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PREFACE FOR UNIVERSITY OF THE THIRD AGE READERS

This essay is about seniors and our relationship with Artificial Intelligence: what it
is, what it could be, and how we might participate fully in shaping its role in
society. It was prompted in mid-2025 by a comment from the President of my
local U3A in Victoria, Australia, who said: “We must not miss out on the Al
revolution in the way that so many seniors missed out on PCs and smartphones.

Not this time, not again.”

With nearly fifty years of experience in information systems, | resolved to explore
the topic of seniors and Al in depth. Two things immediately stood out. First, the
dominant narrative around seniors and technology frames us in terms of decline
and vulnerability, in stark contrast to the narratives surrounding younger
generations. Second, despite widespread smartphone ownership among seniors,
and despite many of us actively engaging with Al in organisations such as U3A,

our use of generative Al still generally lags far behind that of younger people.

It seems, alarmingly, that history is repeating itself. Yet this is neither necessary
nor inevitable. Generative Al, with its conversational natural language interface, is
uniquely accessible, and there is no inherent reason why seniors should be

underrepresented or excluded from this transformative technology.

This essay therefore offers a philosophical yet practical account of how seniors
can engage with Al - not merely as users to be guided, but as agents of
understanding, dialogue, and influence. While intended for readers who have
some experience of generative Al, it is deliberately non-technical: you do not
need to know how Large Language Models work to engage with the ideas.
Similarly, even though it is based on extensive research, it is written in a gentle
polemical style without citations or references. The goal is accessibility and

reflection, rather than academic rigour.




| believe the views advanced here align naturally with the ethos of the University
of the Third Age. Lifelong learning, peer-led inquiry, and intellectual curiosity
affirm that growth does not end with age. We seniors need not merely adapt to
technology - we can reclaim agency, guide discussion, and help shape the Al-
driven world everyone will inhabit. U3As can and should be at the forefront of
ensuring that seniors do not miss out on what is likely to be a society-shaping

change.

| hope this essay provides a clear foundation for discussion and shared reflection.
You are welcome to share it in full (with attribution and for non-commercial
purposes). For questions, suggestions, or feedback, please contact me at
ai@u3akyneton.org.au.

Ross Bloore

Kyneton Victoria, Australia
17t August 2026




INTRODUCTION

Think of seniors and digital technology and one image springs immediately to
mind: an elderly grandparent sitting befuddled before a glowing screen while
their grandchild slowly and patiently tries to teach them to use an unfamiliar and
intimidating device. In the PC era the screen was a boxy CRT, and the talk was of
mice and windows, files and folders, programs and menus. In the smartphone era
it was a tiny LCD and the talk was of settings and apps, swiping and pinching,

pressing and holding.

Many seniors missed out on those great
digital revolutions, the PC and the

smartphone. They were sidelined, excluded The Al Future

People imagine very different

and left needing the help of “digital natives”
futures for Al. Some see

to navigate a bewildering new world they did abundance and new freedoms;
others fear surveillance, job loss,
not ask for and were not ready for.* or concentrated power. A few
worry that machines might one
Now the third and likely by far the greatest day replace humanity.

Reality will be more mixed. But
even if the hype surrounding Al is
overblown, what’s clear is that
generative Al is already changing

digital revolution is upon us: Artificial

Intelligence (Al). This promises to be a

technological transformation, one that may how we work, learn, and
communicate - long before any
prove as significant as steam power was to the “super-intelligence” appears.

Industrial Revolution.

Whether the future is utopian, dystopian, or even apocalyptic, Al will have
profound effects. Generative Large Language Models (LLMs) such as ChatGPT are

already reshaping how we live. And the technology’s rapid development suggests

"There is no generally accepted definition of the term “seniors”. For convenience | use it here to mean people
65 and older. Expanding the definition to include those over 50 or 60, as many do, only increases the validity
of the arguments put forth here.




that its influence will only continue to grow in the coming years, bringing with it

both tremendous opportunities and significant challenges for humanity.

