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'Omgaan met apparaten' is a course intended to teach elderly how to deal with the consumer 
electronics they have in the house. The course was developed at Philips Corporate Design in 
collaboration with the KANS project for adult education. The course was given at PCD twice 
in the development phase. The course I attended was the first course to be given by KANS 
alone. The program is now being sold to other adult education groups in the Netherlands. The 
course fee is 75 guilders. 

The course consists of ten weekly sessions. One session is devoted to an excursion to a shop 
for medical aids, the other sessions treat some aspect of a specific class of products. Each 
session consists of two parts. The first part is devoted to the problems participants encounter 
in everyday life, and how technology can help them overcome these problems. The second, 
technical part is devoted to a specific product. In this part, (technical) information is given 
on certain products, and students have the opportunity to practice using these devices. 
Participants are encouraged to ask questions about problems they encounter with the 
equipment they have at home. Furthermore, they are asked to bring with them the remote 
controls of their equipment. At the end of each session participants get a homework 
assignment which requires them to use what they learnt in practice. The course is taught by 
a trained primary school teacher who is assisted by a retired engineer. The engineer answers 
all technical questions the students have. 

The course was attended by 15 people, 10 female, 5 male. The students ranged in age from 
people in their early 50's to people in their 70's. In general people appeared to have a low
middle class background. Two of the (male) participants had previously taken a computer 
course at KANS. The participants mostly learned about the course through an article in a local 
newspaper. I attended parts of the course which were relevant for my work (PHO-project: 
'Reasoning processes of elderly as they encounter new technology'. Supervision: M.D. 
Brouwer-Janse). Out of the ten classes, I have attended classes number 1, 5, 9, and 10 
completely (theoretical and technical part). Of two classes (4 and 6) only the technical part 
was attended. This report is written on the basis of the classes that were attended and the 
minutes of all the classes. It is intended to be a summary of my main observations. 
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Course Schedule: 

Theoretical Part 

Session 1: 
Expectations towards the course. 
Reasons for taking the course. 

Session 2: 
Advertising and purchase of appliances 

Session 3: 
Spread of electronic/technical machines 
Changes-Comfort 

Session 4: 
Fear of technology and reduction of fear 

Session 5: 
Future technological developments 

Session 6: 
Society and the elderly person. 
What are the attitudes towards elderly? 

Session 7: 
Health and the elderly 

Session 8: 
Excursion 

Session 9: 
(In)security 

Session 10: 
Evaluation 
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Technical Part 

Simple domestic appliances with manuals 
Photocopiers 

Digital (alarm)clocks, Telephones with 
memories, Fax and answering machines 

Audio Equipment 

Television, Teletext 

Video-recorder 

Setting channels on television and video 

Microwave oven 

Alarm installations, Timers 

Final questions, introduction CD-I 



In the first session it became clear how broad the range of applications is that the participants 
have problems with. Devices that are problematic include: domestic appliances, televisions, 
video recorders, video cameras, microwave ovens, telephones with memories, fax-machines, 
timers, audio equipment, teletext, vacuum cleaners, digital clocks, thermostats, bar code pens, 
personal organizer, and calculators. 

A first inventory is made of the type of problems the participants encounter. Most salient are 
the following: 
• Text and labels are in English. 
• Controls are too small. 
• Descriptions (in manuals) are too complicated. 
• Referrals in manuals are too obscure and too many. 
• Technical vocabulary is unclear. 

The following solutions and improvements are suggested: 
• Attend the course 
• Devices should have two remote controls, one complex, one simple. 
• Refrain from using abbreviations. 
• Keep instructions simple 
• Use larger buttons. 

Manuals are a source of problems for the participants. Specifically the fact that manuals are 
unclear and use too many referrals results in the user loosing track. Often manuals are printed 
in too small fonts. Some of the participants had to enlarge a manual from A4 to A2 before 
they could read it comfortably. The use of pictures in manuals is considered easy, especially 
when accompanied by text. 

Two things stand out specifically in this first session. Firstly, the 'elderly' are less old than 
one might expect. Of the 15 participants, 4 are in the age range of 50-60. So, apparently, a 
considerable number of people in this age group find using consumer electronics difficult 
enough to warrant taking a course in it. Secondly, from the remote controls that people bring 
to the course, it is obvious that the participants buy the more expensive televisions and 
VCR's. Quite a few of the participants own stereo tv's, and most of their sets offer teletext. 
Considering the amount of money spent on consumer electronics in this cohort, it seems 
reasonable to take their needs into consideration. 

The second session is devoted to advertisements, and the purchase of electronic goods. 
Students are advised to take their time, shop around (at times when shops are quiet) and ask 
for information. Specifically, it is suggested one should be more critical towards the purchases 
one makes. This includes: having a good idea about what you want, looking for a clear, Dutch 
manual, and testing the device in the shop. It becomes clear that the participants often don't 
dare to touch the device. When they were young, electronic devices were still a novelty that 
children were not supposed to touch. Apparently, this attitude is still influential. 

