
Technology and Aging in America

June 1985

NTIS order #PB86-116514



Recommended Citation:
Technology and Aging America (Washington, DC: U.S. Congress, Office of Technology
Assessment, OTA-BA-264, June 1985).

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number 84-601137

For sale by the Superintendent of Documents
U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, DC 20402



Foreword

Rapid technological change in American society has been accompanied by accelerating growth of
the population over 65. Older persons now outnumber teenagers in the United States; by 2025 the ratio
will be more than 2 to 1 and the older population will have notably larger proportions in the oldest
ages. New challenges will face the public and private sectors in both responding to the needs and utiliz-
ing the resources of older Americans.

This assessment was requested by the Senate Special Committee on Aging and the House Select Com-
mittee on Aging. A letter of endorsement was received from the House Committee on Education and
Labor. The study focuses on the functional status of the elderly and ways in which technology can assist
them to maintain their independence and enhance their quality of life. Recent significant improvements
in longevity of the elderly have led to rising prevalence of chronic diseases that impair their ability to
function independently.

The report discusses five chronic conditions that severely affect older persons-steoarthritis, demen-
tia, osteoporosis, hearing impairments, and urinary incontinence. The potential health improvements
from behaviors that may delay the onset of chronic diseases, the need for increased biomedical research
into the causes of these diseases, and methods to encourage behaviors that promote health are also
reviewed. Special attention is given to the potential impact of telecommunications in the home and com-
munity in promoting self -health care among the elderly. The importance of medication for management
of chronic impairments is also assessed, but much remains unknown about the particular effects of
drugs on older persons. The report stresses the need for a coordinated approach to long-term care and
improved technologies to assess health and functional status. A wider range of options for supportive
services and settings would more appropriately respond to the different needs among the older popula-
tion. Because Federal and State reimbursement policies influence the availability of health and long-
term care services, changes in reimbursement criteria can promote such options.

The housing and living environment of the elderly are also described. Federal programs that subsi-
dize rental housing for the elderly could pay greater attention to coordination of community-based services
with these housing programs. New design standards that promote safety and improve the elderly’s ability
to be self-sufficient are also stressed. Modern construction technologies more easily allow existing single-
family units to be renovated for the elderly. Shared housing, residential care facilities, accessory units,
and other types of residences would expand the housing choices available to older Americans. The study
also evaluates the impact of changes in workplace technology, Job security may be weakened in some
industries, while in others it can enhance job performance, safety, and security for older workers. Tele-
communications are making the “electronic cottage” a reality and older persons may be able to take
advantage of emerging opportunities for home-based work arrangements. Finally, the retraining of older
workers would encourage continued employment or provide new employment possibilities.

OTA was assisted in the preparation of this study by an advisory panel of individuals representing
a wide range of backgrounds, including geriatrics, health policy, biology, gerontology, demography, eco-
nomics, academia, private industry, labor, and advocacy organizations. More than 80 reviewers drawn
from universities, governmental agencies, and the private sector provided helpful comments on draft
reports.

OTA expresses sincere appreciation to each of these individuals. As with all OTA reports, the con-
tent is the responsibility of the Office and does not necessarily constitute the consensus or endorsement
of the advisory panel or the Technology Assessment Board.

Director

. . .
Ill



Technology and Aging in America Advisory Panel*

Robert Binstock, Panel Chair
Director, Policy Center on Aging, Brandeis University

Raymond Bartus
Group Leader of Geriatrics
Medical Research Division
Lederle Laboratories

Robert Berliner
Dean
School of Medicine
Yale University

Robert N, Butler
Chairman
Department of Geriatrics and Adult

Education
Mt. Sinai Medical Center

Robert Clark
Associate Professor
Department of Economics and Business
North Carolina State University

Lee L. Davenport
Senior Vice President-Chief Scientist, emeritus
GTE Corp.

Ken Dychtwald
president
Dychtwald & Associates

Caleb Finch
Professor of Biological Sciences and

Gerontology
University of Southern California

Velma Murphy Hill
Director
Civil and Human Rights Division
Service Employees International Union

Robert L. Kane
Senior Researcher
The Rand Corp.

Paul A. Kerschner
Associate Director for Programs, Legislation

and Development
American Association of Retired Persons

Maggie Kuhn
Founder and National Convener
The Gray Panthers

“Panel members’ affiliations are listed at the time the assessment began.

Matt Lind
Vice President
Corporate Planning and Research
The Travelers Insurance Co.

Robert G. Lynch
Vice President
Marketing Planning
GTE Corp.

Mathy D. Mezey
Director
Teaching Nursing Home Program
University of Pennsylvania

Hamish Munro
Professor of Medicine and Nutrition
Tufts University

Bernice Neugarten
Professor of Education and Sociology
Northwestern University

Sara Rix
Director of Research
The Women’s Research and Education

Institute

Pauline Robinson
Research Professor of Gerontology
University of Southern California

John W. Rowe
Chief of Geriatrics
Beth Israel Hospital

Bert Seidman
Director
Department of Occupational Safety, Health

and Social Security
AFL-CIO

Jacob Siegel
Senior Researcher
Center for Population Research
Georgetown University

NOTE: OTA appreciates and is grateful for the valuable assistance and thoughtful critiques provided by the advisory panel members. The views expressed
in this OTA report, however, are the sole responsibility of the Office of Technology Assessment.

iv



OTA Project Staff—Technology and Aging in America

H. David Bantal and Roger C. Herdman, Assistant Director, OTA
Health and Life Sciences Division

Gretchen S. Kolsrud, Biological Applications Program Manager

Robert A. Harootyan, Project Director
David McCallum,2 Project Director

Debora E. Burch, Research Analyst
Susan Clymer, Research Analyst

Robert M, Cook-Deegan, Senior Analyst
Catharine Maslow, Research Analyst

Eleanor Pitts, Research Assistant
Gloria Ruby, Analyst

Louise A. Williams, Senior Analyst

Phyllis Avedon, Project Editor

Spec ia l  Contr ibutors

John Grana, Deputy Director, Center for Health Information, Project HOPE
Zaven Khachaturian, Chief, Physiology and Aging Branch, National Institute on Aging

Sheila Taube, Chief, Biochemical Diagnosis Section, National Cancer Institute

Support Staff

Fatimah Scott3 and Elma Rubright, Administrative Assistant
Teri Miles4 and Linda Rayford, Secretary

R. Bryan Harrison, Office Automation Systems Analyst

Major  Contractors

G. Becker, Aging Health Policy Center, University of California, San Francisco
T. Borzilleri, Consultant on Economics and Aging

C. Paul and S. Coberly, Andrus Gerontology Center, University of Southern California
M. Kohrs, Consultant on Nutrition and the Elderly

B. Lessard, Consultant on International Aspects of Aging
R. McGandy, Human Nutrition Research Center on Aging, Tufts University

J. Ouslander and Associates, Consultants on Urinary Incontinence in the Elderly
B. Skurdenis, Research Consultant, Western Gerontological Society

Related Activit ies and Products

“The Impact of Technology on Long-Term Care,” a workshop jointly sponsored by OTA, Project
HOPE, and the National Health Policy Forum (held February 1983)

Impacts of Neuroscience, OTA Background Paper
Management of Hearing Impairment in the Elderly, OTA Background Paper
Technologies for Managing Urinary Incontinence, OTA Case Study

1Assistant Director until August 1983.
‘Project Director until September 1983.
3Administrative Assistant until August 1983.
Secretary until October 1983.