So what about Al and seniors (of which | am one). Will history repeat? Will many
in the new generation of seniors be excluded, as many were previously? Will we
again look to our grandchildren to rescue us? Will Al change our lives for us
without our consent? Or will Al finally meet us where we are: enabling,

empowering, enhancing and liberating us?

Unfortunately, the early signs are not promising.

AN INCOMPLETE NARRATIVE

Perform a simple Internet search for “Seniors and Al” to learn the current

predictions, and you will find three dominant themes:

e Health care and living in place: Al will help seniors live with frailty, disability
and dementia. The integration of Al with robotics will be a key
development here.

e Social isolation: Al will keep seniors company and help them connect with
friends and family.

e Scams and deception: deepfake videos and voice cloning will make it

harder than ever for us to detect malicious actors and disinformation.

These are valid and important effects. Al will improve age care and help with

isolation; scams will proliferate.

But this framing treats seniors chiefly as patients or victims. It overlooks the
enormous diversity of capability, curiosity, and digital literacy among older adults.

And it stands in stark contrast to the narratives built around other age groups:

e for younger people, Al is depicted as a tool of acceleration and creation,

although shadowed by fears of career paths being rendered obsolete.




e for the middle-aged, Al is depicted as a tool for managing peak life

demands, although they simultaneously face the "upskilling imperative" to

avoid their hard-won expertise being automated.

While young and middle-aged people are seen as active users of Al, for seniors

the story is told through decline - as if our only role is to be managed, not to

create. The potential for seniors to be creators, leaders, and power users is largely

ignored, buried under a patronising focus on frailty and diminishing ability. The

discussion is mainly about managing limitations, not unlocking potential. This

robs seniors of agency, denying that we can use Al not just to solve problems but

to enhance our lives.

That narrative must change.

NLI: THE GAME CHANGER

The historical techno-generation gap was
real, but its roots were in extraordinarily
complex and unfamiliar interfaces. The
command-line prompts of early PCs, the
windows-based interface of later PCs and
the touchscreen of smartphones were a
foreign syntax to many seniors at the time.
While many older adults did embrace and
master PCs and smartphones, proving that
age was not an inherent problem, for others

the interface was a significant barrier.

LLMs: A Step Change

For years we have used narrow
tools like Siri and Alexa.
Generative Al is something new.

Large Language Models such as
ChatGPT don’t just recognise
patterns - they generate them.
Trained on vast amounts of text,
they can summarise, reason and
make connections in ways that
feel surprisingly human.

They don’t “understand”
language as we do, but prediction
at this scale can look and feel like
intelligence.

Whatever we call it, Al has
crossed a threshold: it now
meets us in our own medium —
ordinary conversation.

But now there is an unprecedented feature of LLMs that is a game changer, not

just for tech savvy seniors, but for almost all: the Natural Language Interface

(NLI).




Al’s NLI operates on the most fundamental human technology: conversation.
Asking a question, giving an instruction, or requesting a summary are not the sole
province of young people. Indeed, the ability to critically evaluate an answer and

make the next, better comment can equally be possessed by seniors.

Sceptics will rightly point out that Al’s NLI is not magic. It still requires digital
access, attention, the ability to interact effectively unhampered by disability and a

measure of scepticism about the answers returned.

That’s true. But they change the encounter from mechanical to human. For the
first time, the door opens through dialogue - the native skill of almost every
human being. The NLI establishes a more level playing field, meaning seniors of
all ages and all levels of tech literacy can learn to use generative Al effectively. The
interface is no longer the barrier to entry: when the medium becomes discussion,
the fear of ‘using technology’ becomes the far more manageable task of simply

‘talking to a tool’.

To grasp the magnitude of this shift, consider a famous historical parallel: the

story of the telegraph, the telephone, and Queen Victoria.

The telegraph transformed communication, but it demanded specialist skill: a
highly trained operator who could send and decode Morse code. Even Queen
Victoria, who relied heavily on telegraphed news during remote events like the

Crimean War, would never have attempted to operate one herself.

