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Senior Strong 

A ten-part series of articles relaying national policies, procedures and regulations 
for Recreation/Activity Professionals working in all types of senior living 

healthcare communities. 

Article #3 
Today’s Technology and Our Senior 

 

Anthony F. Vicari, NAAP Vice President 

Catherin E. Sabatini, NAAP Regulations Team Member 

Linda Burton, NAAP Regulations Team Member 

Lucy Emmil, NAAP Regulations Team Member 

 

It can be difficult to provide meaningful engagement for residents undergoing physical and 
cognitive decline, particularly those living with dementia.  Person-based technology is 

improving Quality of Life by reducing isolation, increasing well-being and alleviating behavior 
expressions, which can also lower psychotropic drug usage. 

 ~ I Advance Senior Care…Information, Insight, Innovation; July 2017 

Today’s technology has certainly become much more intricate, sophisticated, and yes, sometimes 

even difficult to navigate through for our seniors.  Let’s not forget that these ‘wise and 

experienced’ individuals have witnessed everything from men landing on the moon, to dramatic 

medical advances, and the ever-increasing rise of an Internet-dependent society.  In fact, on a 

more positive note, today’s seniors also bear witness to the many ways technology is changing  
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the face of successful aging.  Staying socially engaged is just as important to healthy aging as 

genetics and maintaining a healthy body (United Healthcare’s 2012 100@100 survey of 

centenarians; Home Instead, Inc; 2017). 

As Recreation/Activity Professionals, it is vital that we provide our residents with top-notch 

Quality of Life services keeping them both actively involved and in touch with these important 

technological changes.  Seniors have historically been late-adopters to this brand new world of 

technology compared to their younger compatriots; however, their movement into digital 

exploration continues to deepen, according to newly released data from the Pew Research Center 

(refer to chart on following page).  We can all agree that no form of technology will ever take the 

place of in-person human interaction, but as leisure specialists, it’s critical that we support 

cutting-edge resident communications and electronic education; i.e., emailing, texting and the 

constantly changing world of social media.  Furthermore, research specifically cites that 

whenever residents use technology to help manage their health, positive results are seen in the 

following areas:  

• Increased nutrition and eating of healthy foods 
• Decreased use of alcohol and tobacco 
• Increased family connections 
• Enhanced social connectivity 
• Increased exercise and fitness routines 
• Improved medication adherence 
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Here is yet another interesting and important finding; 

an increasing number of today’s seniors are gaining 

their news and other information from social media; 

i.e., Twitter, YouTube, Facebook, LinkedIn, 

Instagram and Snapchat (Pew Research Center). 

 

 
Catherine E. Sabatini, Linda Burton 

and Lucy Emmil, all NAAP 

Regulations Team members, offer 

creative and introspective ways that 

seniors living in their healthcare 

communities use technology to 

enhance their Quality of Lives: 

“As I sit at my desk writing these 

words on my computer, the computer 

tower touches my knees; the tower and I sharing the same space under  
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my desk.  My wireless mouse moves the words on my flat screen.  Far are the days when the 

only thing under my desk was the bingo money tin and anything I was trying to save or ration 

from others; i.e., the newest Creative Forecasting Magazine or a library book that I used for a 

reminiscence activity.  I may still have some whiteboard markers lying around and paper is still 

piled on my desk, but my Activity Team, at this very moment, are using the department’s laptop 

with Wi-Fi to display squirrels as they execute the afternoon themed project.  This certainly is 

not the first time, today, that we would use technology in some fashion.  Each day our residents 

use closed circuit television to read the menu of the day, view their daily activity choices, and 

admire photos on the big screen while listening to music.  Many residents start their day by 

watching Mass on the TV from our chapel on the first floor.  Today before Mass a small group of 

Sisters, who couldn’t attend a fundraiser from their own community, were able to watch and 

capture moments on a YouTube video on the larger screen.  Our smart TV, yes this TV is much 

smarter than me, provides our residents with programs and games that previously would have 

been found in books and/or board games. The Activity Team uses all types of technology 

throughout the day to stimulate and provide both purposeful and meaningful programs for 

residents.  In fact, the team utilizes the department’s IPad, IPod, and laptops on a regular basis.  

