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I have chosen the elderly population as my group to research regarding information seeking behavior.
I will concentrate primarily on English-speaking adults age 65 and up and how they seek information
regarding their health. In terms of medical information seeking, seniors rely on direct communication
with their physicians as their primary knowledge base. For their general information needs, they tend to
seek out print sources as their primary reference.

Wicks (2004) performed an exhaustive literature review of research on the information seeking
behavior of seniors. He reports that seniors rely on interpersonal sources together with internally-
produced print materials for their information needs regarding participation in community clubs and
organizations. Seniors sought printed resources for hobby-related information seeking. For answers to
medical and financial questions, they tended to look primarily to interpersonal sources. Interpersonal
sources include physicians and pharmacists, other professionals, family members and friends. In another
study, elderly adults were willing to use the Internet as a starting point for general health information, but
when it came to making informed decisions about their health care, the majority adhered to a physician-
centered care model (Campbell and Nolfi 2005, n.p.).

Two interesting characteristics regarding this group and the way they seek information hold
significant ramifications for the overall health of seniors. Firstly, seniors tend to turn to their doctors as
their primary source of medical information. Secondly, they have, in general, resisted turning to the
Internet for their primary medical information seeking needs. These two characteristics are significant due
to changing trends in medicine. With HMOQO’s and hospitals demanding that doctors see a certain number
of patients each day, the average amount of time a doctor spends with her patient is fifteen minutes
(Belzer 1999, n.p.). Fifteen minutes may not provide enough time for seniors to garner the information
necessary to make critical decisions about their health. In addition, the United States is quickly moving
towards an electronic patient record and a national infrastructure that supports telemedicine and e-health.
A greater digital divide may develop between younger and older Americans that could jeopardize the kind
of medical care that seniors are receiving.

Gladden (2000) conducted a study to determine how rural older adults and their families gathered
health information to make medical decisions during times of transition. Transition was described as
facing a medical crisis which led to admission into and discharge from sub-acute care settings. Many of
the elderly interviewed expressed “being the object of decision-making and feeling marginalized and
peripheral” (Gladden 2000, 215). Gladden’s study found that the elderly population looked to direct



communication from their physicians (not nurses, nurse practitioners, or physician assistants). When these
patients did not receive visits from their doctors, they expressed feeling isolated and alienated even when
other types of health care workers visited them. In addition seniors expressed feeling that decisions were
being made for them, and that they were not provided with enough information regarding their health.

It seems apparent that new medical information resources are needed for this population group if they
are to make informed decisions about their health. Studies indicate that patients who ask questions,
discuss treatment options, express opinions, and state preferences during physician office visits have
demonstrably better health outcomes than those who do not (Campbell and Nolfi 2005, n.p.) Itis
important to question how elderly patients can make the little time they have with their doctor count.

Complicating the results of other studies that indicate the elderly prefer communication with their
doctors to gather medical information, the Gladden study reveals that communication between patients
and doctors was often problematic. Patients interviewed in sub-acute settings were often scared of
appearing “nosy” when asking for information. They often put their “best foot forward” for physicians,
reporting to be doing better than they were in order to go home (Gladden 2000, 216). This hesitancy on
the part of patients to seek the information needed may have resulted from feeling helpless due to
hospitalization. How can seniors feel more proactive about their health care and less like victims?

The Internet may not be able to help the elderly when they are already hospitalized, but it could be a
useful resource to help them before they enter the hospital. The library could provide a significant “safe
place” to find information about their health—a place where they could access traditional reference
sources (books, articles, and reference librarians) in addition to the Internet where they would not feel
judged, isolated, or un-empowered. Furthermore, Campbell & Nolfi (2005) maintain that exposing
seniors to Internet-based practice guidelines and standards of care should increase the probability that
they will receive the proper treatment and take preventative measures. Although the discrepancy in
Internet use among age groups decreases each year, a large gap exists between seniors who frequently use
the Internet to find health care information and those who do not. Campbell & Nolfi (2005) state that this
gap is concerning because the shift toward managed health care exerts a larger burden on patients to make
decisions about their own health care. In addition, U.S. government agencies are now placing an
increasing amount of information applicable to Medicare and other programs on the Internet.

The Internet’s capability to revolutionize health care delivery has been highly publicized (Campbell
and Nolfi 2005, n.p.). It is essential that the elderly become adept at using the Internet for health care
purposes, especially as we move towards and electronic patient record and a national infrastructure that
supports telemedicine. The Internet contains a rich source of health-related resources for this particular

population, but there are many questions that arise in regards to older American and Internet use. Do the



elderly use the Internet? If they do, where do they use it? How can information literacy help the elderly to
learn to use the Internet?

Overall, adults age 65 and over do not appear to be using the Internet. This population has resisted
going online, but all age groups have begun to gain ground as users. (Laurich 2002, 176). Laurich
maintains that the elderly believe the Internet does not contain information highly relevant to their needs.
Moreover, more than any other age group, they tend not to have Internet access either in their home or at
work, though they do use the Internet at libraries. 22% of adults 65 and older have access to the Internet.
Of the 22% of the US adults aged 65 and over using the Internet, it is estimated that 66% use the Internet
to locate health information. Initial research suggests that highly educated white females with high
economic standing made up the majority of these information seekers (Campbell and Nolfi 2005, n.p.).
The National Telecommunications & Information Administration (2002, n.p.) has reported that
Americans 65 and older rarely perform the following Internet-based activities: visiting chat rooms,
playing games, visiting job sites, listening to music, trading stocks, or participating in listservs.

Wicks (2004) found that reading was one of the most popular past-times of the elderly interviewed in
his study. The majority of them used the library to rent books, audio, videos and participate in library
programs. If the elderly comprise a large part of the library-going population, then the library could be the
best source for medical information and information literacy training. “Library staff and administrators
should position the library as a primary access point to information on retirement planning, health issues,
second career opportunities, etc. to aid caregivers, family members, professionals, and older adults
themselves” (ALA 1999, 27).

In general, libraries play an important role in how the elderly seek information. Information literacy
efforts on the part of public libraries may help the elderly to learn to become more comfortable with the
Internet. If they come to view the Internet as an information-seeking tool, they may become more
proactive in their medical decision-making. It remains to be seen how libraries will play a future role in
teaching information literacy to the elderly so they can make the most of Internet health resources.

To accommodate the manner in which seniors currently seek information, my pathfinder focuses
primarily on printed resources that act as guidebooks that may offer some of the general health
information physicians could offer during an office visit. My pathfinder also offers resources that connect
seniors to people they can contact directly. Serious consideration must be given to help seniors become
more comfortable with the Internet in order for them to remain proactive participants in the care of their
health. | have included web sites that are relatively easy to navigate, offer large print, and match the
Information Seeking Behavior needs of older Americans. For example, Senior Health offers the option of

asking questions of a registered nurse.
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