	were	irrelevant	to	him	in	order	to	arrive	at	what	he	wanted.	The	effort	
involved	in	participation	was	simply	perceived	to	be	too	great	in	light	of	what	one	could	
profit	from	doing	so.

Consequently,	test	participants	feared	that	they	would	have	to	spend	too	much	time	in	
front	of	the	computer,	time	that	they	felt	they	could	use	to	do	other,	more	worthwhile	
things.	While	the	more	diplomatic	statements	referred	to	online	communities	as	being	time	
consuming,	the	less	diplomatic	ones	called	them	simply	a	waste	of	time.

Finally,	some	test	participants	had	not	expected	to	be	confronted	with	commercials	and	
seemed	rather	irritated	about	that	fact.	For	the	former	foreign	legionnaire	(male,	67	years)	
this	created	the	impression	that	“they’re	only	after	my	money”.	

Online	communities	make	you	lose	control
Two	aspects	concerning	the	healthiness	of	using	online	communities	were	also	brought	up.	
One	test	participant	clearly	found	that	online	communities	had	the	potential	for	creating	
addictions.	Another,	more	psychological	aspect	of	wellbeing,	was	referred	to	as	“losing	
yourself”	in	an	online	community.	Thus,	the	danger	expressed	here	is	one	of	losing	one’s	
true	identity	amid	the	many	options	offered	by	online	communities.	

Concerning	the	topic	of	social	contacts	it	was	pointed	out	that	an	involvement	in	online	
communities	has	the	potential	to	reduce	the	amount	of	real-life	social	contacts	and	that	
existing	relationships	could	be	neglected.	The	former	electrician	(male,	76	years	old)	
was	even	convinced	that	using	an	online	community	would	promote	loneliness	instead	of	
preventing	it.	Another	test	participant	even	thought	that	online	communities	could	have	
a	detrimental	influence	on	society	due	to	their	potential	for	organizing	large	turnouts	of	
people	that	could	get	out	of	hand.	

Online	communities	as	a	hostile	environment
Furthermore,	uneasiness	with	a	perceived	lack	of	rules	and	regulations	was	expressed.	Thus,	
the	former	foreign	legionnaire	(male,	67	years)	was	convinced	that	online	communities	
could	be	used	to	badmouth	others	without	having	to	prove	one’s	claims.	In	a	similar	vein,	
the	web	publisher	(male,	63	years)	worried	about	the	rough	tone	of	language	that	some	
contributors	to	online	communities	used.	He	saw	a	need	for	regulation	in	that	respect.	

Some	reservations	were	expressed	with	regard	to	blog	discussions,	which	one	hesitator	
considered	as	being	“somehow	suspicious”.	The	former	insurance	agent	(male,	69	years)	
expressed	his	feeling	that	online	communities	could	turn	into	a	platform	for	the	dissatisfied.	
Clearly,	he	did	not	want	to	be	associated	with	such	a	platform.	

Perceived	risks:

-	 Insufficient	quality	and	too	much	or	

	 inadequate	content	make	the	use	of

	 online	communties	a	waste	of	time.	

-	 Online	communities	hold	the	potential	

	 for	creating	addictions	and	promote	

	 loneliness.

-	 Due	to	a	lack	of	rules	and	regulations

	 online	communites	become	unfriendly	

	 places.

-	 Privacy	and	security	breaches	make	

	 online	communties	unsafe.
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Online	communities	are	unsafe	places
Among	the	potential	risks	voiced	by	test	participants	were	aspects	of	privacy	and	security.	
Some	test	participants	voiced	concerns	such	as	the	impersonal	nature	of	online	contacts	
and	the	trustworthiness	of	communications	in	the	communities.	For	instance,	the	profes-
sional	networker	(female,	64	years)	stated	that	it	could	be	dangerous	not	to	know	your	
counterpart.