The telephone was different. It required no training, no code, no technical
knowledge - only the ability to speak and listen. When Alexander Graham Bell
demonstrated it to Queen Victoria in 1878, she immediately grasped its power
and began using it herself. Her imprimatur helped drive rapid adoption, as others

recognised the significance of the telephone’s Natural Language Interface.




Queen Victoria was 58 at the time — hardly a 19%" century “technology native.”

But she didn’t need to understand electromagnetism to use a telephone. She

already had the essential skill: conversation.

The parallel is obvious. PCs, smartphones and
Al all share the same digital foundation, just as
the telegraph and telephone were both
electromagnetic. Like the telegraph, PCs and
smartphones demanded specialised skills that
many people — including seniors - found
difficult to learn. But like the telephone,
generative Al draws on a skill we already
possess: the ability to converse. The friction
that once excluded so many seniors has finally

been removed.

This is why Al should not be treated as just
another example of the digital divide between
young and old. Yes, the underlying technology

is digital, and generative Al still sits inside a

Just Use It!

The landmark 2017 paper
“Attention Is All You Need”
introduced the transformer - the
architecture behind today’s LLMs
- and quietly launched the
modern Al revolution.

Its mechanics are amazingly
complex, but ordinary users don’t
need to understand them any
more than a driver needs to know
how an engine works. What
matters is the experience.

LLMs reward curiosity, not
expertise. Indeed, a simple
promptis all you need to start a
conversation. The real learning
then happens in the back-and-
forth dialogue that follows -
asking follow-up questions,
clarifying meaning, requesting a
simpler explanation.

device - but for the first time, the interface feels human.

THE CHANGING FACE OF A NEW GENERATION

The leveling effect of NLI is cause enough to recognise that “managing decline” is

not the only effect of Al for seniors. Unfortunately that view has been able to

persist because it perpetuates digital ageism, the long-established image of

seniors’ incapacity with digital technology.




To be fair, that picture may once have been generally well grounded. A person
who was 65 years old when the Apple II, Commodore PET and TRS-80 were
released in 1977, unleashing the first great digital wave, was born in 1912. They

would have been unlikely to have used digital technology in their working life.

But the image has long been losing validity. A 65-year-old at the start of
smartphone era in 2007 could have used digital technology in their working life,

even if only the latter half of their career.

Now almost two decades have elapsed since the iPhone was released. A
significant proportion of the new generation entering their senior years - the
Baby Boomers — are not newcomers to the digital world. Many are retirees who
used computers on their desks for decades, managed finances with spreadsheets,
and communicated via email as a core part of their professional lives. They
adopted smartphones to stay connected and navigate modern life. Their digital
literacy provides a formidable foundation upon which to build Al fluency. They are

not starting from scratch; they are upgrading their toolkit.

Prominent examples of this new generation vividly make the point. Bill Gates
turned 70 in 2025, as would Steve Jobs had he lived. Geoffrey Hinton, often called
“the Godfather of Al”, turned 78. These are our contemporaries. They are not

bewildered by technology; they invented much of it.

To be sure, not every senior is tech-confident. Many in their eighties and nineties

remain distant from digital life, and some Baby Boomers have little experience.

But the monolithic image of seniors as helpless in the face of digital technology
has expired. We must replace it with an honest recognition of diversity - and of

unprecedented readiness.




THE ADVANTAGE OF AGE

NLI helps make Al accessible for seniors, many of whom are already highly tech
literate. But while NLI makes it easy to just talk with an Al, having a truly
productive interaction requires Al Fluency. This includes, among other things,
Prompt Fluency, the ability to ask questions and give instructions that make the
best use of an Al; and Evaluation Fluency, the ability to critically assess, fact-

check, and refine the output from an Al.

