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Abstract

Objectives. Research shows that older adults respond differently to mediated communication than
younger adults. These age differences result from both generational differences and life-span
development. Seniors face new challenges in the case of the present displacement in the study and
practice of medical communication. The present study draws on the hypotheses related to health-
related Internet use by seniors and try to validate them in a specific context - the Romanian society.
The hypotheses of our study are: H1. Seniors use the Internet as a starting point for general
information related to health but when it came to make informed decisions about health care they
adhere to physician-centered care model (Campbell and Nolfi, 2005). H2: The more a senior as a
patient learns from the Internet about her/his illness, the more likely she/he is to ask questions
derived from Internet consumption to his/her physician (Frederikson and Bull, 1995).

Material and methods. The study used the interview as the main method of research. A sample of
seniors was included in the analysis. The sample was made of fifteen persons aged +65 years old
who used the Internet not only to obtain daily information and to socialise with their friends but
also to search for health-related information.

Results. Only the first research hypothesis (H1) was validated by the data. The results showed that
Romanian seniors still do not consider online health information to be as reliable as inter-personal
communication with their General Practitioners (GPs). At the same time, Romanian older adults are
overloaded with the sheer amount of information available on the net and tend to "simplify" it by
checking that information with medical staff (e.g. GPs, nurses).

Conclusions. As our set of interviews showed, Romanian seniors we included in the sample have a
lower desire to control their own health care by themselves and remain deeply dependent on the
interpersonal medical communication with GPs, family, pharmacists and friends. A post-festum
hypothesis is generated by the project: The e-health related consumptions for Romanian seniors
could be conditioned by the level and degree of their active search of health-related information.

Keywords: seniors, online communication, interpersonal communication, health-related
information.

Introduction

At present, the general image of the Romanian older adults is extremely fragmented and
incomplete. The existing researches in Romania on seniors are mainly descriptive and made at a
punctual level, being focused on specific factors affecting their lives (poverty or illness) (Bodogai
and Cutler, 2014). The Romanian researchers (Bodogai and Cutler, 2014; Dascélu, Rodideal and
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Popa, 2018) outlined the fact that there is no data-basis about Romanian older adults available to
the general public and the scarcity of the existing data made difficult even the secondary analyses
on the basis of other researches.

As regards the seniors’ quality of life, the existing data showed that Romanians over 65
years old are generally living in poverty (73% say they do not have enough resources from one
month to the other), and the three main factors influencing their quality of life are: health, family
relationships and financial situation (Garoschy and Mihart, 2010; Consiliul National al Persoanelor
Varstnice, 2014). In 2013, the Romanian Commercial Bank’s study (Banca Comercialda Romana,
2013) pointed out the fact that Romania increase in aging population connected with the decreasing
number of active population (due to external migration and low fertility ration) will have a negative
effect on economic situation at the level of economic and social development in the next decades
(Banca Comerciald Romana, 2013).

At the level of seniors’ personal health, as the National Institute for Statistics (2014) had
pointed out, from the total number of persons suffering from a chronic illness or disability, 38.1%
of the persons aged 65-75 years and 66.7% of the persons over the age of 75 years old assessed that
their health-state health is in a bad and very bad condition (Institutul National de Statistica, 2014).
In addition, 19.1% of seniors aged 65-74 years and 35.8% of those aged over 75 years had declared
that their health had put a great degree a limit on their daily activities (Institutul National de
Statistica, 2014).

Meanwhile, the rate of adoption of new communication technologies by Romanian seniors
remained very low. In 2017, only 68.6% Romanians’ have Internet access at home, 64.3% within
urban areas (Institutul National de Statistica, 2017). According to the same set of data, there are
some good predictive factors in Romania (same as worldwide) that influence digital devices
possession and Internet access and the most important are the occupational status and the
householders’ income (90.9 % of employees have access, compared with 42.2% pensioners)
(Institutul National de Statistica, 2017). The occupational status and the income of the householder
influenced the ownership of the household computer equipment. Old people who live with younger
relatives are most likely to use Internet than those who live alone and the use of the ICT decrease as
the people get older (Institutul National de Statistica, 2017).