Therefore,	test	participants	expressed	a	considerable	amount	of	insecurity	concerning	the	
question	of	who	was	allowed	to	see	what	part	of	their	personal	information.	The	experi-
ence	that	changing	privacy	settings	was	difficult	and	not	always	clear	in	its	consequences	
intensified	these	concerns.	Hence,	the	former	insurance	agent	(69	years,	hesitator)	said	
he	would	never	post	pictures	of	himself.	Furthermore,	some	test	participants	were	worried	
about	the	persistence	of	“forever”	traceable	statements	on	the	web.	One	test	participant	
mentioned	“programs	that	spy	on	you”.	Even	though	he	did	not	make	a	direct	connection	
between	spyware	and	the	online	communities	he	had	dealt	with,	the	concerns	he	had	
did	certainly	not	help	to	motivate	him	to	use	online	communities.	In	addition,	the	former	
banking	clerk	(female,	63	years)	pointed	out	that	there	was	a	lot	of	“fine	print”	that	most	
people	probably	did	not	read.	She	felt	that	online	communities	were	–	on	a	very	general	
level	–	unsafe	places.

Clearly,	test	participants’	mental	model	was	that	they	were	publishing	private	details	to	
an	anonymous	audience	spying	on	them.	They	considered	it	possible	that	users	of	online	
communities	could	lose	their	anonymity	and	had	come	to	the	conclusion	that	they	needed	
to	be	very	careful	when	entering	an	online	community.	
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4.3	 Contribution	of	online	communities	for	social	integration

One	could	hypothesize	that,	due	to	their	large	number	of	existing	social	contacts,	socially	
well	integrated	persons	would	be	less	inclined	to	participate	in	online	communities	than	
socially	less	integrated	persons	who	would	be	more	interested	in	the	offered	social	contacts	
of	online	communities	to	compensate	for	the	lack	of	social	contacts	in	their	“real”	lives.	

Although	our	study	is	not	quantitative,	the	results	contain	data	that	are	in	opposition	to	
this	hypothesis.	While	all	intenders	and	hesitators	with	an	above	average	level	of	social	
integration	chose	to	continue	using	an	online	community,	intenders	and	hesitators	that	were	
considered	to	be	socially	less	integrated	did	not.	Intenders	and	hesitators	with	an	average	
level	of	social	integration	were	more	or	less	equally	distributed	among	the	“continuers”	
and	the	“non-continuers”.	

Thus,	our	study	suggests	that	socially	less	well	integrated	individuals	might	also	have	more	
difficulties	participating	in	an	online	community	than	socially	well	integrated	individuals.	
According	to	our	data,	socially	less	well	integrated	persons	tend	to	be	more	reluctant	to	
accept	the	offerings	of	social	exchange	even	when	they	take	place	in	the	virtual	realm.	A	
reason	for	this	could	be	that	these	offerings,	too,	demand	a	certain	willingness	to	open	up	
and	put	forward	a	required	minimum	of	personal	information.	This,	apparently,	can	already	
be	unacceptable	for	some	socially	less	well	integrated	persons.

Perhaps,	then,	social	exchange	in	online	communities	is	in	fact	not	so	different	from	social	
exchange	in	other	areas	of	daily	living	and	poses	similar	challenges	to	individuals.	This	
would	lead	to	the	assumption	that	online	communities	are	populated	by	a	higher	share	of	
well	integrated	persons	and	are	not	primarily	used	by	individuals	showing	a	rather	low	level	
of	social	integration.	It	goes	without	saying	that	this	assumption	would	not	only	adhere	
to	our	target	group	but	to	younger	persons	as	well.	Our	data	can	only	raise	this	question	
without	offering	any	conclusive	answer.	It	is	also	important	to	stress	that	the	data	does	
not	include	information	on	socially	less	integrated	intenders,	which	would	have	allowed	for	
some	interesting	juxtapositions.	However,	the	very	fact	that	our	sample	does	not	contain	
any	less	well	integrated	intenders	may	in	itself	be	an	indicator	that	a	low	level	of	integration	
and	the	intention	to	join	an	online	community	is	not	a	very	frequent	combination.	How-
ever,	this	type	of	participant	would	have	helped	to	shed	light	on	the	complex	interrelations	
between	the	level	of	social	integration,	attitudes	and	beliefs	about	online	communities	and	
actual	participation.	

These	conclusions	reflect	the	multidimensionality	of	necessary	steps	to	improve	social	
integration	by	means	of	online	communities.	