This is where a lifetime of interactions with .
Al Fluency explained

Prompt Fluency is about giving
clear instructions. Not "Tell me
about gardening", but "Suggest

other people can give seniors a profound

strategic advantage in the new Al world. In our

lives many of us have learned to give clear and five easy-to-grow native plants for
a small balcony garden in

specific instructions to people doing work for Melbourne, with monthly care
tips."

us or listened sceptically to statements that ) _ _
Evaluation Fluency is about being

didn’t seem right. a critical thinker, as LLMs can be
confidently wrong. While we
don't need to understand Al’s
inner workings, we do need to

can give us a head start in developing Al treat its outputs as brilliant but
sometimes flawed.

The skills acquired through those interactions

Fluency. They show us how to ask questions N

right based on your knowledge?

that matter and compose incisive follow-ups, .
Fact-check, using trusted

how to detect incongruities and nuance, how sources, especially for topics like
health and finance. And refine,
to link ideas across time. Those are the very asking follow-up questions to get

. a better answer.
skills Al rewards.

Combine Al Fluency with a lifetime of accumulated work and learning and we can
leverage our age advantages in so many ways: to manage complex hobbies,
launch "encore careers," conduct deep historical research, or compose memoirs.
The tool shifts from being only a passive monitor for decline to an active amplifier

of extensive experience.




The same technology that can power a fall-detection sensor can also help a
retired engineer model an invention or a former CEO analyse a business plan for a
non-profit. A retired engineer might use Al to analyse a design they created 40

years ago; a young engineer simply wouldn’t have the decades-long picture.

OVERCOMING AND BECOMING

Much of the discussion so far has been about empowerment through Al. But for
the many seniors with age-related mental and physical disabilities and limitations
Al’s capabilities and NLI will help them to deal with or even overcome those
issues, enabling them to live fuller lives and giving them the option of becoming

proactive Al users if they wish.

This is where the “managing decline” capabilities of Al have their rightful and vital
place. As Al improves it will be ever more able to loosen the constraints that
ageing may place upon us, freeing us to use it to enrich our lives. Even now it can

make a big difference:

e For someone living with dementia, Al can serve as a gentle external
memory - offering reminders, breaking tasks into simple steps, providing
soft reorientation and supporting connection with others. It can reduce
confusion, ease stress, and preserve independence for longer.

e A person with Parkinson’s disease can create prompts to an Al through
voice input.

e Someone with hearing loss can hear with Al-enhanced hearing aids.

e Asenior who has speech difficulties due to a stroke can use gestures to
interact with an LLM.

e Adriverless car can take a retired teacher whose vision is failing to a
discussion group where he can continue to explore his passion for

understanding history.
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e The artist whose family have passed on or moved away can continue to
joyously paint, knowing she has a vibrant digital community around her to

share her art with.

Managing decline and empowerment are not opposites, they are two sides of the

same coin. They are both necessary, and together they form a powerful duo.

A SEAT AT THE TABLE

This story of seniors and Al is sufficient to demand a total reframing of how we
are seen when discussing Al. But it would be incomplete without mentioning the
great contribution to Al that seniors can make to policy - and the vital interest we

have in helping to determine what Al will mean for our own lives.

There is vigorous debate about how Al should be governed, and who should
shape its development. The problem is, there are as yet no “Al natives”, people
who have experienced the introduction of Al into their society and so can advise
us about ours. There is no generation for whom Al has always been just a normal
part of everyday life and who know first-hand the level of regulation that works

best. Everyone is an explorer in this new landscape.

This is where age gives one more gift: perspective. Having witnessed decades of
technological upheaval, seniors are uniquely placed to help ourselves, our friends,
our family, and others navigate this one. We can be the steady companions on
the Al learning journey - the experienced co-drivers who teach others how to

“read the road ahead.”

That means our wisdom - the voice of experience - matters deeply. We are vital to
forming the future direction of Al because we have the life experience to know
from previous advancements what is important to regulate and what will likely

work.

