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Abstract. Research on e-inclusion and innovation policy on a national and su-
pra-national (European Union) level not always shows to what extent successful 
e-inclusion and innovation policy have been pursued. Therewithal the aims of 
national e-inclusion and innovation strategies do not always coincide with the 
aims of the European Commission. Policies with regard to active aging and se-
nior citizens’ participation in the information society on the one hand and local, 
regional or national initiatives and policy on the other hand might hence be dif-
ferent from the European level. We discuss how e-inclusion and digital access 
of and use by senior citizens became an important topic in Europe and Euro-
pean policy. We propose not only to focus on a top-down (policy) approach but 
also a bottom-up approach, where local, regional or national initiatives along-
side policy are included in the assessment. We will discuss this on the basis of a 
literature research together with case studies of The Netherlands and Estonia.  
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1 Introduction 

In 2012, designated as the "European Year for Active Ageing," the European Com-
mission created aims to help the growing number of older people in Europe to take an 
active role in society, and – focusing on e-inclusion – to promote participation of all 
individuals and communities in all aspects of the information society. This paper fo-
cuses on e-inclusion [1] and innovation policy on a national and supra-national (EU) 
level. It argues that both national aims of e-inclusion and innovation, and local, re-
gional or national initiatives and policy do not always coincide with the aims of the 
European Commission with regard to active aging and senior citizens’ participation in 
the information society.  

In this paper we report results of the Third Age Online (TAO) project, which  
runs in Germany, the Netherlands and Switzerland. The TAO project aimed at facili-
tating senior citizens’ access to the Internet and to social networks via software  
development, support, e-learning, training and business support for senior citizens’ 
non-profit communities. A central research question of this project is whether or not 
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participating online and make use of the Web 2.0 possibilities of the World Wide 
Web could enhance the wellbeing and social inclusion of senior citizens. 

First, we discuss how e-inclusion and digital access of and use by the aging popu-
lation has become an important topic in Europe and European policy. Second, we 
elaborate on other studies that assess the directions and the degree of successful e-
inclusion and innovation policy in Europe that has been pursued. We will not only 
focus on a top-down (policy) approach, but also a bottom-up approach, where local, 
regional or national initiatives are included beside policy in the assessment. We will 
discuss these topics on the basis of a literature research and present two cases that 
underline this holistic approach. 

2 Aging Europe 

Our contemporary society has been given many names in the past few decades, in-
cluding terms such as ‘information society’ [2], ‘knowledge society’ [3], and  
‘network society’ [4]. An increasingly important issue that faces our society is the 
“ageing challenge” [3], leading to the introduction of the term ‘ageing society’. The 
aging of the populations of the EU Member States is evidently one of the most semin-
al trends determining the living and working conditions of Europeans in the future. As 
demographic projections [5, 6] indicate, the life expectancy of both women and men 
within the 27 member states of the European Union (EU-27) will grow considerably 
over the coming five decades (Figure 1 and Figure 2). For EU-27 and the period be-
tween 2008 and 2060, the European Commission expects life expectancy at birth for 
men to increase from 76 years to 84.5 years and for women from 82 years to 89 years. 
For both genders, largest increases of life expectancy are forecasted for the new 
Member States, such as Poland, the Baltic countries, Czech Republic, Cyprus, and 
other Eastern European countries. 
 

 

Fig. 1. Projection of life expectancy (in years) at birth, men [5] 
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The consequences of these processes for the demographic structure, as forecasted by 
the European Commission, are dramatic:  

 

 

Fig. 2. Projection of life expectancy (in years) at birth, women [5] 

  
“Half of the population today is 40 years-old or more. In 2060, half of the popula-

tion will be aged 48 years or above. The number of elderly persons aged 65 or above 
already surpasses the number of children (below 15) in 2008, but their numbers are 
relatively close. In 2060, there would be more than twice as many elderly than child-
ren. In 2008, there are about three and a half times as many children as very old 
people (above 80). In 2060, children would still outnumber very old persons, but by a 
small margin: the number of very old people would amount to 80% of the number of 
children.” [5] 

On the one hand, this demographic trend implies considerable challenges and strains 
for the European economies and social models, as it is associated with challenges for 
existing business models [7] and a considerable increase of societal costs. The Euro-
pean Commission [5] projects a growth of expenditures (as share of GDP) for 
pensions by 2.4 percent points, for health care by 1.5 percent points and for long-term 
care by 1.1 percent points. Altogether, the European Commission expects that be-
tween 2007 and 2060 the GDP share of age-related government expenditures within 
EU-27 will grow by 4.7 percent points. 