Considering	the	study	results,	online	communities	can	reinforce	social	integration	by:

-	 Organizing	social	life:	Providing	easy-to-use	tools	to	organize	existing	offline	contacts.	
The	users	bring	their	own	contacts	but	benefit	from	efficient	communication	in	their	
spare	time,	their	club	activities,	their	(larger)	family.

-	 Bridging	retirement:	Helping	to	sustain	social	integration	after	retirement.	Work	
colleagues,	retired	members	of	the	same	company	etc.	can	stay	in	touch	with	younger	
company	employees,	not	only	but	also	across	large	distances.

-	 Motivating	for	offline	activities:	Online	communities	with	offline	activities	encourage	
potential	users	to	join	real-life	meetings,	thereby	enlarging	the	online	network	with	
newly	added	contacts.

The	study	suggests	disillusioning	tendencies:	

Apparently,	socially	less	well	integrated	

persons	also	have	more	difficulties	getting	

involved	in	online	communities	than	social-

ly	well	integrated	persons.
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-	 Improving	self-esteem:	The	(successful)	authorship	of	articles,	experiences	of	self-
efficacy	and	increased	social	visibility	for	socially	less	integrated	persons	were	experi-
ences,	which	made	test	participants	decide	to	continue	using	an	online	community.

-	 Connecting	people	with	similar	interests:	According	to	the	test	participants’	behaviour,	
this	was	the	“weakest”	benefit	to	be	gained	from	joining	an	online	community.	In	most	
cases,	this	benefit	will	be	related	to	the	possibility	of	personal	meetings	with	community	
members,	e.g.	visiting	a	museum	exhibition	before	participating	in	the	online	community.		

Online	communities	can	contribute	to	

social	integration	by:

-		 Organizing	and	structuring	the	social	

	 life.

-	 Keeping	up	social	integration	after			

	 retirement.

-	 Motivating	for	new	activities.

-	 Strengthening	one’s	self-esteem.

-	 Connecting	people	with	similar		

	 interests.
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4.4	 Evaluation	of	possible	user	profiles

Active	users	of	online	communities	are	not	a	homogeneous	group.	We	find	among	these	
persons	diverse	levels	of	usage	intensity	and	a	variety	of	motives	for	participation.	For	
instance,	one	everyday,	intensive	user	of	facebook.com	(male,	62	years,	formerly	self-
employed	web	publisher)	finds	his	participation	helpful	for	establishing	a	daily	routine	and	
structure.	On	the	other	hand,	a	rather	superficial	use	of	facebook.com	is	rewarding	for	a	
62	year-old	former	nurse	who	has	a	large	circle	of	friends	and	enjoys	participating	in	an	
online	community	without	attributing	too	much	importance	to	it.	This	illustrates	that	online	
communities	do	not	simply	appeal	to	one	particular	type	of	user.

Many	of	our	test	users	simply	did	not	find	the	community	content	that	fit	them.	Neither	
did	they	come	across	good	enough	content	to	keep	on	reading,	nor	did	they	encounter	
relevant	motivations	to	get	into	contact	with	community	members.	This	is	not	surprising,	
as	interests,	predispositions,	talents	and	existing	networks	differ	in	older	persons	as	much	
as	they	do	in	younger	ones.	Thus,	age	is	not	the	decisive	indicator.	However,	beneath	the	
surface	of	a	“homogeneous”	age	group	we	find	persons	whose	diverse	lifestyles	and	
experiences	have	led	them	to	develop	strongly	differential	motives	for	using	the	internet	
and,	potentially,	online	communities.	Keeping	in	mind	the	diversity	of	our	target	group	it	
is	not	surprising	that	even	well-designed	online	communities	will	not	appeal	to	everyone.

Therefore,	the	challenge	both	for	providers	as	well	as	for	potential	users	lies	in	establishing	
a	fit	between	the	“offer”	and	the	person.	What	is	more,	personal	plans,	beliefs	and	values	
have	to	be	consonant	with	using	an	online	community	in	order	for	a	person	to	stick	to	it	
(Bishop,	2007).	