11



Economists joke, semi-seriously, that financial crises occur every thirty years
because those who remember the last one have moved on or retired. With Al we
are still here, possessing first-hand knowledge of the cycles of hype and
disappointment, promise and peril from previous technological revolutions. We

know that ethics can’t be retrofitted once damage is done.

Some will say Al policy is for the young and technically fluent, but that argument
confuses novelty with insight. Today’s seniors have lived through every
technological turning point since television and the transistor. That provides

understanding of what change feels like from the inside.

Some will argue that regulation should be left to the market, that the tech
companies should be allowed to self-regulate, or that regulation will cause us to
lose the “Al race” to autocratic regimes. But we seniors have seen the
consequences that unfettered markets and global rivalry can bring, and know that

sometimes government needs to step in.

We must therefore insist on more than a place from which to offer occasional
advice. We must insist on full participation in determining how Al will affect us all.
We must be present not only when the consequences are being discussed, but

while the future itself is being shaped.

That is why we must insist on a seat at the table - not as a courtesy to age, but as

a civic necessity.

But we must not mistake the need to be heard for the full extent of our claim. We
do not only have something useful to contribute to the discussion about Al. We

have a direct and profound interest in determining what Al will become for us.

Al will shape the world in which we spend the remainder of our lives. It may
change how we manage our health, how we remain independent, how we learn,

create, work, travel, communicate and contribute. It may open possibilities that

12



we cannot yet imagine. But unless we seniors are involved in determining that

future, others will decide for us what Al is for.

And the danger is that they will decide according to the narrative that already

surrounds us.

If we are absent from the conversation, Al for seniors may be defined almost
exclusively by those three themes that currently dominate the discussion:
healthcare and living in place, social isolation, and scams. If we do not contribute
fully to the discussion, others may decide that these are sufficient. They may
build an Al future for seniors that is designed mainly to manage our decline,
protect us from danger and keep us company - while overlooking our capacity to

create, explore, learn, lead and contribute.

Our involvement cannot be postponed until the future has arrived. The decisions
being made now will shape the systems, expectations and assumptions that
govern the Al era. By the time we decide that we should have a voice, the most

important choices may already have been made.

BARRIERS AND OBSTACLES

The way forward will not be all plain sailing; there will be significant obstacles.
Access remains uneven; not every senior owns a digital device or has reliable
internet connection. Factors such as financial, cultural or geographic disadvantage
may prevent some seniors from participating in the Al world. Physical or cognitive
disabilities may prevent some seniors from engaging fully with Al, even with NLI.

These issues are real and should be addressed where possible.14

Yet for many seniors the most formidable barrier will be psychological. It is a cycle
of limiting beliefs that persists despite the changing reality. We risk internalising
the low expectations that society has set for us. It’s all too easy to believe “I'm

”n u

too old to learn this”, “I’'m no good with technology”, “I need my grandchildren to
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show me”, “It’s only for young people” or to fear that “I might make a mistake or
break something”. These are precisely the kind of digital ageist attitudes we must

reject.
But we should also ask where these beliefs came from.

Many seniors have spent years trying to learn how to use personal computers.
More recently, they have struggled to master smartphones. But these
extraordinarily complex consumer devices, likely by far the most complex ever
used in everyday life. Take the smartphone: it is not just a telephone. It combines
a telephone, camera, computer, map, library, television, music player, bank, diary,

navigation system, social network and much more in a single small object.

These digital devices reward speed, dexterity, visual acuity, stamina and the
ability to retain a large number of unfamiliar procedures. So, it is hardly surprising
that many seniors have found them difficult. These faculties are the province of

youth, not age.

The problem is that we have too easily drawn the wrong conclusion from that
difficulty. Because smartphones and generative Al are both “digital technologies”,
we assume that difficulty with one predicts difficulty with the other. But that is

not sound reasoning.

The telegraph and the telephone are both forms of communication that depend
upon electricity and electromagnetic technology. Yet no one would argue that
because a person struggled to operate a telegraph they would necessarily
struggle to use a telephone. The two technologies demand entirely different

forms of interaction.