On the other hand, the trend towards older populations is also associated with a 
number of new opportunities. Terms like ‘silver market’ [8, 9] or ‘silver economy’ 
indicate that senior citizens provide a huge potential for new products and services 
and are becoming an important target group for market research and marketing cam-
paigns. If estimates are correct, Europeans aged 65 years or more possess wealth and 
revenues of over € 3,000 billion, and the market for smart home applications alone 
will triple from 13 million people in 2005 to 37 million people in 2020 [10]. In other 
words: older people are increasingly becoming a factor of economic growth. 

Research on the ‘silver market phenomenon’ has revealed that the generation aged 
50+ is very different from younger consumer groups and is heterogeneous with regard 
to its demands as well as its capacities and preferences (e.g., [11]). As a group, older 
persons are characterized by specific physical and cognitive abilities and shrinking 
social networks, which often induce a demand for strong personal ties to staff,  
e.g. care personnel [12]. In addition, the preferences of older consumers for certain  
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types of businesses are very distinct from the average, especially when the use of the 
Internet is considered [13].  

As differences between generations are acknowledged, features of the upcoming 
aging population – the so-called WWII baby boomers – should be taken into  
account. This generation has grown up during a number of important technological 
developments [14], such as the introduction of live television, the first computer  
systems, and evidently, the Internet and its enormous impact on both social and  
economic levels.  

“These changes have both positive and negative impacts on the ability to remain 
active and independent in older age, on the nature of participation and contribution, 
and on family support networks” [14].  

Hence, according to social gerontologists Martinson & Minkler [15], the meaning of 
later life should be viewed from the perspective of older people, since they are the 
ones who live it. Martinson & Minkler believe, however, also in the option of allow-
ing older people to choose whether they wish to actively contribute to society by 
means of online participation [15], for example, as the increased opportunities offered 
by the Internet do not necessarily have to lead to an increased participation of older 
persons. The European Commission strongly underlines the significance of older 
persons participating in online applications, believing in the beneficial aspects of 
active aging through online contribution. 

3 e-Inclusion and Innovation Policy in Europe 

In May 2010, the European Commission adopted e-Inclusion as one of the main  
topics of the ‘Digital Agenda for Europe’ and consequently, the concept entered the 
debate on aging populations in full force [1]. E-inclusion is, according to the EC, a 
possible strategy to achieve active aging. The concept is strongly related to other Euro-
pean policies on social inclusion, for example, and is conceptualized as a “focus…on 
participation of all individuals and communities in all aspects of the information soci-
ety” [1]. According to the EC, e-inclusion is the solution to the gaps in Information and 
Communications Technology (ICT) usage, and moreover, will improve quality of life 
and social participation and thus will reduce social exclusion [1]. The EC furthermore 
claims that e-inclusion methods are an effective way of reaching vulnerable social 
groups such as older people [16]. A multitude of programs specifically designed for 
older people therefore focus on creating opportunities to make them increasingly active 
online. It is also stated that these programs decrease dependency and increase respon-
sibility, thus leading to living more active lives as people age [16].  

However, most critical e-inclusion and innovation policy studies argue that the 
concepts 'access' and 'usage' are on the one hand too techno-deterministic and on the 
other hand insufficient as policy terms to get people involved online and informed 
about e-inclusion [17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22]. Besides our focus on the EC, there are 
plenty of national initiatives of this – too techno-deterministic – kind, too. In this 
chapter, we will present an analysis framework for e-inclusion and innovation policy 
in Europe, applied to several case studies to highlight national policies and explain 
how similar or different they are from the EC’s e-inclusion policy.  
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The link between e-inclusion and innovation policy was best described by Maier-
Rabler [17], when she coined the concept of e-policy as “the strategy for the introduc-
tion of ICT in a certain social environment.” With her model of new e-policy (see 
Figure 3), she proceeds from infrastructure-oriented measures, linked to bridging the 
digital divide, to identity-oriented measures to close the knowledge gap between dif-
ferent generations [15]. This model should “make people understand how they are 
affected by the new media and which individual choices they have” and “eventually 
lead to the acquisition of the desired capabilities in order to develop a self-determined 
style of utilization of the new information and communication technologies” [17]. 
Describing the new e-policy model, Maier-Rabler sees a shift between policies on the 
technological/infrastructural level of (technical) access and (technical) skills, to poli-
cies about more individual-based aims focusing on capabilities and understanding of 
new media and digital technologies [17]. 