The	fact	that	the	person-community-fit	is	often	hard	to	achieve	is	also	connected	to	the	
limitations	of	knowledge	that	many	older	persons	have	with	regard	to	online	communities.	
Their	expectations	are	dominated	by	a	concept	of	online	communities	limited	to	meeting	
new	persons	and	making	friends.	The	diverse	other	uses	of	online	communities	such	as	
collaboration,	authorship,	discussion	etc.	are	overlooked	due	to	a	lack	of	experience.	Con-
sequently,	these	diverse	aspects	are	not	included	in	selecting	an	online	community	or	in	
searching	for	specific	content,	which	reduces	the	probability	of	a	good	match	between	
person	and	community.	

However,	it	became	clear	that	simple	exposure	to	an	online	community	is	in	many	cases	not	
sufficient	for	motivation	and	integration	even	if	a	person	has	the	intention	to	participate.	

Rather,	older	persons	should	be	encouraged	to	find	out	about	the	offered	community	
features	when	they	encounter	online	communities	and	they	should	find	the	necessary	
user	guidance	for	contributing	successfully.	Only	if	this	is	the	case	will	they	keep	on	using	
an	online	community	that	best	fits	their	motives.	An	interesting	finding	in	that	respect	
is	that	those	persons	in	our	study	who	showed	an	authentic	interest	in	the	tested	online	
community	managed	to	focus	on	those	very	aspects	of	the	online	community	that	were	
truly	relevant	to	them	while	ignoring	features	of	lesser	relevance.

Users	of	online	communities	are	no	ho-

mogeneous	group.	The	interests,	values,	

experiences	and	lifestyles	of	senior	users	

differ	just	as	much	as	those	of	the	younger	

generations.	Thus,	users	develop	strongly	

differential	motives	for	using	online	com-

munities.	The	challenge	lies	in	establishing	

a	fit	between	the	“offer”	and	the	person.	
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5.	 Recommendations	

Now,	how	can	online	communities	contribute	to	the	social	integration	of	persons	aged	60-
75?	Note	that	many	of	the	following	recommendations	do	not	only	adhere	to	the	motivation	
and	integration	of	older	persons	but	pertain	to	all	target	groups	regardless	of	age.	However,	
since	older	age	groups	are	currently	underrepresented	in	online	communities	and	online	
collaborative	networks	a	special	focus	is	laid	on	the	target	group	60+.	

5.1	 A	model	of	action

In	order	to	turn	a	potential	user	of	an	online	community	into	an	active	one,	it	is	necessary	
to	take	action	on	three	levels.

Figure	18:	 A	model	of	attracting	and	retaining	(senior)	community	beginners.
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1.	Activate	the	user	
One	of	the	major	obstacles	to	using	online	communities	is	that	users	do	not	know	about	
them.	Therefore,	they	have	a	limited	concept	of	the	potential	relevance	of	online	commu-
nities	for	their	everyday	lives	if	they	have	one	at	all.	In	addition,	it	must	be	said	that	many	
of	the	one-topic	communities	contain	content	of	poor	quality	that	is	simply	not	attractive.

Thus,	on	a	primary	level,	measures	for	activating	the	target	groups	are	required:	First,	
provide	attractive	content	of	good	quality	as	well	as	interesting	functionalities	and	services.	
Second,	work	out	the	key	benefits	and	communicate	them	so	that	users	understand	im-
mediately	what	is	going	on	and	what	their	benefits	are.	Not	until	then	you	get	outstanding	
contributions	that	are	appreciated	by	other	users	and	therefore	an	online	community	that	
is	recommended	by	word	of	mouth.

2.	Guide	the	user	
Once	the	user	is	interested,	he	or	she	has	to	pass	the	hurdles	in	managing	registration	and	
executing	all	steps	necessary	to	establish	an	online	identity	(e.g.	complete	user	profile,	
find	friends,	answer	to	friendship	requests).	Unfortunately,	due	to	a	lack	of	user	guidance	
and	insufficient	or	poorly	formulated	explanations,	many	beginning	older	users	are	left	
with	an	unsatisfactory	initial	user	experience.	For	what	is	worse,	this	initial	experience	can	
prevent	the	development	of	trust	in	the	community,	which	is	the	foundation	of	sustainable	
participation.

