
VVOICE TECHNOLOGY FOR 
SENIORS: ARE WE LISTENING?

Consumers are becoming increasingly comfortable with voice 
technology. This includes older adults, caregivers and service 
providers, who’ve come to recognize the advantages of voice-
driven applications for the senior population in particular. Question 
is…Is our industry listening? Have we heard the message revealed in 
the data and the trends? Or, somewhere along the way, did we buy 
into the assumption that such technology is not meant for people 
of a certain age? Did we buy into the stereotype that seniors are 
not technically savvy enough to adopt such innovations? And, in 
so doing, are we failing to invest in new solutions that have the 
potential to foster a greater sense of connection and improve the 
quality of life for residents?

Let’s start by taking a look at the statistics, which are astounding:
• 	There will be an estimated 21.4 million smart speakers in the

US by 2020.1

• 	72% of people who own voice-activated speakers say that
their devices are often used as part of their daily routine.2

• 	65% of people who own an Amazon Echo or Google Home
can’t imagine going back to the days before they had a smart
speaker.3

• 	41% of people who own a voice-activated speaker say it feels
like talking to a friend or another person.4

• 	50% of all searches will be voice searches by 2020.5

• 	The Echo Dot was the best-selling product on all of Amazon in
the 2017 holiday season.6

• 	43 million people over the age of 18 in the US own smart
speakers, and 22% of Americans, age 55 and older, own smart
speakers7

When it comes to technology, it can often seem easier to 
maintain the status quo. After all, many technologies tend to emerge 
and disappear. And, if they do stick around, the senior population 
is often left out. It would be a mistake, however, to think of voice 
technology as a passing fad. The evolution of Natural Language 
Processing, combined with progress in Artificial Intelligence and 
machine learning, are game-changers for people of all ages8, and 
the growth of voice-assistive technologies like the Amazon Echo, 
Google Home and Apple HomePod has been explosive.

The statistics tell the story, and the profound benefits being 
received by users demonstrate the remarkable opportunity this 
technology represents for seniors and those who provide them with 
care and services: the nearly blind resident who quickly adapted to 
asking Alexa just about anything, from simple things such as telling 
the time to more complicated topics that could be accessed on the 
Internet; the IT director who worked with a resident’s audiologist 
to set up his hearing aid to work with Bluetooth and connect to 
the Echo; the residents with dementia who were soothed as Alexa 
played their favorite music.

Voice technology is rapidly enhancing the senior living 
experience, and our industry must adapt to the changing landscape 

as speakers begin to take the place of screens. Voice assistants, 
wearables and mobile apps are already becoming mainstream, and 
this is being accelerated by the “silver tsunami,” i.e., the incoming 
wave of baby boomers. Voice technology should be integral to 
the resident experience, and those Life Plan Communities that 
act upon this understanding are best positioned to attract vibrant 
people and support successful aging.

Let’s embrace voice technology together and encourage 
residents to welcome the enhancements it brings to everyday life, 
from shopping and sharing photos to playing music or ordering 
meals. Let’s also embrace voice technology for the improved quality 
of life it brings to people with impairments in regards to vision, 
dexterity or cognition. And let’s embrace voice technology to allow 
seniors to age in place, avoid social isolation and enjoy a greater 
sense of confidence and connectedness with family, neighbors and 
doctors.

Listen to the message in the data. Listen to the stories from 
users and caregivers. Voice technology is not something to which 
we should turn a deaf ear, and seniors should not be left out of the 
conversation.
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Thought Leadership From Our PartnersMPERSON-CENTERED CARE IN ACTION: 
IMPLEMENTING INNOVATIVE & EVIDENCE-
BASED PERSON-CENTERED CARE

The research on successful aging indicates that how we age is 
largely dependent on lifestyle, and the choices individuals make 
for themselves.  This knowledge has created a new older adult.  
Therapy providers can partner with communities to achieve their 
goals for dynamic cultures with engagement initiatives resulting in 
person-centered care.  These initiatives include:

•	 Implementing each resident’s preferences and personal goals
for Person-Centered Care in daily clinical practices

• Incorporating social, emotional and spiritual components to
regular physical and intellectual therapeutic treatments

• Developing and offering evidence-based training and courses
for staff and customers on Person-Centered Strategies

• Onsite training and monitoring the use of these innovative
strategies for all communities who desire this type of culture
within and throughout their community

A FUNCTIONAL REHAB STUDY
Meet Dorothy H., a resident in the Woodland Park community at 
Virginia Mennonite Retirement Community.