 

Fig. 3. Model of a new e-policy. The predominating information-culture constitutes current e-
policy practice. The shift suggested by Maier-Rabler is from infrastructure-oriented to identity-
oriented measures [17].  

These e-inclusion and innovation policies, both focusing on access, literacy, and 
cognition as capabilities are top-down, since the policy makers decide on which 
strategies to aimed at and to what extent a country focuses on e-policy on a infrastruc-
tural, technological, capacity or ability level. Besides these top-down approaches, e-
inclusion and innovation policy can also be emulated by smaller or other national 
initiatives or organisations that choose to pursue e-policy and to close the knowledge 
gap bottom-up. To assess the directions and degree of successful e-inclusion and  
innovation policy in Europe that has been pursued, we apply both the bottom-up  
initiatives as the top-down approaches to the e-policy model.   
To see overlaps between e-inclusion and aging policies in Europe we follow the ap-
proach of Sapir [23], clustering Europe according to socio-economic situation and 
care model zones: 



8 S. Bannier, R. Glott, and V. Meijs 

 

• The continental welfare state (Belgium, France, Germany, Luxembourg, 
Netherlands, Austria)  

• The Scandinavian welfare state (Sweden, Denmark, Finland) 
• The Anglo-Saxon welfare model (UK, Ireland)  
• The Mediterranean welfare state (Italy, Spain, Portugal, Greece) 

And, as added by Ivan [24], with the accession of the new 12 EU member states (in 
2004 and 2007): 

• The Eastern European welfare state (Eastern European countries, such as 
Romania, Bulgaria, former Yugoslavia and the Baltic countries). 

However, together with describing the e-policy-model of several European countries, 
Maier-Rabler also clustered European countries and labelled them, differentiating 
“between e-strategies and e-actions” and categorising “strategies and actions  
into access, skills/literacy, cognition/awareness, and capability driven policies”  
[25]. This lead her to create the following clustering with labels “drawn on the main  
characterizing element of the cluster” [25],: 

• Nordic Openness: Denmark, Finland and Norway 
• Anglo-Nordic: United Kingdom, Ireland, the Netherlands and Sweden 
• Stuck-in-the-Middle: Austria, Germany, Slovakia, Slovenia, Italy, Spain, 

and Malta 
• Traditional National Individualists: France, Belgium, Portugal, Poland 

and Hungary 
• New Achievers: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, the Czech Republic 
• New Uncertain Conservatives: Greece, Cypress, Bulgaria and Romania 
• Little Princesses: Luxembourg and Switzerland 

With several overlapping countries, many similarities can be seen between both Sapir 
and Ivan’s [23, 24] and Maier-Rabler’s [25] approach, but “even when the goals of 
policies are the same for a number of countries or regions, or sectors, the difference in 
specific contexts may call for different policy solutions” [26].  

For our research, we not only elaborate on political, economic, technological and 
demographic trends in Europe, but also on social and innovative trends, and we at-
tempt to label and cluster the bottom-up initiatives and approaches in Europe. Maier-
Rabler created a matrix in which information cultures are assigned to two axes  
(see Figure 4). On the one hand the axis of either individual-centered or collective-
centered societies and on the other hand the axis of information-friendly (open,  
transparent) or information-restrictive (gate-keepers) cultures [17].  