Therefore,	on	a	second	level,	measures	to	guide	the	users	through	registration	and	the	first	
steps	as	a	community	member	are	necessary.	In	order	to	provide	a	good	user	experience	
it	is	crucial	to	know	about	users’	expectations,	needs	and	prior	experiences.

3.	Reward	the	user
Once	users	get	started	it	is	important	that	they	be	involved	by	contributing	actively	to	
the	community.	This	step	can	be	complicated	in	many	ways:	Users	do	not	know	where	to	
start,	posting	content	can	be	overly	complicated	and	sometimes	users	do	not	evoke	any	
reactions	to	their	contributions.

So,	on	a	third	level,	it	is	crucial	to	reward	users	for	their	first	efforts.	A	couple	of	easy-to-
do	suggestions	for	participation	would	help	beginners	to	get	involved	with	the	community	
life.	Beyond	that,	once	the	new	member	has	posted	a	contribution,	encouraging	feedback	
is	necessary	as	soon	as	possible.
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5.2	 Main	success	factors	

Many	actors	contribute	in	making	an	online	community	work	and	therefore	in	pushing	
social	integration.

Figure	19:	 Actors	involved	in	the	process	of	developing	an	online	community.

All	of	the	identifi	ed	actors	for	improvement	can	take	important	measures	to	make	it	easier	
to	include	older	users	in	online	communities.

5.2.1	Community	operators

The	operators	of	communities	are	confronted	with	the	big	challenge	of	developing	an	
application	without	hurdles	for	participation.	Hence,	all	other	actors	will	be	in	charge	of	
creating	a	helpful	framework	and	supporting	the	development	of	integrating	communities	
(see	following	chapters).

1.	Focus	on	themes	instead	of	age
Communities	can	focus	on	an	age	group	or	on	a	topic	or	on	a	combination	of	both	
(e.g.	tips	for	retirement,	traveling	without	effort	etc.)	Concerning	the	activation	of	persons	
60+	with	regard	to	online	communities,	it	is	unclear	whether	communities	focusing	on	
“older	persons”	have	any	advantage	in	reaching	the	target	group.	

Our	data	suggest	that	they	will	only	have	that	advantage	if	they	also	choose	the	right	topics	
(as	seniorweb.ch	did	successfully).	On	the	other	hand,	an	online	community	not	explicitly	
focusing	on	older	age	groups	will	be	attractive	to	older	persons	if	it	features	the	right,	high-
quality	content.	What	becomes	clear	is	that	a	broad	strategy	of	activation	is	bound	to	be	
too	unspecifi	c	in	light	of	the	diverse	interests	and	preferences	of	persons	60+.

In	our	opinion	it	will	be	enough	to	make	visible	to	new	members	that	persons	of	a	com-
parable	age	are	among	the	contributors	of	valuable	content	and	activities.	For	instance,	
online	communities	could	highlight	“stories”	of	some	of	their	older	community	members.	
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2.	 Enable	community	membership	by	providing	usable	applications
Excellent	usability	is	the	essential	prerequisite	not	only	for	a	satisfactory	user	experience	
but	also	for	an	initial	buildup	of	trust	in	the	online	community.	Keep	in	mind:	Basic	usability	
rules	apply	to	users	of	all	ages.

So	check	your	communities	concerning:

-	 Quality	of	content:	Choosing	the	right	topics	is	useless	if	the	quality	of	the	content	is	
unsatisfactory.	Many	“one	topic”	online	communities	suffer	from	outdated	content,	
a	lack	of	contributions	and	insufficient	quality	assurance.	Only	content	of	quality	can	
attract	quality	contributions	from	users.	Thus,	less	will	often	turn	out	to	be	more.

-	 Coherent	information	architecture:	The	basis	of	a	usable	online	community	is	a	strin-
gent	concept	for	the	structure	of	the	site	in	order	to	allow	users	to	get	an	overview	
of	content	and	functionalities	easily	and	to	facilitate	orientation.	This	is	achieved	by	
choosing	the	right	classification	of	content	and	distinct	labels	as	well	as	providing	the	
adequate	navigational	features.	The	core	community	features	must	be	highly	visible	
and	must	not	be	buried	under	piles	of	other	information	and	features.

