Summary of the Benton Foundation’s Getting Seniors Online Summit  5/22/12

Broadband adoption has flat-lined over the last three years despite a $7 billion ARRA rural broadband stimulus initiative. Of concern is 60 million forgotten seniors, many with disabilities, and 1:2 Americans who are in poverty or low-income.

Tony Wilhelm, Francine Jefferson, and Sara Hoit all made it clear, we need to turn our focus to collecting all the great ideas and expertise in a high quality clearinghouse. In question is what’s the best way to keep this open to all great ideas, updated on an ongoing basis, and easily to navigate so practitioners in the field and all citizens can quickly find the best resources to meet their highly specific needs. 

No serious functional models yet exist. We need a “real” clearinghouse to coalesce all we are learning. Noting BTOP projects will soon end, the hope was expressed that a sustainable seniors’ community of practice could be created, to create awareness across all languages and cultures.

The issue was raised that seniors, as the largest single voting demographic block, do not have a voice, in that if you are not online, you are invisible. What seniors can learn to contribute to the nation could be considered the ROI on related broadband investments. With seniors underrepresented online, we are diminished as a society. Seniors are more positive, more passionate, less stressed and angry and have more life experience than other demographics. With lifespans now double those of the last century, seniors have opportunities to reinvent themselves several times over. Seniors have opportunities to change how we age. 

Half of all innovators are over 50. Many, if not most, retirees seek to remain in the workforce to supplement shrunken retirement savings, and the flexibility of telework would be ideal, particularly related to broadband healthcare innovations. We have opportunities to set new standards for meaningful use (of health I.T., PHR’s etc.)

By 2015, there will be more citizens over 50 than under 15 for the first time in history. With less money going into retirement systems, innovative dramatic changes are needed. Innovation diffusion issues, and human capital economists, need to identify the best possible solutions for people “doing for themselves and each other.”

At issue is creating the innovation economy for the 21st Century and creating a high performance America. Smarter utilization of broadband to create a lifelong learning society is taken very seriously in Europe but not in the U.S.. Workforce Investment Act funding continues to decline, even as the need for 21st Century Workforce Readiness and lifelong learning is dramatically increasing.  CBO’s could create hubs of learning. Libraries and community colleges need to partner. More attention to use of smartphones and mobile learning was advised, based on surging popularity particularly among ethnic low income populations.   

The next step is a digital literacy corps; the Internet can do a lot for seniors, and seniors can do a lot for the Internet. Seniors are capable and interested in training peers. It is more than viable for seniors to mentor and teach others online, and onsite, even as for-profit instructional entrepreneurs. Recruiting retired educators was proposed. Noting the global public inclusive infrastructure, as citizens of the world, a global citizenship theme was suggested.

Repeated comments that programs should not be developed FOR seniors but developed WITH them. And we should not refer to seniors as THEM. We need to engage seniors as meaningful partners and participants. Of note, the majority of the audience WERE seniors.

Questions were raised as to how seniors can learn to be advocates for themselves, and to find an entrée point, as leverage to the policy making process. There is a need to mobilize the grassroots to pressure federal agencies and corporations to do the right thing. Note: Comcast expressed no interest in programs for seniors, but local small telcos embraced the opportunity.

Suggested was that Lifeline should replace Carrier to Consumer pilot projects with Community to Consumer pilot projects. Of note, no ETC’s have expressed any interest in the proposed $25 million lifeline pilots initiative.

The Peace Corps was an example of how to create community connections, via a federal program. Where do you start creating local community action plans? FCC Chairman Genochowski has stated “We will make it or break it at the local level.” And all SBI state and regional planning will hit a brick wall without viable, local action plans resulting in collaborative engagement as individual communities, and as communities of communities. 

“Localism” was stressed as communities are vastly difference and their communications matters shouldn’t be decided in DC.  While many communities have been successful establishing their own broadband, monopoly telcos have lobbied to prohibit municipal broadband in 19 states.

In closing, the needs are immediate and dire and we need to act without delay. The ROI of the rural broadband stimulus projects will be eventually determined by how smartly the majority of Americans learn to utilize the unlimited creative potential broadband puts at our fingertips.
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The summit was viewed online from a remote ranch house in SW Montana and this example of digital inclusion was much appreciated, noting the SHLB.org broadband conference chose not to do so.