Giving the low level of connection at the new communication means — especially, the
Internet — the interest in analysing the relation between Romanian seniors and technology was
rather small. Few data which exist showed (Ivan et al., 2017) that Romanian older adult population
was not a homogeneous group in relation to the internet. Much more, computer anxiety had not
always a linear negative effect on performance and certain level of anxiety could be functional in
process of technology appropriation. The fact that it is a social need to better understand the
everyday practice of Romanian seniors related to the Internet was recognised. Unfortunately, the
attempts to understand more the role, meanings and utilities of different computer activities at the
level of population aged over 65 years are extremely rare and inconsistent (Ivan et al., 2017).

The researches made about the Romanian seniors’ image in (central and local) mass media
had revealed that they were a social group with small media coverage (Ministerul Muncii, Familiei
si Protectiei Sociale, 2009). Much more, Romanians over 65 years have a negative public image
and a low media reputation (Ministerul Muncii, Familiei si Protectiei Sociale, 2009). It is important
to note that the cases in which the media covered an exclusive component of the image of older
adults were those articles in which they were considered as a "burden" for the active people and
where their standard of living was compared with that of the rest of the population (Ministerul
Muncii, Familiei si Protectiei Sociale, 2009). At the level of local media the coverage of Romanian
seniors was limited only to the case of social risk situations (whether they are sick, retired or poor).
Much more, if the Romanians seniors are presented in the press this had been made almost
exclusively at the local level: 90% of the articles covering this social category were printed in local
media and only 10% in Romanian central media (Ministerul Muncii, Familiei si Protectiei Sociale,
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2009).

At the opposite end of the communication process, when the image of seniors was assessed
at the level of the population, one can notice that the existing studies (Consiliul National al
Persoaneclor Varstnice, 2016) stressed the fact that limited access to medical facilities or medical
treatment (21%), social and psychological vulnerabilities (31%), social isolation and loneliness
(31%), the discrimination on the basis of age (39%) and the low level knowledge of their own rights
(65%) were the main elements associated with people aged over 65 years in Romania (Consiliul
National al Persoanelor Varstnice, 2016). When they assessed in general the older adults the
Romanians also associated them with the pension (62.9%), the incapacity to move (54.8%), the life-
experience (51, 6%), illness and disease (50%), loneliness (33.8%), addiction (29%), poverty (29%)
and "being a burden for the others" (19.3%) (Consiliul National al Persoanelor Varstnice, 2016).

Due to the fact that, compared to other age groups of population, seniors tend to be
complex patients, the relation they have with Internet was assessed as beneficial when seeking
health information online is at stake (Chaudhuri et al., 2013). At the same time, the existing
literature pointed out the aims for which seniors used the Internet for health-related information. In
their study, Macias and McMillan (2008) stressed the following reasons for which older adults use
the Internet: to send mails to friends and family (e.g. "to socialise"), to read, to prepare for the visit
to the doctor or to fill in the gaps left by doctors. In a different analysis, Sommerhalder et al. (2009)
assessed that the proliferation of online health information available for the patients is controversial
due to the fact that patients are overloaded with the sheer amount of information available on the
net. But, as Wicks (2004) noticed, despite the fact the more and more medical and health-related
information is available online seniors tend to look primarily to interpersonal sources (General
Practitioners, family, pharmacists and friends) for answers related to their health.

The present study attempted to fill a gap in the existing literature in Romania by attempting
to understand what is happening at the intersection of three elements: Romanian seniors, Internet
use and health. From here, as the main objective of the research, there was the following:

RO1: To understand the ways in which Romanian seniors use the Internet for health-
related issues.

Material and methods

The main method of research used in the present article is the semi-structured interview.
The guide of interview included thirty-one questions on the topics of health-related Internet uses.

The set of data included in the analysis were collected in face-to-face interactions between
January 2017 and June 2018 in Bucharest (Romania). The sample of seniors was made of fifteen
persons (ten women and five men), aged over 65 years old, who used the Internet not only to obtain
daily information and to socialise with their friends but also to search for health-related
information.