Where top-down national policies are considered as information-restrictive and 
most of the times collective-centered, opening up these policies for more social inno-
vation is considered as information-friendly. These bottom-up initiatives and ap-
proaches are an example that e- policy does not “lead automatically to the well-known 
either or not, connected or not-connected, haves or have-nots, but to a variety of pat-
terns of involvement” [17]. To illustrate that this bottom-up involvement might give a 
different character to a country’s e-policy, we present two cases: The Netherlands and 
Estonia. 
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Fig. 4. Information cultures and e-policy [17] 

3.1 Case: The Netherlands 

On a policy level, the Netherlands wants to create more awareness for e-inclusion and 
participation, with better services and less regulation [1]. This is in line with what 
Maier-Rabler analysed when clustering the Netherlands in the ‘Anglo-Nordic’ cluster 
[25]. Focusing on cognition and capabilities (see Figure 3), the Netherlands can be 
seen as an information-friendly society with a liberal societal structure of governance. 

Despite much attention since 2000 to the digital divide and promoting e-inclusion, 
these matters disappeared from the national agendas after a few years and were trans-
ferred to the provinces and municipalities [27]. From 2005, a decentralisation of e-
inclusion initiatives became rather a local, municipal or provincial matter [27]. Within 
this situation SeniorWeb sprang, though initiated by the Dutch government. 

SeniorWeb is a non-profit association, which runs the most popular community plat-
form for senior citizens in the Netherlands. Since 1997, its mission is to familiarise those 
generations with computers and the Internet who have not had the chance to grow up with 
them. An important premise is that this should be done for and by senior citizens. Senior-
Web has developed a well-functioning network of highly motivated and enthusiastic vol-
unteers and has a rich experience with elderly people, enabling SeniorWeb to develop new 
products and services for this target group. With over 3200 senior volunteers and over 
125000 senior members and services such as ICT assistance, online classes, offline 
courses and other support, it is clear that SeniorWeb plays a very important role in the 
Netherlands with regard to e-inclusion and online participation of older adults. 

In short, the Dutch ‘Anglo-Nordic’ approach works out: the country decided to 
regulate less, and in this liberal and information-friendly society, SeniorWeb was 
initiated, but bottom-up grew to be one of the most important e-inclusion factors in 
the Netherlands. The results of the TAO Survey Among Elderly Beginners with in-
sights in Internet usage patterns and motivations and their effects on social inclusion 
and well-being, confirm the importance of SeniorWeb, since almost 90% of the re-
spondents are SeniorWeb members [28]. The respondents are socially well-included 
and have on average a good mental health. In general, the respondents have on  
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average made very positive experiences with using the Internet and regardering the 
use of Facebook, the respondents indicate they to engange in the Web 2.0 possibilities 
of online creation, collaboration and participation, since over 65% of the respondents 
use Facebook and even over 30% indicate an active use of this social networking site. 

3.2 Case II: Estonia 

In Estonia, the Estonian Information Society Strategy 2013 (EISS2013) was presented 
in 2006. This policy presents the e-inclusion aims for 2013 and it targets a broad  
deployment of ICT for all residents of Estonia from 2007 to 2013. Despite that the 
strategy also aims to strengthen local self-initiatives, the action plan was a national e-
inclusion and broadband strategy mostly focusing on (universal) Internet access and 
usage in Estonia [29]. Properly, Estonia is labelled as ‘New Achiever’, since the 
country is consequently “more eager to demonstrate their readiness for the European 
Union and…more dedicated to overcome traditional cultural barriers on their way to 
modern societies, than other former Eastern-European countries” [25].  

Despite this focus on access and usage in a – compared to the Netherlands – less lib-
eral and more information-restricted society, some local bottom-up initiatives tend more 
towards capabilities and a liberal information-friendly approach. The aim of the Esto-
nian Tiger Leap Foundation, is “to foster pupils’ interest towards science and help them 
acquire the skills for using modern technology wisely in the course of their studies” 
[30]. However, as can be found in a first evaluation of EISS2013 [31], despite a con-
tinuous growth in innovation and R&D funding, the current policies place too much 
emphasis on infrastructure-related investments. Moreover, the e-inclusion concept of the 
new programmes remains fuzzy and administrative capacities seem to be weak. 