Dorothy states that she has worked with therapists a lot over 
the years, and has been very determined to walk on her own.  
When living in a traditional SNF, Dorothy was walking distances of 
5-10 feet with the assistance of 2 people.  Dorothy recently moved 
to Woodland Park and has thrived in her new setting.  

Through the therapist’s person-centered approach of allowing 
Dorothy to voice her goals and to receive therapy at her preferred 
times in her own living area and bathroom, Dorothy is now able 
to walk household distances with her rollator. She is independent 
with toileting due to the ability to set up her private bathroom in 
the way that works for her.  She utilizes her electric scooter to 
take advantage of campus-wide activities and visits with long-time 
friends. She also visits the Wellness Center on Campus 2 times per 
week for exercise.

When asked what her favorite things are to do now, she has 
a lot of great things to share. She participates in activities in her 
house such as corn shucking, BINGO and card games but always 
enjoys when friends from the other houses join them for activities. 
There are also times that she enjoys having the privacy of her own 
room to work on crafts and read.  Her advice to friends who have 
tried therapy in other places with less success, is to try again in this 
person-centered care environment.  She says, “Just do it!”

Dorothy is very involved in multiple activities across campus, 
which keep her active and engaged.  Having both the privacy and 
assistance needed daily in this setting is perfect for her.

Westminster Woods, a Presbyterian Senior Living 
Community, has embraced  a new Culture, which promotes 
all of the person-centered and successful aging components 
in their daily culture. 

The person-centered care culture was initiated throughout the 
Westminster therapy department to result in greater therapeutic 
outcomes for many of the residents.

The therapy team immediately began to add person-centered 
care principals of successful aging to their treatment sessions as 
well as offering classes and sessions outside of therapy to support 
these successful aging concepts for residents in the Westminster 
Woods Community.

Examples of success from such initiatives included the 
remarkable increased therapy participation by several residents 
who wanted to visit Norman, the therapy team dog.  Thanks 
to Norman, one resident significantly increased his upper body 
range of motion and another resident swore that when Norman 
sat beside her while she was receiving skilled therapy treatments, 
he made her knee pain go away.

Wellness classes, led by the Outpatient Therapy Director, 
include a Tai Chi class for all campus residents that has resulted in 
great success.  One resident in particular was very excited to share 
how her balance has significantly improved after attending these 
weekly classes.

And yet another example was reported from the therapeutic 
gardening project, which resulted in much progress for several 
residents. These residents were motivated to work with therapists 
to increase their function and strength through this meaningful 
activity that they enjoyed so much.  This project included skilled 
tasks with the garden as the functional setting.

The functional and meaningful approaches are unique to 
each resident’s interests.  Whether it’s a Tai Chi course or a line 
dancing class, a baking group or gardening club, painting projects 
or intergenerational events, it’s all meaningful, functional, and 
designed by therapists to increase strength and skills with purpose.

Research-based evidence supports the four pillars of successful 
aging, which are:  

• Physical Health
• Intellectual Challenge
• Social Engagement
• Spiritual Fulfillment
We recommend communities include key pillars on successful 

aging into their daily therapeutic techniques. It will undoubtedly 
result in more innovative and effective clinical outcomes to 
promote and maintain higher quality of life for residents and help 
them maintain greater independence. 

For more information about implementing person-centered 
care initiatives, please contact Shelley Wisnowski at swisnowski@
selectrehab.com or visit www.selectrehab.com.
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