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Background and aim

Background
• Population ageing is increasing in Aotearoa and 

internationally.

• Later life can be a time of increased vulnerability for 
social isolation, poorer mental health.

• Digital health solutions are infrequently developed with 
older adults in mind. They may cause or exacerbate 
distress in their own right.

The aim of this PhD is to co-create an evidence-based resource  

to support the development of age-friendly and equity-

enhancing digital health tools which support older adults’ 

mental and psychosocial wellbeing in Aotearoa New Zealand. 
P h o t o :  P e x e l s



Research questions

01 02
What are the enabl ing factors 

and barriers to older adults’  

engagement with digital  health 

tools? 

How can emerging digital  

health tools and services be 

developed to uphold the 

preferences and needs of  

older adults?

How can we ensure that 

emerging digital  health tools 

are developed to minimise 

potential  unintended mental  or 

psychosocial  harm to older 

adults?
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Study timeline

Provisional year

- Exploratory work: stakeholder 
interviews + scoping review

- Develop research charter

- Prepare + submit ethics 

`- Course enrolment: Māori Health 
701

Year 2

- Qualitative interview study

- Synthesis + dissemination of findings

- Planning + transdisciplinary team-
building for Y3

Year 3

- Co-creation of final output

- Evaluation with stakeholders

- Write-up of findings

- Thesis submission and dissemination

Research that upholds: Te Tiriti  |  Co-creation approaches  |  Cultural safety and reflexivity  |  Equity



Findings to date

• Inter v iews with  stakeho lders  (n=3)  invo lved in  the  care  

o f  /  de l iver y  o f  ser v ices  to  o lder  people  who may 

exper ience  anx iety

F indings:

• Part ic ipants  endorsed:  s imple ,  ta i lored,  in - the-moment  

messag ing  to  support  se l f -management

• Part ic ipants  caut ioned:  potent ia l  for  tech  inter vent ions  

to  exacerbate  symptoms

• Part ic ipants  recommended :  par t ic ipatory  des ign and 

ongo ing ,  in -person support

Exploratory  stakeholder  interviews,  Jan -Feb 2024
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Findings to date

Aim and methods

Aim:  To  c lar i f y  our  understanding  o f  the  components  

invo lved in  ex ist ing  d ig i ta l  too ls  to  promote menta l  hea lth  

and how these  have been ta i lored to  meet  o lder  adults ’  

needs  and preferences

✓ Scoping  ‘ rev iew of  rev iews’  approach

✓ Searches  conducted in  5  databases

✓ Qual i ty  assessment  +  check  for  pr imar y study  over laps

✓ Ev idence  extracted +  summar ized  in  narrat ive  synthes is

Scoping umbrel la  review,  Mar -Aug 2024

Results  

• 18 systemat ic  rev iews inc luded

• Range of  d ig i ta l  modal i t ies

• 83% rated good qual i ty ;  1/3  c i ted  over lapping ev idence

• Overa l l :  dig i ta l  tools  have  potent ia l  to  improve common 

menta l  +  psychosoc ia l  hea lth  symptoms,  with  caveats

Discuss ion 

• Important  qua l i ty  +  report ing  i ssues  with in  pr imar y  studies  

• Minimal  informat ion about  part ic ipatory des ign,  usabi l i ty,  

acceptabi l i ty  outcomes

• Lack  o f  cu l tura l  cons iderat ions  and rea l -wor ld  

implementat ion

• 1 rev iew reported worsening  symptoms



Findings to date

Research quest ion:  What  ro le  may d ig i ta l  too ls  p lay  in  

support ing  o lder  adults ’  menta l  hea lth  concerns  and needs?  

Spec i f ic  object ives  inc lude:  

1 . To  understand menta l  hea lth  concerns  and needs  in  later  

l i fe ,  f rom the perspect ives  o f  o lder  adults .

2 . To  understand percept ions  o f  /  exper iences  with  

techno logy among o lder  adults  and how d ig i ta l  too ls  may 

p lay  a  ro le  in  the ir  menta l  wel lbe ing.

3 . To  understand potent ia l  barr iers  and enablers  to  o lder  

adults ’  engagement  with  /  benef i t  f rom dig i ta l  too ls .  

Qual itat ive study:  The potentia l  for  d ig ita l  tools  

to support  the mental  health  of  o lder  adults
• Study  per iod:  Jan  –  Apr i l  2025

• Study  des ign  and  methodology:  One-t ime,  semi -

structured qual i tat ive  inter v iews 

• Populat ion:  Community -dwel l ing  adults  aged 65+.  

• Sample  s ize :  10+ pending  data  suff ic iency

P h o t o :  P e x e l s



Findings to date

Qualitative study: emerging themes

P h o t o :  P e x e l s



Discussion

Aim for Stage 3:  How can we make technology part  of  the solution,  and 

not part  of  the problem, regarding older people’s  mental  wel lbeing?

1) What do you th ink about the interview f indings? What ’s  miss ing?

 

2)  What can I/we develop as  a  team in  the next  phase of  th is  PhD?

     

  Some examples based on learnings:

• Age-fr iendly framework to support tech developers

• Improved s ignposting to exist ing services  in  community

• Innovat ive ways to educate older  people about tech

3)  Who needs to be part  of  a  future transdisc ipl inary team?

P h o t o :  P e x e l s



Ngā mihi | Thank you

E m a i l :  M e l a n i e . S t o w e l l @ a u c k l a n d . a c . n z
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