-	 Sufficient	user	guidance:	It	is	very	important	that	users	are	guided	intuitively.	I.e.	they	
have	to	know	at	all	times	where	they	are,	what	their	options	for	action	are	and	how	they	
can	get	where	they	want	to	go.	Steps	that	require	previous	knowledge	have	to	be	ex-
plained	to	the	users.	Finding	out	about	those	needs	implies	that	community	operators	
know	their	target	group	well.

-	 Elaborated	processes:	All	processes	have	to	be	thoroughly	defined.	I.e.,	it	must	be	clear	
to	users	how	to	start,	where	in	the	process	they	are	currently	standing,	which	steps	are	
optional	and	which	ones	are	essential	and	how	the	process	will	be	completed.

-		 Good	graphical	design:	Last	but	not	least,	a	suitable	graphical	design	is	needed	that	
supports	the	usability	of	the	online	community	in	an	optimal	way.

Applying	user-centered	design	for	creating	user	interfaces	and	processes	in	an	online	
community	is	a	promising	strategy	of	designing	online	communities	for	everyone.	The	
operator	will	involve	users	in	the	development	process.	This	approach	has	a	high	probability	
of	creating	community	features	and	processes,	which	guarantee	that	persons	regardless	
of	their	age	will	be	able	to	use	community	features	successfully.

3.	 Building	trust	through	communication
Media	reports	focusing	especially	on	facebook.com	influence	users’	expectations	of	online	
communities	in	general.	Thus,	communities	have	to	address	the	perceived	risks:	

-	 Tell	us	about	you:	Persons	are	motivated	to	participate	in	an	online	community	if	they	
feel	that	this	community	is	congruent	to	their	own	values.	Thus,	in	order	to	create	a	
clear	profile,	an	online	community	should	be	able	to	communicate	its	values.	Vice	versa,	
administrators	of	online	communities	should	know	something	about	the	values	of	their	
target	group.

-	 Moderation	and	motivation:	Once	a	person	starts	to	contribute,	they	will	return	to	see	
how	other	community	members	have	reacted.	It	is	thus	of	great	importance	that	new	
members	start	contributing	as	quickly	as	possible	–	even	if	their	contributions	are	only	
minuscule	–	and	that	they	receive	feedback.
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-	 Talk	about	benefits:	Persons	will	continue	to	use	the	online	communities	if	they	see	a	
very	clear	personal	benefit	in	doing	so	and	if	this	benefit	is	greater	than	the	perceived	
“cost”	of	contributing.	Clearly	communicating	this	benefit	is	mandatory	for	online	
communities	aiming	to	attract	new	members	regardless	of	their	age.	Moreover,	it	is	
important	to	point	out	that	online	communities	are	not	only	about	getting	to	know	new	
people,	but	that	they	provide	manifold	other	possibilities	(e.g.	simplified	communica-
tion,	an	agenda	for	joining	offline	activities,	an	opportunity	for	sharing	knowledge	with	
others,	etc.).

-	 Promote	active	users	in	the	target	group:	Target	well	integrated	senior	users	and	
their	networks	first,	in	order	to	attract	the	necessary	number	of	members	from	that	
particular	age	group.	Probably,	the	most	promising	approach	in	this	respect	is	using	
models	or	positive	examples,	i.e.	by	demonstrating	how	persons	who	are	similar	in	im-
portant	respects	(personality,	interests,	age,	level	of	education	etc.)	profit	from	their	
participation	in	online	communities.	This,	however,	requires	a	more	detailed	definition	
of	the	target	group	so	that	the	persuasive	messages	can	be	tailored	fittingly.	

-	 Address	privacy	issues:	Users	should	easily	be	provided	with	transparent	information	
concerning	the	data	that	are	visible	to	others	and	on	how	they	can	change	respective	
settings.	The	default	settings	after	registration	should	be	restrictive.

