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Introduction 

Age Action works to promote equality for us all as we age, combating ageism and building 
an inclusive and age-positive society to enable us all to live full and independent lives as we 
age and in our older years.  

AI brings both potential benefits and risks for older people. Digitalisation has too often made 
older people feel excluded and left behind: we need to learn from experience in approaching 
AI.  

Ageism and the digital divide 

Ageism is the process whereby stereotypes influence how we think, leading to prejudice in 
how we feel, that can result in discrimination in how we act.  

 

Ageism is pervasive in society and is often reflected in how we have approached digitalisation. 
For example:  

 Particularly in the private sector, the sole provider of many essential goods and services, 
digitalisation often seems to prioritise cost reductions, without considering the needs of 
older customers – who may no longer be able to access a service, or may have to pay 
more for it, or be exposed to safeguarding risks. 

 Many ICT education and training initiatives are focused on younger people. Even data on 
digitalisation – EU’s Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) – excludes people aged 75 
or older. 

The digital divide is particularly acute for older people. Those managing on a low fixed income 
find investment in expensive devices such as smartphones challenging, along with the cost 
of broadband for their home. The sole state support in this regard is a Telephone Allowance, 
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paid to about a sixth of older people1 at a rate of just €2.50 per week – which has not been 
increased since 2018. 

Digital skills among older people correlate strongly with levels of educational attainment. 
The current generation of older people did not benefit from the same educational 
opportunities now available to younger people, which is reflected in their digital skill level. 

Figure A: Highest level of education completed by age group 

 

Figure B: Digital skills by age group and formal education 

 

To date, Age Action’s volunteer led ‘Getting Started’ programme has helped over 48,000 older 
people to build their digital skills and confidence2. Over 40% of participants report improved 
confidence online, with a quarter stating their knowledge was enhanced by participation. 
Volunteers are now being trained to support older people to engage with AI in a safe and 
beneficial way. 

 
1 Telephone Support Allowance is paid to (inter alia) recipients of the State Pension, or Bereaved 
Partner’s Pension, who are also entitled to the Living Alone Allowance and Fuel Allowance. 
2 The volunteer led programme began in 2007-8, and provides up to 10 hours of one-to-one tutoring a 
week, over the course of five weeks. Volunteers are trained and supported by Age Action.  
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Learning from experience to date: age-friendly AI 

The potential impact – both positive and negative – of AI technology is immense and urgently 
requires regulation which learns from our experience with digitalisation to date.  

Design AI around people 

Older people are often excluded from the data sets which are used to develop, and train AI 
applications. Where they are included, they are often treated as one homogenous group. This 
encodes ageism within AI applications.  

Age friendly AI is built on a clear understanding of older people’s needs, values, and priorities; 
the issues to be addressed; as well as detailed consideration of both positive and negative 
outcomes. To accomplish this, older people, their families and caregivers must be included 
and consulted throughout the AI product development cycle: in AI data sets, product design 
processes, testing, and rollout.  

Data should be disaggregated to understand and analyse the diversity of older people, taking 
account of dimensions such as differing physical, sensory and cognitive capacities, levels of 
education, familiarity with digital technology, socioeconomic profile, urban/rural location, 
living and care arrangements etc. 

Older people are a diverse population with a wide range of experience and needs, that 
diversity is only likely to increase in the future.  

Transparent and accountable AI 

Data privacy and informed consent are critical elements of responsible AI technology.  

Protection of user data and individual privacy must be a premium, with clear communication 
of what data is being collected, who has access to it, and for what purpose. Users should be 
able to easily turn features on and off and decide who has access to their data.  

Lengthy, legalistic consent messaging is unsuitable for this purpose. Meaningful, informed 
consent requires clear, succinct, plain English communication to enable users to understand, 
exercise free choice, and control the way data on them is collected and used.  

AI applications should be transparent and accountable in communicating what it can and 
cannot do - and that it will make mistakes. Safeguards to protect users from harm as a 
consequence of errors should be an integral part of AI design requirements.  

The safeguarding challenge 

Older people who need assistance to negotiate digital platforms must often divulge sensitive 
data to those helping them. This exposes them to a critical safeguarding risk. Adult 
safeguarding legislation is long overdue; it needs to take account of the safeguarding risks – 
from both a financial and health perspective – created by these new technologies. 

AI also creates the risk of more intense social isolation for some older people who are 
susceptible to AI ‘companions’ that can mimic empathy, such as those experiencing cognitive 
decline, dementia, or experiencing grief, for example, leaving them vulnerable to potential 
exploitation and manipulation through advertising and/or misinformation. 

Monitoring post-deployment should also include the impact of AI applications on quality of 
life, loneliness and wellbeing. 

 