Table 1. The structure of the sample of respondents

Name/Initials of the name used in the analysis Gender Age

L.D. F 68 years
A.G. M 89 years
LD. M 72 years
M.G. F 71 years
LS. F 66 years
D.P. F 75 years
L.S. F 65 years
P.F. M 64 years
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Name/Initials of the name used in the analysis Gender Age

R.P. F 70 years
T.B. M 66 years
D.G. F 64 years
LV. M 64 years
G.L F 66 years
B.O F 70 years
E.V. F 67 years

The hypotheses of this study were the followings:

HI. Seniors use the Internet as a starting point for general information related to health, but
when it came to make informed decisions about health care they adhere to physician-centered care
model (Campbell and Nolfi, 2005).

H2: The more a senior as a patient learns from the Internet about her/his illness, the more
likely she/he is to ask questions derived from Internet consumption to his/her physician
(Frederikson and Bull, 1995).

Results

When they had been asked about the definition of the term "information" Romanian
seniors had associated it with "knowing what is happening in the entire country" (MG) or "knowing
what is happening in the entire world" (IS).

Among the mass media used by them, television came on the first place:

A.G.: First of all, I see and watch everything at the TV.

On the second place among information sources Romanian, older adults have placed the
radio:
1L.D.: [ listen to it even when I went in my garden.

D.P.: News is really good at radio, it gives information. Radio also gives the programs that I am
interested in, pleasant music, small competitions, only interesting things or the "Villages Antena".
In short, it is so varied...

The newspapers and magazines came only on the third place among information sources
for Romanian seniors.

Referring to the "traditional" media, our respondents noticed that they did not use all of
them, mainly due to the high prices associate with printed press:

LD.: I have ceased to buy newspapers many years ago, because what the information is the same as
that offered by the TV stations. So, when I have to give up of something I give up the newspapers
because they are really expensive for me.

The selection of the printed press’ titles by our respondents was based on their utility in
their daily lives:

G.1L: I'm not buying newspapers until Friday. On that day I buy "Libertatea" because it has a TV
program for all nest week and on Thursday or Friday I buy "Formula AS" where I can find 30
pages of preventive medicine.

The Romanian seniors did not trust very much Romanian mass media, and they tended to
be prudent in their assessments:

P.F.: I trust some of them but the great majority... well... they publish information and articles

which made me angry. Of course, I read them, get angry and drop them. After a while, I came back,

read them again and balance the information with what I found on TV or at the radio.

1L.D.: I select them and if they fit with the ideas and opinions I already have, I remember them, if
not, I move on, change the TV channel of radio program or even give up the newspaper.

Many times mass media was used for secondary purposes, as background information on
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which the daily activities could be performed:

P.F.: I'm opening the TV if I have other things to do in my house.

D.P.: I'm opening the TV at 12.00-13.00 when I came home with my grandchildren and stay with it
open until the evening.

The information from the media also has the role of bringing together people:

L.S.: I talk to my neighbors about what we hear on TV, we go out to the street, we meet, and we
discuss "Look what they say..."

T.B.: I have two or three former work-colleagues with whom I meet when [ hear a breaking-news
report at TV. They call me or I call them and either we meet in person or we talk on the phone...
until the next day we realize that there was nothing extraordinary with this news. It was simple
information placed with buzz on a newspaper to sell it or to stay tuned on a TV or radio channel.
By talking about this or this topic we only took the opportunity to meet and not to quarrel.

As regards the internet, our interviews showed that Romanian seniors had linked the
beginning of its use to personal moments: the day when they received the computer or a tablet, the
day in which their son or grand-daughter had showed for the first time how to use the internet:

E.V.: When my daughter came for the first time back from Italy, she bought me a computer. It was
something very new for me. Although she showed me how to use it I did that only three years after.
For me it was a device too new, I was afraid to do not break it.

When asked what they assess to be the advantages of using the Internet, Romanian seniors
mentioned the possibility to get in touch with their relatives, especially with their children living
abroad, or to reconnect with friends or former work-colleagues:

E.V: I’'m in touch with my daughter in Italy and my nephew. Or I read something on the internet.
P.F: Yes, I use to see what are doing my friends and, well, my relatives. I use it for emails and, of
course, to watch movies, to listen to the music.