5.2.2	Current	community	members	and	offline	associations

Often,	the	decisive	impulse	for	any	new	user	to	join	an	online	community	is	coming	from	
their	regular	social	networks.	Thus,	clubs	and	associations,	family	members,	alumni	net-
works	etc.	that	provide	agendas,	discussions,	photo	series	etc.	in	a	community	space	can	
create	the	necessary	benefit	for	older	users	to	make	them	join	and	contribute	in	the	res-
pective	online	platform.	Especially	family	members,	e.g.	a	person’s	own	children,	can	be	
an	important	motivating	factor	for	older	persons	to	join	an	online	community.

5.2.3	Private	sector	(companies)

Companies	who	support	communities	as	part	of	their	social	responsibility	or	marketing	
projects	can	include	criteria	such	as	usability,	user	guidance	and	content	quality	in	their	
decisions	for	sponsoring	or	advertising.

If	they	decide	to	become	operators	of	a	community,	they	should	take	into	account	the	
recommendations	concerning	content	quality,	user-centered	design	and	communication.	

5.2.4	Media

Media	reports	play	an	important	role	concerning	the	image	of	online	communities	as	the	
test	results	have	shown.	They	could	encourage	senior	users	to	join	online	communities	by	
promoting	senior	community	users’	stories	or	by	reporting	about	best	practices	of	com-
munities	and	efforts	in	social	integration.
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5.2.5		TAO	project	groups	and	public	sector	

If	social	integration	is	an	objective	for	running	online	communities,	operators	and	future	
users	will	need	support	from	public	institutions.	The	core	tasks	for	the	public	sector	will	be	
to	set	quality	guidelines	for	effective	online	communities,	to	provide	legal	protection	for	
privacy	and	to	reward	high	quality	offers	from	all	stake	holders,	e.g.	by	promotion,	quality	
labels	and	contests.	

Some	suggestions:	

-	 Promote	best	practices	of	user	friendly	communities:	e.g.	by	offering	a	database	of	
communities	with	their	features	and	criteria	for	selecting	the	right	one

-	 Initiate	a	(usability)	checkup	for	online	communities	on	a	regular	basis	(comparable	to	
the	Accessibility	Studies	published	by	access-for-all.ch	every	three	years).

-	 Promote	senior	community	users’	stories.

-	 Encourage	“regular”	associations	and	organizations	to	add	some	online	community	
activities	with	the	objective	of	keeping	older	members	integrated	in	the	community	for	
as	long	as	possible.

-	 Provide	sound	legal	protection	for	privacy	issues.
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6.	 Final	remarks	

In	the	course	of	the	past	ten	years,	the	number	of	older	adults	using	the	internet	and	on-
line	social	media	has	increased	sharply.	In	light	of	the	ever	growing	importance	of	online	
participation	in	exercising	civic	rights	and	duties	but	also	in	organizing	and	structuring	
our	social	lives,	acquiring	knowledge	about	the	related	specific	needs	of	older	persons	will	
remain	a	highly	important	topic	of	research	and	development.

As	was	shown	in	this	study,	involving	persons	in	an	online	community	is	a	complex	task,	
relying	on	the	collaboration	of	many	different	actors.	Ideally,	all	these	actors	should	have	
in	common	an	interest	in	the	existing	competences	and	needs	of	older	persons.	In	reality,	
however,	much	attention	is	paid	to	–	often	wrongly	assumed	–	shortcomings	of	older	persons	
with	regard	to	the	use	of	online	media.	A	resource	oriented	approach	to	the	topic	of	older	
persons’	use	of	online	communities	has	important	repercussions	for	the	design	process.	
Online	communities	designed	for	all	ages	will	have	to	take	into	account	the	diverse	interests,	
fields	of	knowledge	and	needs	of	older	persons	as	much	as	those	of	younger	ones.	Instead	
of	“young	persons”	explaining	the	“correct”	use	of	online	communities	to	older	persons	
the	design	as	well	as	the	actual	use	of	“all-age”	online	communities	should	be	marked	by	
a	dialogue	and	collaborative	effort	between	persons	of	all	age	groups.	