The fourth session deals with fear of technical devices. This fear seems to be important in 
shaping the participants' interaction with technology. The participants are frightened that the 
device may break if they touch the wrong buttons. Considerable effort is put in to explaining 

3 



that you can't break, but only disropt a device by pressing a wrong button. Some of the 
participants express a fear towards electricity in general and towards radiation. Furthermore, 
the confusion due to the number of buttons, features, and terminology heightens this fear. In 
the practical part, the students are instructed to program channels on a tv. The following 
problems can be observed: 
• There is confusion about the distinction between a specific program and the channel 

number. The fact that one first finds a program and later assigns that program to a 
specific channel number is difficult. (Por instance, if one happens to be on channel 
number four and finds RTL, it is not clear that this still needs to be stored, let alone 
that one can store RTL in channel 40 as well as channel 4. The participants are aware 
that older tv's had to be programmed as well, but the fact that in modem tv's one first 
finds a program and then chooses a channel number to store it in is confusing. (This 
procedure is actually the reverse of that on older tv's, where you choose a channel, 
and then search to find the program you want to store in this channel.) One can often 
cbserve the fact that it is confusing for the participants that the channel number that 
is displayed while one is searching for a program does not necessarily mean that this 
channel number is active. The fact that a video bas it's own tuner increases confusion, 
though at least one of the participants did know that using a SCART cable solved part 
of this problem. 

• A secend problem bas to do with the use of the manual. It was observed that some 
of the participants have a tendency to simply carry out any procedure found in the 
manual. Once a procedure is found, this is carried out step-by-step, without checking 
to see whether this procedure is fit for the task one wants to complete. One of the 
participants, for example, started the procedure for adjusting contrast and colour while 
actually wanting to program a channel. Once the procedure was started, it was simply 
followed, without checking its relevance. 

In the fifth session, problems with VCR's are treated. A major issue seems to be the fact that 
the tv and the video both have their own tuner. lt is difficult to grasp that you should program 
both your tv and VCR. Also, it does not seem clear that no tv is necessary for the VCR to 
be able to record. The concept of the video recorder as a 'tv without a tube' is put forward. 
A description is given of the general procedure for programming the VCR, together with a 
description of the most commonly used labels for specific functions. In the practical part, 
students are supposed to practice recording a program from tv. Due to technica} problems (no 
SCART cables, no manuals are available for the VCR's), this is not possible. This problem 
is corrected in the sixth session. By then, the participants are getting more confident in using 
their appliances. Programming the video recorder remains a problem, but by now they dare 
to try it. The consensus is that you should just 'keep trying', and then it will work in the end. 
Some participants have managed to make a recording and are quite proud of it. 

The final session is an evaluation of the entire course. Most students found the course helpful. 
Not all the participants are actually capable of using all their appliances, but a large part of 
the fear bas been taken away, and it is feit that they are better able to figure out for 
themselves how to work their devices. Some students also say that they simply were too busy 
to practice at home. After the evaluation a demonstratien of CD-I is given. Participants are 
very interested in the possibilities of this new technology, though concern is expressed that 
within a couple of years there may be a different standard, which will make this device 
obsolete. 
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Summary of the main observations: 

• The participants are often frightened to use technology. A frequently expressed fear 
is that pushing a wrong button may break the device. This fear sterns partly from 
experiences they had when they were young. Devices then were easier to break. 
Furthermore, interaction with the device was the privilege of their parents; electronics 
were too expensive and vulnerable for children to touch. This attitude still has its 
effects; some of the (female) participants expressed the fear of being blamed by their 
spouse if anything 'went wrong'. It is clear from the course though, that, given the 
right incentive, the elderly are capable and willing to explore their device. Though it 
may take some time, this does give them confidence, and ultimately it does result in 
more successful operation of the device. It seems that the salesmen in the shop cao 
play an important role in diminishing the aforementioned fear. lf the elderly customer 
is invited to try electronics in the shop and experience a device's ease or difficulty of 
use, they will sooner explore it when they have it in the home. 

• A second important consideration is the manual. Most of the students express that they 
have difficulty understanding the manuals. A proper manual should be written in clear, 
understandable Dutch, use as few teehoical terms as possible, and should oot refer to 
other parts of the manual. The use of pictures together with text seems beneficia!. 
Providing clear, one page summaries with the manuals may be appropriate. 

• The use of English for labels and on displays is problematic. It may be worthwhile to 
consider using different languages for different markets. Giving the consumer the 
option to choose the language used in displays seems a promising development, 
provided it is easy to find this option. (Again, retailers may serve a function in this 
respect) 

• Hidden functionality, like the tuner in the VCR, and the distinction between programs 
and channels is confusing. 
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