Our data showed that treatment of disease and illness’ symptoms were the main topics for
which Romanian seniors had declared that they search for online information. The interest in other
health-related information found on the Internet was low and limited to medical system (e.g. to find
information about hospitals or doctors in general).

R.P.: Generally, I want to see what other people say about treatments or their illnesses, whether
they are doctors who discuss about certain diseases, or if a new drug is now available on the
market.

D.G.: I told you that I adhere at the naturalist [e.g. alternative] medicine and I take some
medicines, such are those for the heart, for the liver. Since I'm insulin-dependent, [‘'m more
sensitive at the changes in medication and after I've documented on the Internet and... I can tell you
that for three years, I'm doing very well and I'm in a very healthy condition taking those naturalist
medicines.

M.G.. First of all, if I don't know a certain physician in a certain field, I'm starting to look online
after him or her. I'm starting to look for best doctors in a certain medical field in Romania. I read
about them, I'm looking for more sources. I want to see what would be the best way to approach
him or her. Of course, I'm looking for the clinic or the hospital where he or she is working. I'm
looking at their work-program and try to contact them.

When they describe the relation with their doctors, Romanian seniors stressed the trust
they placed in the medical staff and the high status the doctors have in their eyes. From here, as the
majority had declared, they avoid any discussion starting from the information related to health
which could be find online. The main reason for this reluctance, and even avoidance, was their
personal assessment that such subjects cannot be discussed in a doctor-patient meeting:
1LS.: He [e.g. the GP] told me what I had to take, that is, the reason for which he gave me the
recipe. He is a doctor so I can't take what medicine I want. It s a very good thing this one because,
you know, we, the elders, have to take that way, that'’s the way in which we have been learned and
that s right, he s right.
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L.D.: I cannot discuss with him what I found on the internet. Even if I had tried to do that, he had
told me that I didn't know a lot and he was right, after all, he is the specialist.

It was obvious, from here, that, in the case of the hierarchy made between online and
offline health-related information, the former took precedence. In other words, for Romanian
seniors always the medical advice comes first and the information from other sources is secondary
as relevance. As the respondents have declared, the most trustful advices they received related to
health and illness, came from the medical staff.

LV.: It has happened to tell him about some information of this kind [e.g. found on the Internet].
For example, I saw an advertisement that is easy found now on the Internet, with drugs for weight
loss. I told her about that, but she recommended me to do more sports and live healthy and not to
swallow some drugs I know nothing and which are only found on the internet. And she was right.

G.I: I have asked some doctors about some things about which I have read on the internet.
Sometimes they approve and said that it could be something interesting but in general they said that
is something stupid and had not to be taken into account. Well, after all, I think they know better.

When Romanian seniors acknowledged that they followed advices related to health found

online they stressed that those were only alternative treatments, natural medicines and not allopathic
drugs:
M.G: Yes, I found something on the website of "Forever" company and I used it. But I do not take
into account everything I found on the Internet. If I heard about something interesting and I am
somehow convinced, I go and take the information needed, in which I am intervested, I didn’t intend
to do things in other way, ... , I do not know how to say. I try to be in line.

The use of Internet in doctor-patient communication is not common among Romanian
seniors. In fact, when they did not go in person for the visit to their GP or the doctor, they use
phone-calls only for appointments (and not for prescriptions or medical advices):

P.E: Only once or maybe two times I called her to schedule me. In general I'm going straight to the
cabinet.

1L.S.: We called the doctor and then he made an appointment for us, not online, he schedules us and
we go directly to him when he said that we can do that.

The general use of the feed-back was, as such, low in the online environment. In the case
of our respondents only two persons had acknowledged that they have rated the medical services on
the online website of the clinics:

D.P.: I once rated the doctor from the private hospital "Regina Maria" where [ was for an
abdominal ultrasound investigation.