While	we	believe	that	this	study	was	able	to	shed	light	on	some	important	aspects	many	
questions	await	further	research.	Especially,	there	is	a	need	for	longitudinal	data	on	the	
effects	of	the	use	of	online	communities	on	persons	of	different	ages.	Moreover,	while	
focusing	on	older	persons	can	be	a	rewarding	research	strategy	it	is	also	important	to	
compare	different	age	groups	in	terms	of	their	motivations,	needs,	interests,	and	difficul-
ties	with	regard	to	online	communities.	Efforts	are	also	needed	in	the	area	of	knowledge	
dissemination.	In	line	with	the	collaborative	spirit	of	online	communities,	the	TAO	research	
group	is	in	the	process	of	writing	a	handbook	on	motivation,	integration	and	retention	of	
older	persons	in	online	communities	using	the	publicly	accessible	Wikiversity.
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7.	 About	the	contributing	partners

Jonathan	Bennett,	Dr.	phil.	(Psychologist)	
Lecturer	Bern	University	of	Applied	Sciences	
Research	and	report

This	study	was	concepted	and	realized	as	a	public-private	partnership	between	the	Uni-
versity	of	Applied	Sciences	Berne	and	the	Swiss	agency	Zeix.	

7.1	 Bern	University	of	Applied	Sciences	(BUAS),	Department	of	
Business,	Health	and	Social	Work

The	Bern	University	of	Applied	Sciences	(BUAS)	comprises	six	departments	in	various	
locations	in	and	near	Bern.	It	offers	28	bachelor	degree	programmes,	19	master	degree	
programmes	and	a	variety	of	executive	master,	diploma	and	certificate	of	advanced	studies	
programmes	as	well	as	seminars.

The	many	and	various	disciplines	united	under	one	roof	and	their	longstanding	orientation	
towards	the	practical	world	make	BUAS	a	powerful	partner	for	inter-	and	trans-disciplinary	
research	activities.	BUAS	brings	together	the	knowledge	and	experience	of	various	speci-
alist	areas	in	one	location	and	so	fosters	a	lively	exchange	of	knowledge	and	technology	
between	the	university	and	its	partners.	In	this	way,	innovative	ideas	can	be	implemented	
and	major	innovation	processes	can	be	set	in	motion,	for	example	through	cooperation	
with	international	partners	and	exchanges	within	national	networks.

BUAS	invests	its	expertise	from	the	areas	of	social	work	(research	on	old	age	and	integra-
tion),	health,	organisational	development,	change	management,	IT-architecture	and	standar-
disation,	requirements	engineering	into	the	TAO	project.

Beat	 Estermann	
Coordinator	Project	TAO	
Research	design	and	report
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7.2	 Zeix	AG,	Agency	for	User-Centered	Design,	Zürich

Zeix	AG	is	the	market	leader	in	user	research	and	user-centered	design	in	Switzerland.	The	
company	develops	web-based	applications	and	analyzes	and	assures	the	quality	of	web	
sites,	software	and	media	(e.g.	by	means	of	usability	testing	or	expert	reviews).	Further-
more,	it	provides	user	education	as	a	prerequisite,	so	as	to	enable	a	majority	of	users	to	
effectively	utilize	the	Internet,	software	and	mobile	communications.	

Emphasis	is	placed	on	competencies	such	as	qualitative	research	and	user-centered	design	
of	applications	and	portals	as	well	as	on	ICT	related	product	tests,	inclusive	packaging	and	
accompanying	communication.

Zeix’	concepts	and	methods	have	been	successfully	applied	in	usability	assessments	with	
over	3’000	users.	As	a	result,	Zeix	is	well	acquainted	with	the	knowledge,	skills	and	mental	
models	of	computer	and	mobile	device	users.	Developing	individual	methods,	aspiring	to	a	
pragmatic,	solution-oriented	approach	and	taking	the	strategic	and	business	perspective	
of	all	analyses	and	developments	into	consideration	are	the	core	principles	on	which	the	
services	of	Zeix	are	based.	

Sibylle	Loetscher,	lic.	Phil.	(Psychologist)	
Senior	User	Experience	Architect	
Project	managing,	research	and	report

Michael	Curt,	Technical	Editor	
User	Experience	Architect	
Research

Ina	Hedwiger,	Master	of	Science	in	Business	Administration	(Marketing	Specialist)
Partner	
Research	design	and	report
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