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Voice assistants have won over older adults for a variety of functions,
but there’s room for improvement. BY R I C H A R D A D L E R

“A

lexa is my friend.”
Eleanor Incerpi, an eighty-year-old resident
of Cupertino, California, explains that there
is a lot she likes about her friend. They share many
interests that they talk about — sports, news, music,
community events. She also likes the fact that Alexa is
available whenever she wants to talk with her. Sometimes Alexa will talk too fast for her to understand,
but when she asks her to slow down, Alexa is very
good about speaking more slowly.
When Eleanor first got involved with Alexa two
years ago, her husband Harvey wasn’t interested in
her new friend and even refused to talk to her. But,
Eleanor explains, after seeing how much she enjoyed
communicating with Alexa, Harvey, age eighty-nine,
also started talking to her and soon found that he
and Alexa had their own interests in common. Now
Harvey is so attached to Alexa that every night before
retiring, he says goodnight and promises to talk with
her the next day.

The Rise of Virtual Assistants

As some readers may have guessed, Alexa is not a person but the voice-based “virtual assistant” developed
and sold by Amazon. Alexa first appeared in 2014
in the form of the Echo, a nine-inch-high cylindrical speaker that sits quietly on a counter or table until someone “wakes it up” by saying something like,

“Alexa, what is the weather forecast today?” or “Alexa,
how many yards are in a mile?” or “Alexa, play Benny
Goodman.” Thanks to Alexa’s voice-recognition
software, she understands the question and finds an
answer, either responding in “her” own voice or performing the task requested.
Over the past five years, Alexa has gotten increasingly intelligent. In addition to English, she can now
converse in nine other languages including French,
German, Spanish, Japanese, and Hindi. She has also
become more versatile, able to understand more questions and carry out more kinds of tasks (known as
“skills”) such as compiling to-do lists, setting alarms
and reminders, suggesting recipes and recording food
intake, scheduling a ride on Uber or Lyft, engaging in
word games, or providing voice control of smart home
devices such as light bulbs and thermostats. And, with
a bit of training, Alexa has even developed the ability to distinguish the voices of different people and
customize applications for them. (Alexa is not yet omniscient. When she is stumped by a request, she will
respond, “I’m sorry, I don’t understand that question.”)
In addition to the original Echo, Amazon now
provides Alexa in a number of other forms such as
the Dot, a smaller, less-expensive speaker, and the
Echo Show, which combines a speaker with a small
screen to support video communications. She is also
being built into refrigerators and ovens and has been
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voices of diﬀerent people and customize applica?ons for them. (Alexa is not yet omniscient.
When she is stumped by a request, she will respond, “I’m sorry, I don’t understand that
ques?on.”)
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that people over sixty-ﬁve consistently lag behind the general popula?on in adop?ng a variety of
new technologies including the Internet, broadband, smartphones, tablets, and social media
(Anderson & Perrin, 2017).
Digital Technology AdopAon, 65+ Adults vs. All Adults

DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY ADOPTION, 65+ ADULTS VS. ALL ADULTS

www.pewinternet.org/2017/05/17/tech-adoption-climbs-among-older-adults/
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But during the summer of 2019, Amazon and Google
According to Adam Miner, lead author of the
admitted that they made use of contractors who lis- study and currently co-director of the Virtual Realitytened to “anonymized” interactions with their systems Immersive Technology Clinic & Laboratory at Stanin order to “train” them and improve their perfor- ford, publication of their article — which received a
mance. As a result of the negative publicity generated considerable amount of press attention — apparently
by these admissions, both companies announced that motivated tech companies to upgrade the ability of
they were suspending human review of user interac- their agents to respond to health-related questions
tions (Crist, 2019). Amazon quickly introduced new, (Miner, 2019). A test of Alexa, which was not included
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in the 2016 paper, conducted for this article found
that she did provide appropriate responses to many,
but not all, of the questions posed in the original
study. Miner noted that even if these systems provide
accurate information to specific questions, there is still
a larger issue of the use of virtual assistants as a source
of general medical guidance.
One possible path forward is the development by
medical experts of specific “skills” programmed to support health-care needs that can be incorporated into
general-purpose agents and “prescribed” by health
care professionals. A few such applications already exist and more will undoubtedly be developed (Bibaut
et al., 2019).
Still, it is unrealistic and possibly risky to expect
Alexa and her cousins to know everything. As one
recent study cautioned, patients should “not use these
technologies for answers to medical questions …
without further consultation from a health-care provider” (Bickmore et al., 2018).

Conclusion

Within the ever-growing universe of digital technologies, voice-based agents like Alexa have several aspects that make them particularly appealing
to older adults. Since Alexa uses “naturalistic” spoken
language, she is easy to use. The fact that she is always
available to talk, provide information, solve problems,
or even play games makes her a good companion.
For people with limited mobility, Alexa can be especially useful as a voice-driven interface to control
smart home devices. Her patience while answering
the same question over and over can be a boon for
caregivers of individuals with dementia, who may
tend to ask the same questions repeatedly. And as a
voice-based system, Alexa is particularly appropriate
for anyone with impaired vision.
The experience at Sunny View and the enthusiasm
of the Longevity Explorers suggests that as they become friendlier, smarter, and more versatile, Alexa and
her kin are likely to become an integral part of the
support systems in retirement communities and a
valuable resource to support independent living for
many older adults. •CSA
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