Many of our residents keep in touch with loved ones by smart phones, emails, skype, Facebook 

and Twitter.  Residents who live in our Special Care Unit use my email address as their own and 

often receive more emails than I do!   
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The Internet has become a vital part of our residents’ everyday lives, which further demonstrates 

how the “Greatest Generation” keeps their title!  Today’s technology has not only enhanced 

residents’ lives; it has created a whole new way of providing care, from supportive devices that 

help nursing staff stay safe to computer programs that document a resident’s every move.  

Finally, technology truly mirrors our residents; each is filled with great knowledge and potential 

at all levels; and, they each can catch a virus from time to time!” ~ Catherine E. Sabatini, ADC, HHC, 

CDP 

“The Life Enrichment Department at Grand Traverse Pavilions in Traverse City, Michigan, uses 

technology to promote residents’ cognition on a daily basis.  iPads and iPods are used to enhance 

the 1:1 activity programs by playing/showing videos and music that are resident-specific.  The 

Recreational Therapist and Life Enrichment staff create music play lists within Spotify that are 

tailored to each individual resident based upon his/her music preferences.  In addition, the 

resident and Life Enrichment staff can listen together and talk about the music selections during 

1:1 visits via the iPad.  Being able to view videos via YouTube on the iPad is also beneficial 

during 1:1 visits as residents enjoy watching videos of animals, babies, tractors, cars, and music 

programs/bands which stimulate great memories and conversations.  Individual music-specific 

iPods with headphones have also been created, so that residents are able to use technology 

independently.  This helps our residents listen to music whenever they are experiencing times of 

restlessness, agitation and/or anxiety.  More residents are tech savvy and have their own laptops,  
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iPhones, iPads and Tablets in their rooms.  Skype, Facebook, and Facetime are excellent ways 

for our residents to communicate with family and friends who are unable to visit.  Residents also 

play games, puzzles, use email, and research topics of interest on Google and Pinterest 

independently.  A college student in southern Michigan is a “pen pal” to several residents.   

 

They correspond to one another via emailing on their own electronic devices.  Technology is 

opening doors for residents’ learning and enjoyment.  Let’s embrace it!” ~ Linda Burton, CTRS 

“When I started in long-term care way back in 1981, there was not much technology around.  We 

did not have computers, laptops, cell phones, point of care charting, the Internet, Google, Skype 

and other things that we take for granted now.  My, how things have changed!  I used to hand 

print my calendar and would decorate it with “clip” art from magazines.  I thought I was 

advanced when I got my first typewriter and Xerox machine!  It was still a chore though, as I had 

to fold my paper to fit in the typewriter and then hope my fold lines didn’t show when I copied 

it.   Computers have given me more time to spend with the residents, as this was a real process to 

complete every month. There was no electronic charting either.  This has improved our services 

to our residents and in some cases saved us some time with filing and other chores.  The 

residents now enjoy a variety of technology.  Pill reminders, wearing pendants to summon help if 

needed, and the advances in our medical technology has vastly improved their Quality of Life.  

Fall prevention programs, beds that help turn residents and touchless thermometers are just a few  
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things that have improved healthcare delivery.  I have seen the benefits of robotic care- the 

robotic physician assistant saves time transporting residents to and from doctor offices; they can 

even see their doctor in the comfort of their room!  How convenient is that?  Again, saving a 

little more time to spend with the residents is always a good thing!  As for the fun stuff…we 

have tons of websites at our disposal.  Never has there been so many opportunities to utilize  

technology when providing a program of activities.  Some websites are very interactive while 

others are a wealth of information.  I personally use You Tube, Skype, Netflix, Activity  

Connection.com, Google, Google Earth, I Heart Radio and Pandora just to name a few.  Alexa is 

my new best friend- how fun to just request something and she can find it for us in an instant.  