4 Conclusion and Discussion 

In this paper we discussed how Europe as an aging society, is targeting its policies 
towards e-inclusion and innovation with regard to digital access of and use by senior 
citizens. As senior citizens are very different from younger consumer groups and 
heterogeneous with regard to its demands as well as regarding its capacities and pref-
erences, a comprehensive e-inclusion strategy has been set out in Europe. The Euro-
pean Commission and national entities strongly underline the significance of older 
persons participating in online applications, believing in the beneficial aspects of 
active aging through online contribution. National and European approaches and poli-
cies are not always the same and next to these (supra-) national policies, local, re-
gional or national projects may be initiated. We elaborated on e-policy as the strategy 
for the introduction of ICT in a certain social environment, which was also assessed 
throughout European cultures, leading to a clustering and labelling of countries. Here, 
we expanded the clustering from political, economic, technological and demographic 
trends in Europe to other social and innovative trends, also trying to label and cluster 
the bottom-up initiatives and approaches in Europe. 

Working out the Netherlands and Estonia as short case studies, we see that more re-
search is needed to develop a complete model and holistic approach. All European coun-
tries need to be assessed thoroughly and their bottom-up initiatives and approaches should 
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be described, leading to a new clustering of Europe with different zones and labels. It will 
be meaningful to also include factors that capture the impact of the strategies, e.g. actual 
participation (quantitative) and forms of participation (qualitative) of senior citizens, plus 
societal, policy and economic consequences of the way how older adults respond to these 
activities and strategies, as was shown in the two case studies. 

Acknowledgements: This study was conducted as part of the Third Age Online pro-
ject and was co-funded under the Ambient Assisted Living (AAL) Joint Programme 
by the Swiss Federal Office for Professional Education and Technology, the Dutch 
Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport, the German Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research, and the European Commission (Grant No. AAL-2009-2-084 TAO). We 
kindly acknowledge the support provided by the entire TAO research team and our 
project community partners. 

References 

1. European Commission, e-Inclusion (2010), http://ec.europa.eu/informat 
ion_society/activities/einclusion/index_en.htm 

2. Castells, M.: The Rise of the Network Society. Blackwell, Oxford (1996) 
3. Leis, M., Gijsbers, G.: Active and Healthy Ageing – A Long-term View up to 2050, Fore-

sight-platform.eu (2011), http://www.foresight-platform.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2011/01/Paper_Active_Healthy_Ageing_FIN.pdf 

4. Van Dijk, J.: The Network Society. Sage, London (2006) 
5. European Commission, 2009 Ageing Report. Economic and budgetary projections for the 

EU-27 Member States (2008-2060), European Economy 2/2009 (2009a),  
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/publication
14992_en.pdf 

6. European Commission, Dealing with the impact of an ageing population in the EU (2009 
Ageing Report). European Commission, Brussels (2009b) http://eur-lex. 
europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009: 
0180:FIN:EN:HTML 

7. Reinmoeller, P.: Service Innovation: Towards Designing New Business Models for Aging 
Societies. In: Kohlbacher, F., Herstatt, C. (eds.) The Silver Market Phenomenon: Business 
Opportunities in an Era of Demographic Change, pp. 157–169. Springer, Berlin (2008) 

8. Hedrick-Wong, Y.: The Glittering Silver Market. The Rise of the Elderly Consumers in 
Asia. Wiley & Sons, New York (2006) 

9. Kohlbacher, F., Herstatt, C. (eds.): The Silver Market Phenomenon: Business Opportuni-
ties in an Era of Demographic Change. Springer, Berlin (2008) 

10. European Commission, DG Information Society and Media. Overview of the European 
Strategy in ICT for Ageing Well (2010) http://ec.europa.eu/information_ 
society/activities/-einclusion/docs/-ageing/overview.pdf 

11. Enste, P., Naegele, G., Leve, V.: The Discovery and Development of the Silver Market in 
Germany. In: Kohlbacher, F., Herstatt, C. (eds.) The Silver Market Phenomenon: Business 
Opportunities in an Era of Demographic Change, pp. 325–339. Springer, Berlin (2008) 

12. Pettigrew, S.: Older Consumers’ Customer Service Preferences. In: Kohlbacher, F.,  
Herstatt, C. (eds.) The Silver Market Phenomenon: Business Opportunities in an Era of 
Demographic Change, pp. 257–268. Springer, Berlin (2008) 