The same is true of PCs, smartphones and Al: all digital, but totally different forms

of interaction.
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PCs and smartphones are exceptionally capable devices, but their interfaces
require us to learn the devices’ language. We must remember which icon to click
or press, where to find a setting and what sequence of actions will produce the

result we want. The burden is on the human to adapt to the machine.
The Natural Language Interface turns that relationship around.

With Al, we do not need to remember the location of a particular function or the
sequence of actions required to activate it. We can simply say what we want, ask

a question, clarify our meaning and continue the conversation.

This does not make Al effortless, and it does not eliminate the need for learning.
But it changes the nature of the learning required. The machine adapts to us. We
are no longer being asked to master the machine's language before we can use it.
We are learning how to express our own intentions clearly and how to evaluate

the response.
That is a very different challenge.

We must help all seniors believe that they are more than ready to use Al. Not just
to manage decline but to enhance their lives and allow them to continue

contributing to society.

Nevertheless, we should also recognise that there are some seniors, especially
those with little experience of digital technology, who will choose to not engage
with Al. We can respect their choice while continuing to patiently offer welcome

and assistance with Al if or when they are ready.
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THE WORK AHEAD

The vicious cycle of limiting beliefs can only be broken by forging a new narrative,

expanding the current version that sees seniors only as passive recipients of Al.

The true promise of Al for seniors is not just about aging in place, important
though that is, but about empowering our human potential. It is about providing

tools for intellectual passion, creative expression and ongoing contribution.

By recognising that many of the new generation of seniors bring decades of
digital experience to the table, that NLI puts us on an equal footing and that the

final barrier is belief itself, we can finally set aside the outdated stereotype.

But we cannot rely on younger generations or government to expand the
narrative. They have their own priorities. We cannot rely on the Al industry. Those
same younger people dominate that industry. We cannot rely on markets alone.
Driven by the profit motive, many companies will focus on what probably are the

most profitable areas for Al and seniors: health, isolation and scams.
Ultimately, it is up to us.

The first steps are for each of us to consciously reject the stereotyped view of
seniors and digital technologies and acknowledge that while the managing

decline view of seniors and Al is valid, it is incomplete and insufficient.

We can then follow that by partnering with our greatest allies: each other.

Working together we can accomplish far more than we can alone.

Part of that will be spotlighting seniors who are using Al as an enabler and
celebrating those who are already leveraging Al in new and sophisticated ways,
ensuring their stories contribute to the new dominant narrative. Part will be
encouraging well-established senior organisations such as the University of the
Third Age (U3A) to lead the effort - not only teaching skills but shaping society’s

expectations of what seniors can do with Al.
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Finally, we can partner with academics, policymakers and thought-leaders who
recognise that wisdom must guide intelligence - that with Al seniors are not the

last to learn but the first to understand what should be preserved.

CONCLUSION

Generative Al is triggering a fundamental reset, dismantling ageist stereotypes.

This time is different, and the difference is foundational.

Whether Al brings abundance or upheaval, now is the time for individuals,
institutions and societies to prepare for the transformative effects this technology
will bring. And for once, seniors are not on the sidelines but at the starting line.
Dialogue - the way we learn, teach, question, and share - is the bridge to this new

world.

We seniors must not miss out on this next great digital revolution. We cannot let
ourselves be excluded, disempowered. Not this time, not again. In the Al era we
can embrace a more enduring truth: that the most valuable form of intelligence is
the one built by a lifetime of experience. And now at last that intelligence is

paired with a tool that can understand its language.

NLI has established the level playing field; now our task is to ensure every senior
is enabled and feels invited to participate. And because Al will impact everyone,

guiding the future needs to include us.

Who knows, perhaps the defining image of seniors in the new era will be an
elderly grandparent slowly and patiently teaching their grandchild to navigate a

future dominated by Al.

After all, in the brave new Al world, conversation is all we need.

% % % 3 %k %k %
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