We do arm chair travels and look at Google Earth to find our homes and other locations of 

interest.  I use my pictures on my cell phone as a diversion in our memory care, and they love 

looking at all my pictures!  We use IPODs and other electronic music players to spark memories, 

Ted Talks for lifelong learning, Pinterest, virtual reality and virtual colleges that add another 

dimension to routine activities.  We can even broadcast church services if they have the 

technology to broadcast live.  And of course, daily activities, pictures, menus and other 

information is broadcasted on the in-house closed circuit system; just tune in to Channel 2. Most 

of today’s residents own a cell phone, a computer or tablet, some games to play electronically, 

MP3 players, smart TVs, Kindles, and other electronics that we ourselves own.  They Skype with 

their family daily and love Facebook and Instagram.  Sometimes I find it to be a little 

challenging to get them out to activities, because they are entertaining themselves for the most 

part in the comfort of their rooms.  Just the other day my group of sweet elders all had phone  
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calls or were texting (TEXTING!) during activities.  This is the only downside to all this 

technology.  I’m wondering if we should initiate a cell phone policy but honestly, I would hate to 

limit their enthusiasm on using technology!” ~ Lucy Emmil, ACC, AC-BC, CDP 

Finally, Nicole Stempak, Senior Editor of I Advance Senior Care, offers the following 

noteworthy scenarios involving technology and senior living: A resident was depressed.  

Caregivers brought in puppies, and her face lit up. She was smiling and reaching for them while 

cooing about their cuteness.  It was powerful, Tom Neumann, CTO of Rendever, tells I Advance 

Senior Care.  An activity staffer said her reaction was even starting to cheer him up because he 

hadn’t seen her like that in months.  Only, the puppies aren’t real, and the woman with cognitive 

decline is responding to immersive videos.  Virtual reality is cutting-edge technology typically 

associated with entertainment and gaming.   

Rendever is harnessing the technology as a tool to engage and stimulate the aging population.  

The startup company has built a virtual reality platform for seniors in assisted living and 

memory care to provide mental stimulation, reduce isolation, improve patient care and increase 

Quality of Life. Rendever, founded in 2015, offers reminiscence therapy and educational, 

activity-driven content. “To be able to do things you thought you wouldn’t be able to do again in 

virtual reality, to go to places that are important to you—not just to look at them on the screen— 

but to feel like you are really there is so powerful for people who can’t physically travel easily,” 

Neumann says.  “It expands the world.”  The technology can take seniors to places that 

otherwise may not be accessible and is helping to give them a new worldview.  The ability to  
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choose your own adventure makes the technology even more meaningful and personal.  Virtual 

reality can take residents to places they’ve always wanted to go like the Eiffel Tower or Machu 

Picchu.  It also can take them home.  Neumann says that’s by far the most requested destination 

and that personal places are most impactful.  Co-founder Kyle Rand draws on his own 

experiences of moving his grandmother into a long-term care facility.  Grandma Joella grew up 

on a lake and loved being around the water and with family.  Growing up, Rand remembers her 

coming over to his house to hang out by the pool.  She had a difficult time transitioning to a 

place with new people and didn’t connect with them.  Grandma Joella fell into serious isolation 

and sudden cognitive decline.  Rendever could bring her comfort.  She could put on the virtual 

reality headset and go to the lake and watch the sunset from the dock.  The activity director 

could lead a small group session to get to know Joella by going through major parts of her life.  

Virtual reality is not only a way to go out and experience the world, Rand says.  It’s putting 

Joella in an environment she has a strong emotional connection to and having her share 

memories while creating meaningful connections with staff and fellow residents.   

“From the family’s perspective, that gives me a huge peace of mind knowing the people she lives 

down the hall from and the people who take care of her know a little bit about her background 

and her story,” Rand says. ~ Don’t Fear the Future: How to Better Understand Technology in 

Long-Term Care, I Advance Senior Care, 2017 
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Significant accomplishments and continuous improvements in the technology world help make 

our lives easier, but unless we know how to properly use these tools, the opposite may be true.  

Thus, it’s essential that the Recreation/Activity Professional remain up-to-date on all current 

trainings, techniques and strategies knowing how to specifically use these tools for the benefit of 

our residents’ Quality of Lives.  Today’s seniors desire to keep themselves informed, active and 

involved.  As they forge ahead with zeal and gusto the question that we all must ask ourselves is, 

“Are we ready?” 

	