12 S. Bannier, R. Glott, and V. Meijs 

 

13. Arnold, G., Krancioch, S.: Current Strategies in the Retail Industry for Best-Agers. In: 
Kohlbacher, F., Herstatt, C. (eds.) The Silver Market Phenomenon: Business Opportunities 
in an Era of Demographic Change, pp. 173–183. Springer, Berlin (2008) 

14. Davey, J., Glasgow, K.: Positive Ageing – A Critical Analysis 2(4), 21–28 (2006) (Elec-
tronic Version) 

15. Martinson, M., Minkler, M.: Civic Engagement and Older Adults: A Critical Perspective. 
Gerontologist 46(3), 318 (2006) 

16. Stegeman, I., Otte-Trojel, T., Costongs, C., Considine, J.: Healthy and Active Ageing. 
Healthyageing.eu (2012), http://www.healthyageing.eu/sites/www. 
healthyageing.eu/files/resources/Healthy%20and%20Active% 
20Ageing.pdf 

17. Maier-Rabler, U.: Cultural aspects and digital divide in Europe. Medien Journal 3, 14–32 
(2002) 

18. Golding, P., Murdock, G.: Digital Divides: Comunications policy and its contradictions. 
New Economy 8(2), 110–115 (2001) 

19. Light, J.: Rethinking the Digital Divide. Harvard Educational Review 71(4), 710–734 
(2001) 

20. Burgelman, J.C.: How Social Dynamics Influence Information Society Technology. Les-
sons for innovation policy. In. OECD, Social Sciences and Innovation. Workshop Proceed-
ings (2001) 

21. Cammaerts, B., Burgelman, J.C. (eds.): Beyond Competition: Broadening the Scope of 
Telecommunications Policy. VUB University Press, Brussels (2000) 

22. Warschauer, M.: Reconceptualizing the Digital Divide. First Monday 7 (2002) 
23. Sapir, A.: Globalization and the Reform of European Social Models. JCMS c44(2), 369–

390 (2006) 
24. Ivan, I.: Types of Welfare States in the European Union (2009),  

http://suite101.com/article/types-of-welfare-states-in-the-
european-union-a112254 

25. Maier-Rabler, U.: E-Policies and the Diversity of European Information Cultures. In: 
INTL: Technological Issues (Topic), pp. 1–15 (October 2010) 

26. Wintjes, R., Nauwelaers, C. (eds.): Innovation Policy in Europe: Measurement and Strate-
gy. Edward Elgar Publishing, Cheltenham (2008) 

27. Mariën, I., Van Audenhove, L., Vleugels, C., Bannier, S., Pierson, J.: De digitale kloof van 
de tweede graad in Vlaanderen. Onderzoek in opdracht van Instituut voor Samenleving en 
Technologie, IST (2010), http://ilsemarien.com/system/files/404/ 
original/IST_-_eindrapport_Digitale_kloof_in_Vlaanderen_-
_2010.pdf 

28. Richter, D., Schwarze, T., Bannier, S., Glott, R.: TAO Project Deliverable D 5.1: Survey 
Among Elderly Beginners, First Wave (2012), http://www.thirdageonline.eu/ 
wp-content/uploads/2012/07/D5-1_Survey_First_Wave_v1-0.pdf 

29. Estonian Information Society Strategy 2013 (2006), http://www.riso.ee/en/ 
system/files/Estonian%20Information%20Society%20Strategy% 
202013.pdf 

30. Tiger Leap Foundation (2012), http://www.tiigrihype.ee/en/tiger-leap-foundation 
31. Estonia Expert Evaluation Network (2010), http://ec.europa.eu/regional_ 

policy/sources/docgener/evaluation/pdf/eval2007/ 
expert_innovation/estonia.pdf 

 


	How E-Inclusion and Innovation Policy Affect Digital Access and Use for Senior Citizens in Europe
	1 Introduction
	2 Aging Europe
	3 e-Inclusion and Innovation Policy in Europe
	3.1 Case: The Netherlands
	3.2 Case II: Estonia

	4 Conclusion and Discussion
	References