Discussions

At present, the situation of older adults’ general education is worldwide of great interest
for the researchers in education sciences. The first "University of the Third Age" has been set up in
Toulouse, in 1972 by Pierre Vellas (Neculau, 2004). In 1975, New Hampshire University had the
initiative to run an experiment in which, during the summer vacation, the students’ hostels were
organised as seniors’ hotels. Older adults were involved in various activities, such as "educational
programs, and physical, intellectual and leisure-related", the entire program taking, in fact, the
shape of a true summer school (Neculau, 2004).

At the same time, one could notice the existence of specific projects centered on teaching
the seniors the new skills needed in order to face the rapid changes brought by the technological
progress. For example, the "ACT (Ageing + Communication + Technologies) Project” is a multi-
methodological study centered on individuals and communities of the seniors in Canada (ACT,
2019). Experts working on this project are researchers, students and members of partner institutions
that aim to integrate seniors in the digital and network-centered societies, and they suggest
strategies for change and practical advices for the beneficial use of new media by the Canadian
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seniors (ACT, 2019). Within the same segment of programs centered on the new social approach to
seniors, one could notice the activities of "SeniorNet", a Nonprofit Organization which was
established in 1986 in United States (SeniorNet, 2019). In time, the main aim of this organization
has expanded from the initial ones related to understanding the importance of traditional media
(TV, radio, print media) for the seniors well-being to more specific ones, such as is the case of
understanding the digital skills specific to older adults and increasing seniors’ abilities in the fields
of computer and Internet uses by encouraging them to have virtual friends, to enter various contacts
and to share their lives experiences with others (SeniorNet, 2019). Another program worth-
mentioning was "Silver Program" from UK which was focused on matching pairs of youth and
seniors in order to help older adults to use (new and old) media information (Hobbs, 2010). The
project aimed not only to teach seniors how to use the computer and the Internet as a new form of
the media, but also to facilitate inter-generational (the youth vs. the older adults) discussions about
classical media information (Hobbs, 2010).

In the case of the Internet use by the older adults, one could notice that this has developed
as a research topic only in the last two decades (Chen and Persson, 2002; Czaja and Lee, 2007) and
there are many aspects which are not yet in-depth analysed.

According to the registered data, the first research hypothesis was confirmed. The relation
between Romanian seniors and the use of Internet for health-related information was secondary as
importance, as compared with direct communication with medical staff.

In the meantime, our data did not lead to the confirmation of the second research hypothesis.
The seniors did not discuss with their doctors the health-related information found on the internet.

Conclusions

The present study aimed to fill a gap in the existing literature in Romania. As our data
showed Romanian seniors use the Internet as a starting point for general information related to
health, but when it came to make informed decisions about health care they adhere to physician-
centered care. Even if the seniors search the online sources for general information related to health,
they always take their final decisions according to their doctors’ advices. As such, Romanian
seniors adhered to physician-centered care model and acted according to Caress’ thesis (1997) who
stipulated that, in general, seniors’ locus of control is external. The fact that this locus of control
was external was obvious in our case: Romanian seniors assumed that some aspects of their lives
(e.g. health) were controlled by powerful others (e.g. doctors). From here, they agreed that doctor’s
advice was more reliable than online health-related information. The same set of data confirms
Breemhaar, Visser and Kleijnen (1990) thesis which assessed that when their treatment was
decided, the older patients are more likely to let their physicians to make the final decisions.

On the other hand, our data analysis did not allow us to assess in what degree the health-
related information found on the internet were used by Romanian seniors in their communication
with the doctors. Quite opposite to Mullen, Mains and Velez’s thesis (1992), in the case of
Romanian seniors there is no direct relation between health-related online information and the
degree of information requests from a patient. In fact, in Romania, the more a senior patient learns
about her or his illness, the less willing she or he is to ask questions to his or her physician.

We can, as such, assess that a post-festum hypothesis which is generated by the project
could be the following:

H3: The e-health related consumptions for Romanian seniors could be conditioned by the
level and degree of their active search of health-related information.

Starting from this post-festum hypothesis, one can assume that a future direction of
research could be the testing of it not only in Romania, but also in other Eastern European
countries.
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